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GLORY DAYS

To begin with, there’s Sandra Choron. Sandy served this book from the day I thought it up, first as an agent, then as designer and packager. But that’s not what she really did; mostly, she did what she has done for the best part of a decade, which is make me believe in myself. Writing is a pretty easy job, compared to some, but when you’re in the midst of a difficult and overdue project, it has its own terrors. Because of Sandra Choron, I can tackle those head-on, without looking over my shoulder. In the words of a singer we both love, she “makes my burden a little bit lighter/Makes my life a little bit brighter.” If I didn’t begin by thanking her, I wouldn’t be able to begin at all.

In the spring of 1986, I called Sandy—she was wearing her agent hat—and told her that this book wasn’t going to come out that fall. She did not shoot me, for which she deserves undying gratitude. Instead, she listened to what I had to tell her about a stillsecret Springsteen project that would alter not only the book’s ending but its entire shape. Without knowing exactly what I was talking about, she told me I was right and not to worry. This is not what you pay someone for; this is how you find out that someone is really your friend.

A few days later Sandy and I went to see Wendy Goldwyn, my editor at Pantheon. I told Wendy the same sketchy story. She didn’t throw me out of the twenty-eighth-floor window; she listened, said okay, and asked me to step down the hallway to the office of her boss, Andre Schiffrin, who runs the joint.

I had never met Andre Schiffrin, but he didn’t run out into the hallway, break open the fire alarm box, and murder me with the axe that he’d have found there. He listened, and then he said Pantheon would get the book out anyway as quickly as it could after the secret project had become a reality.

When I say each of these people is responsible for the existence of Glory Days, you see, I’m not kidding.

Bob Oskan deserves some credit, too. His empathetic editing con sistently improves hasty writing and half-baked thinking (even if I did crumble some of his grammatical perfection). Thanks, Bob, het’s do it again.
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If George Travis didn’t exist, somebody would have had to invent a tour director who could work twenty-six-hour days, juggle several dozen egos, face down customs officials without blinking, always make the last flight out, and never complain (although he may sometimes be seen smirking). Travis doesn’t do it alone, of course; he heads a crew shaped in the image of that philosophy, and watching them work together throughout the Born in the U.S.A. tour was an inspiration. In small ways and large, each of these members of the Springsteen crew went out of their way to help me throughout the tour, and I feel privileged to think of them as friends: Steven DePaul, Bob Thrasher, Lyle Centola, Jim McDuffie, Bruce Jackson, Terry Magovern, Jeff Ravitz, Bob Wein, Max Loubiere, Mike Grizel, Wayne Williams, and Drew Houseworth, with whom I once closed the Philadelphia Spectrum. Without Arthus Rosato, I don’t know what I would have done for an ending. Thanks also to Denise Sileci for maintaining her usual air of complete calm, and to Carol Green for making sure everybody was where they were supposed to be.

Personal to Chris Chappel: This was a lot more fun than the last trip we went on.
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Jon Landau is a person to whom I owe more things than space allows me to define or a simple thanks can begin to express. Hopefully, some of the rest is embedded in the story itself.

Extra special thanks to my personal Jersey Girl, Barbara Carr, for keeping me (and everybody else) in line. And to Sasha and Kristen Carr, who for the last three years have functioned well in a house where there was often only one parent. Someday, I hope, you’ll look back on this and it will all seem funny.

Finally, I thank Bruce Springsteen—for many things, music and conversation included, but most of all for giving me a chance to tell a true story with a happy ending.



TWO HEARTS

I’d like to thank especially Daniel Wolff and Craig Werner, who affected the new material here. Craig and Daniel also provided edits of the new introduction, “Across the Border,” and new chapter, “The Price of the Ticket” My dialogue with each of them over the past few years has been not only instructive but liberating.

Others with whom I’ve maintained a dialogue about Bruce that colors my sense of what happened include Chris Buhalis, Lou Cohan, Suzy Covey (who was Suzy Shaw the first time around), Mary Feinstein, Stew Francke, John Ingrassia, Sue Martinez, Scott McClatchy, Lauren Onkey, Matt Orel, Chris Papaleonardos, Eric Schumacher-Rasmussen, and the usual suspects. Kevin Kinder, moderator of the much missed Luckytown Digest, did a thankless task brilliantly.

Kevin Gray gave me tremendous perspective on “41 Shots”—the moment when he first heard it will be with me always.

Karen Swymer Shanahan, Laura Swymer Clancy, and Emily Swymer Quinn gave me a glimpse of “faith will be rewarded” that has a value beyond mortal measure. Karen and Laura remain alive in my heart, still dancing with Emily at the edge of the stage that last time in Hartford.

Richard Carlin provided valuable editorial insight and grasped my idea for the new material instantly, offering ideas that much improved it.

Thanking Sandy Choron feels mundane. In my heart, I do it every single day. She remains a lifesaver.

Finally, I want to once again thank Jon Landau, my friend of more than thirty years; Barbara Carr, who has been my wife for a quarter century; and Bruce Springsteen himself, for affirmations of the essentials of the human spirit.





INTRODUCTION

Across the Border


In all the efforts of life, however complicated they may be, if we can isolate the strands in the circumstance, we shall see that each strand in and of itself is consistent The plaiting of the strands creates patterns that may transcend the logic of any particular strand. Always there is the order; always there is the logic. We are not altogether bound by it because we are living, thinking, deciding, creatures. In this concept there is abiding hope for man.

—Howard Thurman, Wade in the Water, Children



It used to drive me nuts (ok, nuttier) that people swatted me over the head with the term “hagiographer” because of Born to Run and Glory Days. It doesn’t anymore, because I figured out that if you find the most coherent and dramatic rock ’n’ roll story of your generation and tell it well enough for people to still be interested after a quarter of a century, you’ve done the job. If, as a part of the story, you claim that the person you’re writing about is not a fraudulent, exploitative scoundrel but in fact honorable, immensely gifted, and inspired, and if, fifteen years later, there is nothing to contradict those claims, then somebody has a problem but it ain’t the writer.

These two books brought many gifts into my life, including some of my most cherished friendships. Yet in my mind, the two volumes never quite meshed. As pieces of writing they are quite a bit different—as they ought to be, given that they were separated by six years. Some of Born to Run strikes me now as overheated—more the introduction, which is about me, than the rest, which is about Bruce. Maybe that’s why, when I wrote Glory Days, I couldn’t for the life of me see how to begin it without retracing a lot of Bruce’s history. I apologize for the repetition.

Both books tell one story, though. Bruce Springsteen has created a career—and, for the most part, a life—with startling continuity. For him the question has never been whether to burn out or fade away but how to keep on keepin’ on. That’s part of what made him such a perfect biographical subject.

His story also provides a platform for discussing all kinds of ideas, about music and the music business, but also about such issues such as popular art in general, celebrity, and social class. (To make a probably vain attempt to clarify something that seems to confuse many readers: My politics are radical, by which I mean, outside the Democratic/Republican oscillation. Bruce’s seem to be on the left edge of liberal.)

The beginning of Bruce’s career presents a paradigm of how rock star careers began up to that time. I cannot speak to the end of his career, because I can’t find it anywhere in sight; Bruce may now be in the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, but recently he made a record as good as his best. So let’s say I’m impressed by the middle of his career. How many rock ’n’ roll (or even popular music) careers have lasted long enough to create a middle?

Keeping on track seems simple enough, a matter of being true to yourself and unwavering in your principles. In fact, it’s a tightrope act, with all sorts of forces striving to bring you to earth. Undergoing the process of attaining stardom (and it is a process, no one just “becomes famous”) generates a counterforce that drags the performer away from his core; few stars survive with identity, let alone integrity, intact. Maintaining an audience on top of that requires maintaining a public image without allowing that image to set priorities or overwhelm your sense of self. All that struggle means nothing, though, if you can’t also come up with work that justifies it. Doubt will drag you down; so will self-assurance.

The worst drag of all comes from preconceptions—the artist’s own and those of his audience.

Springsteen serves as an unmistakable American symbol, but since the late 1980s, Europe has been by far the best place to see his shows. The audiences there impose offer Springsteen much more freedom to define himself. Those audiences don’t recoil from edgy songs like “41 Shots,” since for instance in many ways the song’s antipolice surface fulfills their preconceptions about the United States. They also gladly take new versions of his all-time concert staples. Their reward—and Bruce’s—may be seen in the excerpt from the show in Barcelona that became a 2003 CBS television special. It comes closer than anything I’ve-ever seen—except a Bruce show in the moment of its execution—to demonstrating why he’s the greatest live rock performer of his generation. The only problem is that the video offers just a hint of the crowd’s response—a cascading cry of love that began the first time he played Barcelona in 1981 and has increased in intensity ever since. They take what he gives them and puzzle it out on their own terms (I guess). You don’t feel like he has to fight them to move on.

On the other hand, for many of his fans, especially in the U.S. and more especially in the New Jersey/New York City area, Bruce Springsteen is a known quantity. He does a certain set of things, and those things define him (as he often defines them). There is a whole other set of things he does not do. He’s not likely to show up with a sitar or a set of props. He doesn’t do commercial endorsements; his tours don’t have corporate sponsors or the signage that comes with them. His records and shows emphasize melody and a steady beat, not fractured harmonies and polyrhythms.

The changes in popular music during his career have complicated all this. Hip-hop dominates today’s popular music. It functions similarly to rock ‘n’ roll of the 1950s and 1960s, in part by dividing listeners into camps based, in significant measure, on how open to African-American signifiers they are. Hip-hop tore the cover off the central limitations of Western music, including rock ‘n’ roll: its refusal or inability to incorporate polyrhythms and its exaltation of melody and harmony over the power of beat.

Bruce never had much of a black audience, although his band has always been integrated. More important, he draws on a musical history developed primarily among African Americans, he sings more often than not in a voice derived from blues, R&B, soul and gospel, and he never backs away from racially charged topics. He lacks that black audience because, as a friend of mine put it, “The bottom of his music is never gonna be as interesting as the top of it,” meaning his drum and bass lines stick to one rhythmic pattern per song (or section of a song). Compared to hip-hop, this seems not so much primitive as dull, which is an important part of why Bruce, along with other stars of rock’s dominant period, has lost the attention of young Americans.

It’s also why he’s retained the interest of some pretty conservative people—New York City cops, for instance—long after he made it clear that his politics ran in the other direction. Willful misreadings of Springsteen’s lyrics and actions range from Reagan’s attempt to expropriate “Born in the U.S.A.” to the safe, predictable interpretations (truly, emasculations) that appear in the few surviving publications that identify themselves as “liberal.” Springsteen’s worked very hard to make his political, as opposed to moral, convictions opaque, and so most of what has been said and written about him and expropriated from him represents less what his work contains than the playing out of a process in which people hear what they want to hear. Springsteen intends to empower his audience, teach them to make up their own minds, not tell them what to think.

But sometimes, when it turns out that Springsteen doesn’t share the ever more reactionary white American perspective, big trouble looms. I’ve never been so frightened at a public event as that night in June 2000 when Bruce and the E Street Band first performed “41 Shots” his song inspired by the police shooting Amadou Diallo, at Madison Square Garden in New York City. In the wake of a single live performance of the song (in Atlanta a week earlier), the police unions and Rudy Giuliani, the city’s law’n’order mayor, attacked Springsteen. They declared that, since the cops who shot Diallo had been acquitted—by a jury many miles from where the crime happened— further public comment was out of order. A police union spokesman capped the whole controversy by calling Bruce “a floating fag” (a term that remains undefined, despite diligent research).

The “floating fag” comment showed up the controversy for what it was: an attempt to cut off any dialogue about what had happened since Giuliani had turned the city’s dark streets over to cops on “stop and search” missions. The bullying wasn’t going to work, since everyone knew he’d sing the song. When your opponents are armed and angry, just singing the song takes some guts. And that night, with Diallo’s parents seated just to stage left, the Garden felt close to the edge of real violence.

As I remember it, that night Springsteen opened with a new song, “Code of Silence,” whose lyrics—portraying a love relationship where communication had suffered a total breakdown—metaphorically addressed the cops’ objections. Then “41 Shots” rang out, a stunning arrangement, particularly if you’d only read the lyrics or heard the bootleg live dubs on the Internet (the song remained not only unreleased but unrecorded). The band sang as if in mourning. This wasn’t a flip attack on the police—the lyrics weren’t even unsympathetic to the cops, suggesting that they made an honest mistake. “41 Shots” had a subtitle, “American Skin,” and that’s what it tackled—the reality of race, the truth that all of us fear one another and that it gets some of us killed, and that it’s people with the “wrong” skin who do almost all of the dying. Springsteen has walked the edges of despair in a lot of his songs. Here, it was impossible to see how he maintained his equilibrium, for what he skirted was the American abyss. “Is it a gun? Is it a knife?” he asked. “Is it in your heart? Is it in your eyes?”

The Garden didn’t get so still you could hear a pin drop. For one thing, the song grew loud. He argued back with just his voice and his band, and this gave him an indomitable dignity.

Still, it felt like someone might try to hurt Springsteen, and I thought I knew who. In front of me sat a cop hurling furious threats and belligerent curses. But as soon as “41 Shots” ended, the cop wound up cheering just as loud as everyone else for the songs that followed. Maybe he’d forgotten his need to ban Springsteen’s heretical thoughts; maybe he wasn’t even a cop; maybe he just got carried away.

You could understand the guy’s sense of betrayal, though. Springsteen turned out not to be the guy in his fantasy. Other Springsteen fans had felt betrayal for lesser reasons: When Bruce fired his drummer and started playing a tighter form of rock ’n’ roll; when he made records that attracted people who didn’t know Spanish Johnny from Madame Marie, or “Jungleland” from “Hungry Heart.” When he married a girl who wasn’t from New Jersey; when he wound up in a messy divorce that involved philandering with a Jersey girl. When he broke up the E Street Band and replaced it with a band of mainly black players and singers; when he put the band back together and went on a worldwide reunion tour. When he got rich as a result of satisfying his fans’ desires so well; when he refused to stop identifying with the poor. When he stopped writing about the Jersey shore and started writing about the world; when he wrote more about his own life than he did about the world. When he put out records on his dilatory schedule; when he put out two full-priced albums at the same time. When he fired a couple of roadies and only gave them six figure severance pay; when he kept working with managers and producers that some fans didn’t care for. Each of these “betrayals” involved the failure to meet a powerful preconception.

Most Springsteen fans didn’t share those preconceptions (it’s probable, for that matter, that most cops didn’t think their representatives—or the mayor—should tell singers what to sing.) Still, you could feel the tension between star and audience in many things Bruce did. He even made fun of it on The Ghost of Tom Joad, in a John Prine-ish song called “My Best Was Never Good Enough,” each verse a series of bitter clichés capped with the title phrase: “The sun don’t shine on a sleepin’ dog’s ass/But for you my best was never good enough.” I took it as a comment on what happened when Springsteen did something his core audience disapproved of—that 1992–1993 tour with a black band and a (slightly) blacker beat. There and then, Bruce found out that the compact of loyalty with his fans ran down a one-way street. All of a sudden he couldn’t sell out Cleveland. He didn’t sound pissed off, though. Just a little more cynical. Of course, with Bruce Springsteen, a little cynicism goes a long way toward confusing and contradicting any number of issues.

To the cop, it seemed pretty simple, I bet: Springsteen was an American hero, with an American flag on the cover of his biggest selling album. That there might be more than one version of America, that there might even be more than two, was the warp and woof of the issue. It apparently never occurred to that cop that Bruce’s sense of what’s important in the world might differ from his, just as it seemingly never occurred to the dissident fans that if his manager and producer were in charge, they’d have had to be clinically insane to let his career careen along at such a screwy pace and with so many restraints on making a buck.

All these forces pull at the man on the tightrope, and he’s out there by himself. And, as the Band sing, “when he gets to the end, he’s got to start all over again.” It’s a balancing act, and even when Springsteen takes a stand, he fights for equilibrium. In April 2003 radio station chains and politicians campaigned to silence the Dixie Chicks for admitting that being from the same state as George W. Bush embarrassed them. Springsteen responded with a statement on his website:



The Dixie Chicks have taken a big hit lately for exercising their basic right to express themselves. To me, they’re terrific American artists expressing American values by using their American right to free speech. For them to be banished wholesale from radio stations, and even entire radio networks, for speaking out is un-American.

The pressure coming from the government and big business to enforce conformity of thought concerning the war and politics goes against everything that this country is about—namely freedom. Right now, we are supposedly fighting to create freedom in Iraq, at the same time that some are trying to intimidate and punish people for using that same freedom here at home.

I don’t know what happens next, but I do want to add my voice to those who think that the Dixie Chicks are getting a raw deal, and an un-American one to boot. I send them my support.



That’s the hardest line Springsteen’s ever taken on a public controversy. Unlike the Diallo case, what’s happened to the Dixie Chicks can be seen only one way, he insists.

Now try to use that statement to prove that Springsteen opposed the invasion of Iraq. It can’t be done. He will tell you that it’s important to keep the right to think. But he won’t stray into what he thinks about what the Dixie Chicks think. All we know for sure is that in Springsteen’s version of America, everybody retains the right to criticize or even mock politicians. That proves only one thing: As much as it goes against convention and public policy, Bruce refuses to surrender his memory.

Without memory, of course, there could be no continuity and the continuity, sustains Springsteen’s art and life. But in the every day colored by the spectre of September 11, 2001, acknowledging that there is history and that it has consequences, let alone became a feat. This old trend in America grew like kudzu until it took over almost everything— except those whose sense of survival forced them to resist. Whether Bruce Springsteen wants to be a leader or not, he walks now on a path whose existence most public figures regularly deny.

The continuity here reaches back to the conclusion of his first great song: “Walk tall, or don’t walk at all”

This volume represents a chronicle of his journey and my own. There is no one else of my generation I’d rather walk beside.
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For Barbara —and all the tramps like us
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“Me and the boys got some work to do. You wanna come along? It ain’t like the old days…but it’ll do.”

Edmond O’Brien, The Wild Bunch



This book was first written in 1976. Flush with the newness of Springsteen’s success, it was shorter, breezier, I guess happier. But that version never appeared, because Mike Appel (who then controlled Bruce Springsteen’s song publishing rights) at the last moment withdrew his permission to quote from the lyrics. Perhaps the delay was fortuitous; I now realize that, back then, the story was far too fresh to be fully appreciated.

At any rate, the manuscript moldered in my desk until July 1978, when I finally asked Bruce what he thought about my updating it. I wasn’t asking for permission—this isn’t an authorized biography—but I felt Bruce was owed a chance to veto. Fortunately for me he accepted the idea.

My reasons for writing this book go beyond its role in rationalizing my Springsteen fanaticism (which justifies itself). When I saw Bruce Springsteen, the dreams and hopes of what might have been were suddenly restored. For me, this is more than just a story about Bruce Springsteen. It is also a chronicle of rock in the Sixties—and in the Seventies, as its innocence curdled into cynicism.

I believe that rock and roll has saved lives, because I know that it was instrumental in shaping my own. When Bruce speaks of rock reaching down into homes without culture to tell kids that there is another way to live, I understand it personally. That is exactly what happened in my house. If this book succeeds, it’s because it takes the measure of the life of a bus driver’s son (like Bruce Springsteen)—or a railroad brakeman’s son (like myself), or perhaps your own life—and spells out something of what rock and roll has given to them. We had nothing; rock lent us a sense that we could have it all.

But over the past decade, rock has betrayed itself. It gnaws at my marrow to recall a hundred sellouts, from the rock opera movies that were all glamour and no heart, to the photos of rock celebrities with international jet-set fugitives. The inevitable result was records that were made not with feeling but because there was a market demanding a product, and concerts performed with an eye only toward the profit margin. Rock became just another hierarchical system in which consumers took what was offered without question. Asking who was fake and who was for real used to be half the joy of the thing. Losing that option was our own fault, of course, but that doesn’t make it hurt less. Rock saved my life. It also broke my heart.

So then the advent of Bruce Springsteen, who made rock and roll a matter of life and death again, seemed nothing short of a miracle to me. Not because it shifted the trend toward sounds I preferred but because it proved that one man could make a difference; because it said that it was every fan’s responsibility to root out the corruption that had seeped into rock.

I remember four days in Los Angeles during the summer of 1978. On the first night Bruce climbed atop a six-story building to paint a mustache on the billboard advertising his album on Sunset Strip; “artistic improvement” he called it. The next night he played the Forum, the area’s largest arena; it was sold out, but the show was as intimate as any with fifteen thousand participants could be. The night after that, performing with as much intensity as he had at the Forum, Springsteen played with an unknown band from Oklahoma in a roadhouse out in Callabasas that couldn’t have held more than fifty people. And on the final evening, Bruce played the Roxy in Los Angeles, before a live audience of five hundred and to thousands of radio listeners. There had been some confusion about tickets, and not everyone who had stood in line all night got them. Springsteen apologized, live on the radio, then played as forcefully as anyone I have ever heard.

Every day now, new rock and rollers appear, fierce with determination not to compromise. “Punks,” they often call themselves, and though I’m barely thirty, they make me feel old. For I know that rock can never be for them what it was for me and my friends—itself a means of avoiding compromise. I recognize that some of what I have written here seems overstated. There was no helping it. For Bruce Springsteen is the last of rock’s great innocents. There can never be another quite like him.

But as long as weeks like that one in Los Angeles are still possible, even the betrayals seem worth it.

So this book was written to remind myself that these things really happened, as much as to share the story with others. And at the end, what I remember is not one of the happy songs, but one of the saddest. When Bruce sang it that night at the Roxy, he dedicated it to his father. It made me think of mine, and how desperately I’ve always wanted to communicate to him what’s happened in a world he will never know. But tonight, that song also brings back to me the whole story of rock and roll itself. It is called “Independence Day.”

Poppa go to bed now, it’s getting late

Nothing we can say can change anything now

Because there’s different people comin’ down here now

And they see things in different ways

And soon everything we’ve known will just be swept away

So say goodbye, it’s Independence Day

Poppa now I know the things you wanted that you could not say

Say goodbye it’s Independence Day

I swear I never meant to take those things away

New York City April 24, 1979





Introduction to the Second Edition

OUT IN THE STREET

DOI: 10.4324/9780203494707-3



He and his boys up there were keeping it new, at the risk of ruin, destruction, madness, and death, in order to find new ways to make us listen. For, while the tale of how we suffer, and how we are delighted, and how we may triumph is never new, it always must be heard. There isn’t any other tale to tell, it’s the only light we’ve got in all this darkness.

James Baldwin, “Sonny’s Blues”



Born to Run: The Bruce Springsteen Story set out to be a paradigm, the story of a rock ’n’ roll archetype. Don’t get me wrong. I thought then, as I think now, that Bruce Springsteen was—is—the brightest rock ’n’ roll talent to emerge from the Seventies. But the reason I wanted to write a book about him stemmed only partly from being a fan. It came just as much from journalistic perception of a story taking shape. What happened to Springsteen happened to everyone else, virtually without exception, only it happened to him over and over again in a dramatically charged fashion. This turned out to be true from the way he learned to play guitar to the way in which he finally created a hit record, and it was never more true than in his business affairs. There is a saying in the record industry, “If you’re going to have one hit, you’d better have two,” meaning that you’re certainly going to be ripped off on the first. The post-Born to Run lawsuit between Bruce and his former manager Mike Appel played out that axiom as contemporary tragicomedy. (I apologize if the best I could do with it was morality play.)

It had seemed to me, ever since Springsteen first thrust his legend-in-the-making into my face upstairs at Max’s Kansas City one summer’s night in 1973, that some kind of generational gestalt was hard at work within him. Or maybe I was simply cunning enough to recognize a great story when it was taking shape with the boy next door. I could never have written a good story about a musician, however paradigmatic, who didn’t move me. And Springsteen’s story—more concise and approachable than the Who’s, less sprawling and sheltered than Motown’s, more conscious and less alien than Elvis’s—was the crucial thing that allowed Born to Run: The Bruce Springsteen Story to become the first rock ’n’ roll best-seller.

Whatever else this book did, it invented that mongrel genre now known as the “rock book.” I think it actually contained the prototypes for several styles within that genre, offering a biography, a fan’s notes, a photo book (which was the format of the first Doubleday edition), an analysis of the biz and an annotated discography cum touring chronology.

I thought all those parts ought to be in there, because, first, they might be useful and one of the things I’d always loved about books was their pure utility, their side-by-side deposits of fact and lore.

Second, I wanted to write a book out of the sensibility that rock ’n’ roll had given me. Frankly, none of the earlier books about rock ’n’ roll captured its reach; even Nik Cohn’s brilliant early encomiums slighted rock’s more serious side. Most of the other people who’d tried to capture the experience (as opposed to just lay out the history, à la Charlie Gillett’s indispensable The Sound of the City) presumed that overwriting to produce a tumult of metaphor, simile and hyperbole could somehow put the auditory experience on the page. Nonsense. Nothing puts the auditory experience on the page, which is about the least auditory experience there is. If you can’t face that limit, you’re not much of a writer, and you’re certainly not a music critic.

The job is to lay out what happened, to describe what occurred, and then to embellish it with just the right attitude, an attitude that can’t be flip all the time, anymore than Elvis could sing nothing but “Hound Dog” or Dylan nothing but “Rainy Day Women.” (Even the Stones do “Dead Flowers” and “Moonlight Mile.”) If you happen to be the kind of vernacular poet that James Baldwin was, every once in a while you can say it in a way that gets close to the core of the experience, the way “Sonny’s Blues” does. But nobody’s prose replaces or replicates the experience itself, and imitating what music’s emotional core riles up may be the worst way of trying to emulate it.

The writer’s job is to place those riled emotions in some kind of order that might, if you get lucky (and even a poet would need luck for this part), explain what can’t be explained to those who previously did not get it. Probably my favorite tribute to this book has been the number of people who’ve told me that they’ve given a copy to a parent or teacher or spouse who just couldn’t figure out what it was about this rock ’n’ roll thing, in the hope that my book would spell it out. I don’t know if any of those unrocked readers actually figured out what the book was about (there’s a passage in some Joyce Maynard novel that indicates she sure didn’t), but at least some other obsessives realized that I had cast my bread upon the waters.

In 1979, when Born to Run: The Bruce Springsteen Story was first published (the official publication date was September 23, Bruce’s thirtieth birthday), the idea that rock listeners would also be interested in reading a story struck publishers as preposterous. The audience presumably consisted of illiterates with short attention spans. (You didn’t see a whole lot of editors and publishers at those marathon Springsteen and Dead shows.) Rock books got published only if a star like the Beatles or Elvis grew too big to ignore. Doubleday’s big popular culture titles in the autumn of that year were meant to be its books about the Bee Gees (riding high on Saturday Night Fever) and the first of Rolling Stone’s innumerable tomes on the cast of Saturday Night Live. I have never fully understood how Madeline Morel, Stephanie Bennett and the other people at Delilah Communications convinced Doubleday to take a flyer on a performer who had made only five albums, the first three of which had flopped, and, for that matter, a performer who must have seemed even to the Delilah folks like nothing more than a poorly groomed cult figure. The fact that I had a fairly complete first draft probably helped. Anyway, Doubleday printed 15,000 copies of the first edition, and there weren’t meant to be any more, as one could tell from the way the deal was structured—Doubleday had to pay on delivery for every copy they distributed, no returns allowed.

We outfoxed their slacker intentions, partly by tapping into the real rock audience, which had always been more devoted to the funky cult hero than to the Next Big Thing. This may or may not still be true, MTV having changed everything, but in trying to figure out the relative importance of rock icons, I try to follow a maxim articulated by John Fogerty, who said that what was really happening wasn’t even in the Top 10 but somewhere down around number 16 somewhere.

In 1979, there were no book editors who could have told you who was number 6, let alone number 16. You can only imagine what the sales and marketing people must have thought about this scruffy Springwhozit—you can, because thinking it through would be way too depressing for me. So More!, independent promotion man Steve Leeds and myself set out to promote the book as if it were a record, touting it to radio stations, arranging giveaways and personal appearances, traveling from town to town. It was a shoestring version of what’s become the “author tour.” Nobody in the book business knew quite what to make of what we were up to, but my music industry friends did. “Dave’s showing those publishing guys a new idea,” Jon Landau said one Sunday afternoon. “He’s out there flogging the damn things.” So Born to Run: The Bruce Springsteen Story hit the best-seller lists.

If you’re going to pull off something like that, in addition to shameless guts, it helps to have ammunition, and that was just what Bruce Springsteen provided. His fans, though fewer, were even more rabid then. It also helped that, from start to finish, Born to Run: The Bruce Springsteen Story spoke with a zealot’s conviction that if people simply paid attention to Springsteen’s work, they’d come to the same conclusion about its greatness that I had. Most of all, what I was alleging happened to be pretty much true for a lot of people, and almost all of them wanted tools with which to proselytize. (Also, Springsteen makes albums so slowly that if he owned his own record label he’d have to call it Molasses, and so his cult and its wallets were otherwise unoccupied that fall.)

Somewhere along in there, Born to Run: The Bruce Springsteen Story played a role in allowing Bruce Springsteen to fulfill Jon Landau’s prophesy that he was “rock ’n’ roll future.” (The weirdest part is that he actually was—even though I thought it was kinda hyperbolic when Landau wrote it. Not that I dislike hyperbole, as this book proves in spades.) As a critic, it’s always nice to know when you’ve gotten one right. As a Bruce Springsteen fan and a rock ’n’ roll true-believer—no matter how hard I try to keep some distance—it’s damn flattering. But I live as a writer even more than I do as a rock ’n’ roll fan, and if the truth be known, I’m proudest of all that my version of Born to Run succeeded the way Bruce’s original did—by breaking a few rules, conjuring a mystery, inspiring some word of mouth, refusing to give up, making people fall in love with it despite its periodic ungainliness. By hacking its own way through the forest and into the sunlight. Sentence for sentence, it’s as ramshackle as a Gary Bonds single, but like “Quarter to Three” and all the other midnight classics I listened to while I wrote it, Born to Run: The Bruce Springsteen Story gets the job done. This paperback writer never asked for anything more.

September 23, 1995





1 The E Street Shuffle

DOI: 10.4324/9780203494707-4


August 15, 1975

On this hot night in Greenwich Village, two hundred kids huddle in dank humidity at the corner of Mercer and West Fourth streets. Their faces alternately reflect hope and despair. Some have come from as far away as Philadelphia to see the rock show across the street.

The club is the Bottom Line, the showcase nightclub of the Manhattan music industry. Its fluorescent marquee reads:

Aug. 13–17

Bruce Springsteen

& the E Street Band

Sold Out

Tonight is the middle night of the stand. The crowd is waiting on a chance at the standing-room tickets—fifty per show, all that are left to buy—an opportunity to do nothing but elbow up to the bar or crowd around the coat-check room. They may not see much, but at least they’ll be there.

Selling out the Bottom Line for five nights (ten shows) isn’t terribly difficult. The club seats only five hundred. But Springsteen’s new album, Born To Run, his first, is about to be released. In that time his cult has trebled. A tape of the title song is already an underground hit in Boston, Cleveland, Austin and Phoenix. In New York, Springsteen’s following is sufficient for WNEW-FM, the city’s leading FM rock station, to broadcast tonight’s first set live. From the Jersey coast to Connecticut, cassette recorders are hooked to radio receivers.

Springsteen is prepared. Wednesday’s opening sets were rocky in all the wrong ways—ragged and nervous. But Thursday’s performances turned the corner. Bruce regained his keen edge. Unlike almost every other contemporary rock star, he had earned his following not with records but with stagecraft: charismatic, intense and intimate two-and-one-half-hour shows. By the end, he is drained and so is the crowd. Few leave unconvinced.

Last night’s second set ended well after two A.M., with the crowd on its chairs and the band rocking the final encore, “Twist And Shout.” Not counting an hour off while the Bottom Line staff cleared the first show customers and let the second group inside, the band had been onstage for more than six hours. And unlike the similar marathons of the Grateful Dead, this was not laid-back hippie music; this was street-level, kick-ass rock and roll and rhythm and blues, music to dance to, conjure with and be overpowered by.

Tonight, passing WNEW’s emcee, Dick Neer, Springsteen delivers a spiel patterned after Muhammad Ali’s heavyweight title fight boasts. Tonight he’s out to prove that he’s the champ. He says this into an open mike, and when it reaches the radio listeners milliseconds later, a few are bemused. Of course he’s the champ—the only problem is that, at this point, rock has few other contenders for the title.

Still, it requires more than the usual amount of arrogance to make this claim. Since the beginning of the summer, the group has played only in the studio. The four previous Bottom Line sets are the only ones that have included Miami Steve Van Zandt, the new guitarist. But the band lives up to every boast. Van Zandt is ready; he looks like a gunslinger, relaxed but coiled for action. Drummer Max Weinberg is smashing a few practice shots into his kit. Clarence Clemons, the big saxman, thunders scattered notes from his tenor horn; he glowers, white-suited and very black, at the virtually all-white audience, as enticing as he is threatening. Pianist Roy Bittan and organist Danny Federici finger their keyboards, itching to start. Garry Tallent, the implacable bassist, stares past his beard at his shoes, absently plucking his heavy strings.

Suddenly, Bruce hits the stage. A white spot hits him; from the first note, it’s clear that Springsteen sees something unusual at stake tonight. Maybe he’s thinking of that long line of radio-linked tape recorders rolling from Asbury Park to way up in Westchester, and on out across Long Island. Instead of the solo number he has been opening with, Springsteen grabs the mike and flails his arm like a man falling off a bicycle as the band crashes into “Tenth Avenue Freeze-Out,” the story of the band and one of the songs from Born To Run.

The band charges into “Spirit In The Night,” dedicated “to all the folks down by the Shore, down at Greasy Lake.” In the middle, Springsteen crawls onto one of the front tables, prompting squeals of delight from the patrons, to sing a verse up close. He leaps back onstage and finishes the song, then dives into the magic world of the Crystals’ “Then She Kissed Me.” The beauty of the arrangement has Springsteen almost breathless; he sings as if the song were new to him, as if he really had just mustered up the nerve to go up and ask that dream-date if she wanted to dance. His twelve-string guitar notes fall into the night and travel those airwaves like a message home.

Through his comic autobiography, “Growin’ Up,” its delight balanced between the devilish and the angelic, and into the searing “It’s Hard To Be A Saint In The City,” which resolves the issue in favor of both sides, the roar of the crowd grows louder. Then the stage goes black. Weinberg begins to snap rimshots like a tired metronome. All at once, a blue spotlight hits Bruce squarely and Bittan strikes some beautiful rolling chords on the piano. The organ slips underneath for a couple of bars, and Miami Steve’s wailing guitar cries out. Then Springsteen brings his arm up, and snaps it down.

“Bam!” he cries, leaping into the air. The music rises with him, and as his feet hit the boards, the music falls back.

“It was, uh, about three, four years ago—four years ago, about this time of year, around August,” he begins, his voice raspy. “I was working in this bar down on the Shore. I worked there for three, maybe four months, place called the Student Prince.” A cheer. Springsteen has made the bars of Asbury Park—his home turf—nearly as famous as he is. And tonight there is a large element in the audience that has been following him long enough to remember those clubs.

“So it was me,” he continues, the rhythm ticking away, “and it was Steve here and Garry. Garry was in the band then. And South-side Johnny.

“Do you folks get down to the Shore much?” He’s answered with maniacal cheers. The mention is a setup; Bruce has accomplished the virtually impossible feat of making New Jersey fashionable. The shouts of affirmation come even from fans whose summers are spent on the rooftop tar beaches of the city. “Well, you gotta go see Southside Johnny’s band, yeah, the Jukes.” He croaks this, giggling, half little boy, half adult.

“Anyway, this is about three, four years ago, me and Steve and Garry are working in this bar down there. And we were feelin’ like, like real discouraged at the time,” he says, as though this is now unbelievable. “Because no one would give us a gig or nothin’. We went into this bar—the only way we got this job was this guy had just bought the bar and we went in there about midnight on a Saturday night. You know, there should be a few folks in there, right? Went into this place, the darkest, dingiest, dampest place you ever seen and there was nobody in there. Right?

“So we walk up to this guy and say we’ll play for the door. You know, we’ll charge a dollar at the door and we’ll play for that. So we had a seven-piece band at the time, a big band. And we brought the band in the first week and we made, hell, we musta made...”

“Thirteen seventy-five,” interjects Miami Steve, with a flat air of doom.

“Yeah, we split $13.75 between us,” Springsteen goes on, chuckling a bit. “And a few guys quit, you know. The next week I was there with a six-piece band. Threw some cat out—five-piece band. This went on for a few weeks until we got it down to... You get down to your boys when you’re starvin’.

“We was playin’ this joint and we was always figuring like, these people was trying to set us up. Like, ‘Man, I got the manager from the Byrds comin’ down here tonight to check you guys out. So you dudes better be good.’ Right? So we would play like mad dogs all night. And about three in the mornin’ we’d all be sittin’ at this damn little table, sayin’, ‘Where is the cat? You know? What happened to the joker? Where is the dude?’

“And Steve, Steve was known then for practicin’ his guitar, day in and day out, night and day, all the time. Every time I’d see him, he would practice, practice, practice. He always had his guitar with him, everywhere he went, you know. See him on the boardwalk, he’s always got his guitar with him. Practice, practice, practice.

“So one night after the gig, we was all feelin’ down in the dumps and you know, you’re sittin’ there sayin’ ‘Man, we’re better than them cats and they got two records out. How come we ain’t got no record out?’ Right? You do all that kind of stuff, you know. Me and Steve was feelin’ really, really drug out, and we figured we were gonna walk home. Figured we’d walk north along the boardwalk.

“So we got out there and it was a nasty night. It was rainin’ and the club was flooded because some bikers come along and ripped off the front door. Really,” he says when the crowd begins to laugh. “They just ripped the sucker off and brought it home with ’em or somethin’. I don’t know what they did with it.” As though the door, not the flood, were amazing. “They ate that thing. Right.

“So we was walkin’ down the boardwalk this time of night. It was late—musta been four in the mornin’. Steve had his guitar with him. He was practicin’. And we was just walkin’ down the boardwalk, figurin’ we wanted to get home.” The music continues its slow but inexorable pace, Federici’s organ joining the melody every few bars. But Miami Steve has dropped out; he is too engrossed in the story. Springsteen swings over to his side of the stage and they pretend to peer into the distance.

“All of a sudden, we see somethin’ comin’. I said, ‘Steve, you see somethin’ comin’ down there?'''

“Umm huh,” Van Zandt answers.

“He savs yeah. I said, ‘I don’t know what that is.’ But we don’t want to take no chances, like, we just wanted to get home. We don’t wanna fool around. So we ducked in this doorway, you know [they lean back]. And he told me to peek out. And I peek out.

“Whatever it was was comin’ in the rain. The wind was blowin’, it was in this big mist. And it was dressed all in white.”

Clarence demons jumps into the spotlight, facing Bruce and Miami Steve. He begins to swing his arms and slowly walk in place, as though approaching them. His size, and their cowering figures, make the saxman seem a true force of nature.

“Dressed all in white with a walkin’ stick. Walkin’ like there ain’t no rain, no wind. I said, ‘Steven! Are you...am I crazy or is that dude carryin’ a saxophone?” Now the crowd catches on. It roars with joy.

“So we figured,” Bruce, says, as Steven nods in terrified agreement, “any dude walkin’ in the rain at four A.M., dressed all in white, walkin’ like there’s no rain, with a saxophone is not to be messed with! Let the sucker walk on by. Right?

“So we huddled in the doorway, and we were sorta scared. [Steve hides his face, ducks behind Bruce, peers over the singer’s shoulder.] We were a little scared. We were thinkin’ we didn’t want to get messed around or nothin’. I thought, that’s all I need—come home with $3.50 and a messed-up face tonight.

“We heard his footsteps comin’ closer. [Steve pantomimes the steps, banging on his guitar strings.] And they come closer [banging] and closer. They came even closer than that [final bang]. Now we figured this is no time to look like we were scared. We figured this guy is gonna come along, so we better at least look like we’re bad. So here the cat’s comin’ and we’re startin’ to get ready.” Steve pushes Bruce toward Clarence. Bruce drags his heels, but edges a little nearer. “And this cat comes up and he turned and he faced off right in front of us in the doorway and I just jumped back like this [falls into Steve’s arms, as the music continues to swell].

“The first thing we did was, we throw all our money down. Threw all the damn money down. Then I still didn’t know where the cat was at. He didn’t move, he didn’t do nothin’. He just stood there. And he held out the saxophone. So I took out my sneakers—I wasn’t goin’ to take no chances—and I threw them down. I figured he might want me to do that.

“But all he did was...put out his hand. [Clarence’s hand edges into the spotlight, which is still fixed on Bruce]. So me and Steve leaned back and we got just...a little...closer. And then when we touched, it was like:


Sparks! fly on E Street

When the boy-prophets walk it handsome and hot

All the little girls’ souls grow weak

When the manchild hits ’em with a double shot

The schoolboy pops pull out all the stops

On a Friday night...

And suddenly the band and the crowd sing with Bruce, in a moment of unity and passion:


The teenager tramps in skin tight pants do the

E Street dance

And it’s all right

In that moment, it is a good deal better than all right.
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Bruce Springsteen has made Asbury Park, New Jersey, famous. But that’s not really his hometown. He grew up fifteen miles inland, in Freehold, a small town of the sort that has almost disappeared since the freeways re-routed traffic. It isn’t a place of suburban ranch homes and halfacre lots. It’s the kind of community familiar to Americans who grew up before World War II—more than a bedroom to its residents, but without the pretensions of a city. There are a couple of factories—the largest makes Nescafe instant coffee—and the seat of Monmouth County; small shops rather than shopping malls. Towns like this have been sliding downhill for years; in today’s world, the very concept of such places is outmoded. Still, Freehold has a feeling of stability that tract housing can never create.

Bruce was born in Freehold on September 23, 1949, the first child of Adele and Douglas Springsteen. (They would later have two daughters, Ginny and Pam.) Their surname is Dutch (not Jewish, as is commonly supposed), but Douglas Springsteen’s ancestry is mostly Irish: his wife is Italian—her maiden name was Zirilli. Bruce apparently acquired his talent for tale-spinning from his maternal grandfather.

A story Bruce used to tell about his youthful life in Freehold sums up the place, and the time. It is, of course, considerably mythologized, but those who were around in the old days say that almost every word is true.

“I lived eighteen years of my life in a small town in New Jersey, next door to a gas station—Ducky Slattery’s Sinclair Station. That was the guy’s name, Ducky Slattery. He was an older guy. And I lived next door.

“You know how in a small town, the place where the people hang out these days is down at the gas station. Everybody comes in and sits around at the gas station. Some guy comes in, somebody goes out, pumps the gas, comes back in. Ducky Slattery and this guy Bill who was kinda... This cat had a pink Cadillac. It was a sight! Got drunk, smashed it up.

“Ducky Slattery had this one line he ripped off the Marx Brothers. Anybody’d come in, he’d say, ‘Wanna buy a duck?’ That was his big line—not too original, but it worked. ‘Wanna buy a duck?’ Whaddya gonna do with a duck?

“I had a duck…my father killed a duck for Thanksgiving once. Helped me get out of the draft. Went down to the Army, told ’em ever since I seen my father kill that duck, I go crazy every time I see a duck. Told ’em, if I was out there on the battlefield in Vietnam, and I seen a duck, I might do anything—start killin’ generals or something. I could do anything—I don’t know what I do when I see a duck.”

(Bruce would actually beat the draft in the classic Sixties fashion. “They gave me the forms and I checked everything. Even said I was a homo and all that. Then this guy calls me into his office, talks to me for about three minutes and tells me to go home.”)

Douglas Springsteen had a variety of jobs, ranging from factory worker to prison guard. But mostly he drove a bus. “My father was a driver,” Bruce recalls. “He liked to get in the car and just drive. He got everybody else in the car, too, and he made us drive. He made us all drive.” It’s a trait Bruce retains to this day; he likes the feeling of being in an automobile, behind the wheel or riding shot-gun, cruising slowly or careening recklessly (mostly the latter). His fascination with highway imagery in his songs is not an idle one.

Springsteen attended parochial schools, not the best environment for a headstrong, idealistic kid who refused to learn his place. “I lived half of my first thirteen years in a trance,” he has said. “People thought I was weird because I always went around with this look on my face. I was thinking of things, but I was always on the outside looking in.”

Bruce was far from the most popular kid in school. Nuns seemed to single him out for harassment. “In the third grade a nun stuffed me in a garbage can under her desk because, she said, that’s where I belonged. I also had the distinction of being the only altar boy knocked down by a priest during Mass. The old priest got mad. My mother wanted me to serve Mass, but I didn’t know what I was doin’ so I was tryin’ to fake it.” n

Some of the trouble may have been self-inflicted. Bruce is by nature reserved; he does not reveal much of himself with any ease. Coupled with an equally strong streak of selfreliance often misinterpreted (even in his adult life) as arrogance, this spelled problems. Once, in fifth or sixth grade, he was sent to a first-grade classroom, as punishment. “I got down there and I was still actin’ up. So the nun says to one of the little kids in class, ‘Jimmy, I want you to show Bruce how we deal with people who act like that down here.’ And this little kid gets up, walks over and slaps me in the face.”

He might have hated any school, but parochial school, with its emphasis on discipline and social restraint, was the wrong place for anyone as rebellious as Bruce. “I was there eight years,” Bruce says. “That’s a long time. I still remember a lot of things about it. But I don’t remember anything nice about it, so I guess I didn’t enjoy it. It has nothing to do with me. I’m not involved in it. I’m here to play music; I’m in a rock band. Some people pray, some people play music.” He attended a public high school.

Conflict was not unknown at home, either. The Springsteens were much less than affluent—from time to time, they lived with Mrs. Springsteen’s parents and Douglas was often out of work. Both Bruce and Douglas are headstrong, volatile personalities, without much tolerance for rules. In such circumstances, a son with vision and ambition can seem less than a blessing. Bruce’s memories of his early life are a mixture of the hilarious and the bitter. “We had a bathroom with a big gaping hole in it,” he told an early interviewer, “and it looked right into this convent. I used to tell the other kids that during the war an airplane crashed into it—to save face, y’know?” (The story has a germ of truth: the bathroom window was broken). The part of Freehold where the Springsteens eventually settled was a weird neighborhood known, for some reason, as “Texas,” filled with rundown two-family houses occupied mostly by immigrant Appalachian factory workers.

The family was typical American working class; culture came from television and the daily paper. “I wasn’t brought up in a house where there was a lot of reading and stuff. I was brought up on TV,” Bruce says. “Who was William Burroughs? They never brought him up in high school in the Sixties—unless you hung around with that kind of crowd. And I didn’t hang around with no crowd that was talking about William Burroughs.”

The crowd he did hang around with was trouble enough as far as his father was concerned. Although Bruce now speaks of his father with both affectionate humor and a kind of intense identification, there was a time when the mixture of love and hate all adolescents feel for their parents was seriously unbalanced. Introducing an old Animals song, Bruce used to tell this story: “I grew up in this dumpy, two-story, two-family house, next door to this gas station. And my mom, she was a secretary and she worked downtown. She married my pop as soon as he got out of the Army; they got married and she took that job. And my father, he worked a lotta different places, worked in a rug mill for a while, drove a cab for a while, and he was a guard down at the jail for a while. I can remember when he worked down there, he used to always come home real pissed off, drunk, sit in the kitchen.

“At night, about nine o’clock, he used to shut off all the lights, every light in the house. And he used to get real pissed off if me or my sister turned any of ’em on. And he’d sit in the kitchen with a six pack and a cigarette. My mom, she’d set her hair and she would come downstairs and just turn on the TV and sit in the chair and watch TV till she fell asleep. And she’d get up the next morning and go to work again.

“My pop, sometimes he went to bed, sometimes he didn’t. Sometimes he got up. Sometimes he didn’t get up. And I used to sleep upstairs. In the summertime, when the weather got hot, I used to drag my mattress out the window and sleep on the roof next door to the gas station. And I watched these different guys—the station closed at one and these guys, they’d be pullin’ in and pullin’ out all night long. They’d be meetin’ people there. They’d be rippin’ off down the highway.

“As soon as I got sixteen, me and my buddy, we got this car and we started takin’ off. We used to take off down to the beach, sleep on top of the beach houses. We used to spin up to the city, just walk around the streets all night long ‘til the cops would catch us in the Port Authority and call our pops. My pop, he’d never come and get me. I remember he always sent my mother. Everytime I got in trouble, my mother would always come and she’d always say, ‘Your father, he don’t even wanna come.’

“I used to always have to go back home. And I’d stand there in that driveway, afraid to go in the house, and I could see the screen door, I could see the light of my pop’s cigarette. And I remember I just couldn’t wait until I was old enough to take him out once.

“I used to slick my hair back real tight so he couldn’t tell how long it was gettin’. And try to sneak through the kitchen. But the old man he’d catch me every night and he’d drag me back into the kitchen. He’d make me sit down at the table in the dark, and he would sit there tellin’ me. And in the wintertime, he used to turn on the gas stove and close all the doors so it got real hot in there. And I can remember just sittin’ there in the dark, him tellin’ me …tellin’ me, tellin’ me, tellin’ me. And I could always hear that voice, no matter how long I sat there. But I could never, ever see his face.”

Throughout this recitation, the music has kept up an ominous, unresolved figure. The drums rumble, the electric glockenspiel rings remorselessly, bass and guitar mumble the same phrase over and over. But now that phrase resolves itself, swells into something beautiful but aching; the soprano sax squawks in confusion, but through this maze there is a route to freedom. The sound, halfway to cacophony, builds to peak volume, and when Bruce resumes his story, he has to shout to make himself heard.

“We’d start talkin about nothin’ much. How I was doin’. Pretty soon he’d ask me what I thought I was doin’ with myself, and we’d always end up screamin’ at each other. My mother she’d always end up runnin’ in from the front room, cryin’ and tryin’ to pull him off me, try to keep us from fightin’ with each other. And I’d always, I’d always end up runnin’ out the back door, pullin’ away from him, runnin’ down the driveway, screamin’ at him, tellin’ him, tellin’ him, tellin’ him how it was my life and I was gonna do what I wanted to do.”

And the music swells a final time as Bruce sings the famous opening lines:


It’s a hard world to get a break in

All the good things have been taken

But I know there’s ways

To make certain these days

Though I come dressed in rags

I will wear sable some day

Hear what I say!

[Shouted] Man I’m gonna make for certain...

ain’t gonna be no more of my time spent...

sweatin’ rent... Hear my command! I’m cuttin’

loose...it ain’t no use...tryin’ to hold me

down...stickin’ ’round

Cause baby [Baby!]

Remember [Remember!]

It’s my life and I do what I want

It’s my mind and I think what I want

Show me I’m wrong

Hurt me sometimes

But someday I’ll treat you real fine

“It’s My Life” is a perfect song for Springsteen. The introduction hits so hard because, despite its authentically personal details, it is a universal story of what happened to fathers and sons in the Sixties...perhaps what always happens to parents and children. As a result, watching Bruce go through that epic onstage can be confusing: Should one weep, or dance in joy at his release? Exhilaration is the victor; through music, Springsteen triumphs, leaving the prison of small-time life behind him. It’s corny all right—you can see the same sort of scene acted out in the classic John Garfield boxing film, Body and Soul—but, like sports and the movies, rock and roll represents for many working-class kids the only prospect of surmounting the despair of their inheritance. As Bruce would later realize, the real miracle was that he and his father had the same goal— both wanted more for Bruce than Douglas had ever been able to have. “What they didn’t understand,” Bruce would say in 1978, “is that I wanted it all.” From the beginning, rock and roll was the medium for obtaining it.

It’s appropriate that Bruce’s first exposure to rock and roll was Elvis Presley on The Ed Sullivan Show. Like Bruce, Elvis came from a background that offered neither financial support nor much hope. “Man, when I was nine, I couldn’t imagine anyone not wanting to be Elvis Presley,” Springsteen remembered years later. He was so worked up over the experience that his mother bought him a guitar. “But my hand was too small to get into it. Besides, guitar lessons at the time were like a coma, buzzing on the B-string. I knew that wasn’t the way Elvis did it.” For five years, he put down the guitar. But he still listened, and dreamed.

In 1963, even before the advent of the Beatles, lightning struck. “I was dead until I was thirteen,” Bruce says, and he means it. “I didn’t have any way of getting my feelings out. Then I found this thing. I was a drummer, but I wasn’t working enough to buy a set of drums. So I bought a guitar.” With it came an identity: “When I got the guitar, I wasn’t getting out of myself. I was already out of myself. I knew myself, and I did not dig me. I was getting into myself.”

This guitar came from a pawnshop, for $18. “It was one of the most beautiful sights I’d ever seen in my life. It was a magic scene. There it is: The Guitar. It was real and it stood for something: ‘Now you’re real.’ I had found a way to do everything I wanted to do.” His cousin Frankie taught him his first few chords. The thrill was immediate. Since the day he began, Springsteen says, “Rock and roll has been everything to me. The first day I can remember looking in a mirror and being able to stand what I was seeing was the day I had a guitar in my hand.”

His parents were appalled at this obsession. Springsteen not only believed that rock was all that counted—he acted like it. But no amount of pressure could make him stop. Just playing on his own was enough to lend him a joy he’d never known before.

The radio was an encyclopedia of music. He bought few records except those he wanted to learn to play, but his instincts, while idiosyncratic, were excellent. “I’ve always listened to what I loved, and watched what I loved. I play the records that I like. But I hate to study anything. The main reason I started doing my own arrangements and writing my own songs was because I hated to pick them up off the records. I didn’t have the patience to sit down and listen to them, figure out the notes and stuff. So it’s all just assimilation. I’ve been playing for eleven years and you just assimilate all these things,” Bruce said in 1974. “It goes through something in you and it comes out with something of what you’ve been watching.” As Miami Steve says, “Bruce has a real fast ear.”

He loved the classic artists: Elvis, Chuck Berry, the Beatles, the Rolling Stones. And the second line of the British Invasion: Eric Burdon and the Animals before they went psychedelic, Manfred Mann’s early records with Paul Jones as lead vocalist, the Byrds’ folk-rock, the Who’s power-mad singles. But the radio was full of dense mystery in those years, from the orchestrated paranoia of Phil Spector and Roy Orbison to the odd, crude, supremely energized Gary “U.S.” Bonds. Bruce stored away limitless treasures: “Mountain Of Love,” by Harold Dorman, Claudine Clark’s “Party Lights,” soul hits by Sam Cooke, Martha and the Vandellas and the rest of Motown, Sam and Dave, Eddie Floyd and other Stax artists, Mitch Ryder’s and the Rascals’ white twists on white rhythm and blues. It was perfect music for dance bands; there was no folk music, little Chicago blues (except the numbers the Stones and Animals converted), just rock and soul.

Until early 1965, Bruce simply woodshedded, just another high school kid with a guitar. In another part of Freehold, though, a gang of fifteen-year-olds were carrying the fantasy further, setting up a band of sorts—guitar, bass, drums, voice—in one half of a three-story duplex. In the other half lived a thirty-two-year-old factory worker, “Tex” Vinyard, and his wife, Marion. Tex was, and is, a big, blustering fellow with a booming voice, a salty tongue and a genuine love for kids. But the sound pounded through the walls, driving Marion to distraction. Finally, she convinced Tex to go next door and tell the kids to knock it off.

A few days later, George Theiss, the rhythm guitarist, came by to apologize. Along the way, he suggested that Tex—who was on strike from his factory job—might be interested in managing the Castiles (as the band called themselves, after the soap George used to wash his hair). Marion was not enthusiastic, but where kids are concerned her heart is as soft as her husband’s. The dining room furniture was pushed aside, and rehearsals began. When some of the band failed to show up for practice regularly, Tex fired them, and the deposed lead guitarist took with him the band’s only microphone and its only amplifier. But Tex soon found a twenty-five-year-old bass player named Frank who owned an amplifier and who was interested in filling in as lead guitarist. Practice resumed. “We were soundin’ better,” Tex remembers, “but we weren’t exactly gettin’ anywhere.”

Then, on a night when, to use Tex’s words, “It was rainin’ like a cow pissin’ on a flat rock,” a kid from a few blocks away knocked on the screen door. “Hi,” he said, looking up at the tall, rangy Tex. “My name’s Bruce Springsteen. I hear you’re lookin’ for a guitar player.”

“George had told me about this kid in school named Bruce for two or three weeks,” Tex says. “And he kept saying, ‘I’ll ask him.’ But really, George kinda had eyes for Bruce’s sister, Ginny. So apparently he’d just go over there and get Ginny and forget about Bruce.”

Bruce had an old Kent guitar that he’d borrowed. Tex asked if he knew any songs; he didn’t really know much, beyond a few chords and snatches of a few guitar parts from songs on the radio. “But I’m quick to learn,” he said.

“The kid just had something about him,” Tex recalls. “Just like I could see it with George. There was something there. They wanted the band, their heart was set on it. So I said to Frank, ‘You teach him.’” Now there were three guitars—Frank switched back to bass, in the end—running through a single amp.

At the end of the rehearsal, Bruce looked up to Tex. “Am I in the band?” he asked. Tex said he wasn’t sure. Why didn’t Bruce come back when he’d learned say, four or five songs.”

“The next night...” Tex laughs. “The next night, it must have been about eleven o’clock, there was a rap on the door. ‘Hi,’ he says. ‘I’m Bruce Springsteen. Remember me?’ I said, ‘Yeah. I remember ya.’ He says, ‘Well I learned a little. You gonna let me play for ya?’ I said, ‘Yeah.’

“Well, this damn kid sat down and knocked out five songs that would blow your ears. Five. Leads. No amplifier but five leads. He said, ‘Oh, by the way, I learned a couple more,’ “Tex says, rolling his eyes in remembrance.

“Frank teach ya?” Tex asked, playing it cool.

“No,” Bruce replied innocently. “I listened on the radio.”

“He knocked out a couple more,” Tex says, “and I’m sittin’ there with my ears goin’ WHAT?!? WHAT?!? WHAT?!? I couldn’t believe it!”

Tex arranged a special rehearsal two days later for Bruce’s audition. The other boys arrived, George feeling especially cocky with a school chum on trial. Tex hadn’t let on about the extent of Bruce’s newfound repertoire. He still recalls the scene.

“Bruce is standing there with his ass out of his jeans, his damn old boots all run over, always in a T-shirt, pimples all over his face. So George says, ‘Bruce, why don’t you show us what you learned?’”

Bruce asked Frank to loan him the guitar the older player was using. He then proceeded to tune it, much to Frank’s amazement. Then he plugged it in, and knocked out the songs. “Well, Bruce cut loose with those damn things,” says Tex, “and you shoulda seen the look on George’s face. The drummer dropped his sticks. Bruce is real cool. He says, ‘How did I do? All right?’ He’s serious!

“Well, George just turned around to me and said, ‘Hey, Tex, I’m still lead singer, ain’t I?’” Vinyard throws back his head and roars. “Bruce says, ‘Well, am I gonna make it in the band?’ I said, ‘Son, as far as I’m concerned, you’re in the band.’”

Tex remained on strike, and, with only $21 per week in benefits from the union, he was rapidly falling into debt. But he spent as much time as possible with the boys, and he and Marion soon be-came deeply attached to them. The boys responded, and so did many of the other kids in the neighborhood. If the other kids weren’t allowed inside while the band was rehearsing, they’d pull milk crates up to the window and press their faces against the pane to watch and listen. After forty-five days of rehearsal—steady, two or three times a week, as soon as homework and household chores were done—Tex decided the Castiles were ready for their first gig, a dance at the West Haven Swim Club.

With the big engagement coming up, the Castiles grew nervous, not about their lack of experience but about their impoverished equipment. “The amp was beginning to rattle,” Tex remembers. “Now, across the street from us was a music store, next to the pool hall. Here comes the thrill: The boys were all sweet to me and Marion for a week straight. I know they’re leadin’ up to somethin’ but I don’t know what.

“All this time, remember, we ain’t even got a microphone. We’re just singing, without a mike. So they give me this look. ‘Tex, have you looked over at Ralph’s yet, in the window? Boy, they got a new amp over there. It’s the latest and it’s a beauty.’ Which it was. Detached amp—had a separate head, which in those days was a big deal.

“Well, it was about nine o’clock at night and the store was already closed. ‘Tex,’ they said, ‘let’s go take a look at it.’ And the owner drove up just then and he says, ‘Hey, Texas, what’s up?’ I said, ‘Ah, the boys just want to look at the amp.’ He opened the store and let us have a look.

“They went, ‘Look! It’s got three inputs!’ It was a Danelectro 310, made right over here in Neptune City; biggest amp on the market at the time, except for the Vox Super-Beatle. And it had full reverb—nobody had reverb. Bruce coulda played with that thing and got his en-joys.

“I said, ‘I’d like to have it. How much is it?’ Well, it was a little over $300. Might as well have been three thousand as far as I was concerned. But they had to have it, they just had to have it. Then they had to have two or three microphones, which meant I had to go out and buy a fifty-watt Bogen amp for the PA. The boys got together and found a couple of old amps and glued the speakers together and that was our PA. But the amp was a beautiful thing, and I went into hock for it. I think I gave him $5 down for it and it was $11 bucks a month—for about three years.”

The West Haven gig went well; the Castiles closed the show with a favorite of Tex’s, Glenn Miller’s “In the Mood,” rearranged by Bruce. Proudly, they took their $35 and insisted that Vinyard accept his $3.50 commission. “Next day they came over and I bought ’em about $8 worth of picks and about $12 worth of strings.”

Tex Vinyard likes to paint himself as crusty and crafty, but the feeling doesn’t hold. His delight in dealing with the Castiles remains something special, and one of his fondest memories is the night a couple of years ago that he and Marion were introduced at a local nitery as “the Mom and Pop of rock on the Jersey shore.” The appellation was earned. Although the Vinyards have no children of their own, they have helped put about a dozen through college, and not only musicians. In time, Bruce’s sister, Ginny, became as frequent a visitor in their home as Bruce himself. Young musicians in the Shore region still often turn to Tex for advice, and he can still tell you what each of them likes to eat for dinner. Marion’s private photo albums are filled with smiling teen-age faces eating pizza, listening to records—simpler pleasures out of a time that elsewhere seemed vicious and complicated in unnecessary ways. For the Shore musicians, Tex and Marion’s home must have seemed a refuge.

Of all the kids that Tex worked with (he would later manage and book twenty-one bands) the Castiles are still the most special, and Bruce and Ginny (along with George) the most special of the Castiles. “I never loved two kids more in my life,” Tex says today. “Many a night they’d sleep over. And many a night Bruce would fall asleep curled up with his guitar.” For his part, Bruce played eloquent homage when he delivered a heartfelt dedication to Tex and Marion at his 1978 Madison Square Garden debut.

From the beginning, Marion Vinyard kept scrapbooks, and she has continued them, not only through Bruce’s rise to fame, but for the other boys as well. Through these books, one gets a feeling of the time, which was marvelous for rock bands, even young, naive ones. Dances were held at a variety of places: teen clubs, high schools and junior highs, roller rinks, swim and country clubs, Hi Y canteens and CYOs. One Castiles show took place at the grand opening of a Shoprite Supermarket; another time, they played the local drive-in, as openers for The Russians Are Coming, The Russians Are Coming. There were charity shows hosted by disc jockeys, with a few top-flight local bands opening for acts like Lenny Welch, Dion and the Belmonts, Anthony and the Imperials. There were battles of the bands, held at Keyport Roller-drome. Tex remembers one where a young girl slipped the results into his pocket a few minutes before the show even began. (The paper is in the scrapbook.) It was a nothing scene. Everywhere, a beginning act like the Castiles was worth $35 per date; top attractions like the Motifs (the biggest local act at the time), $125. Half-hour sets, four or five a night. No original material, just the latest rock hits and perhaps an oldie or two, like “Twist And Shout.”

It didn’t take long for the Castiles to move up in class. George Theiss was (and is) a first-rate vocalist; Bruce was immediately recognized as an outstanding guitarist. But Springsteen was not allowed to sing; Tex felt his voice wasn’t good enough. He took lead vocals on only two songs, Van Morrison’s (Them) classic “Mystic Eye” and The Who’s anthemic feedback orgy, “My Generation.” In the summer of ‘65 those songs were adventurous stuff, notable mainly for anarchic energy. Tex felt that Springsteen’s raw vocal projection fit the bill.

By early 1966, the Castiles were riding a crest. They developed an original song, “Sidewalk,” which achieved such popularity that, in the scrapbooks, there is a petition from fans begging for a recording. But the band lacked the resources and the savvy to find a record label, and the boys were far too young anyway. (Frank left the group after a teen club proprietor said that kids didn’t want to see a twenty-five-year-old on stage; Bart joined the Army and was killed in Vietnam.)

On May 22, 1966, the Castiles took matters into their own hands. There was a small recording studio in the nearby Brick Mall Shopping Center in Bricktown and on this rainy Sunday, the band piled into Tex’s ‘61 Mercury and went over to cut a couple of sides. Bruce and George wrote the songs in the back of the car on the way over: “That’s What You Get” and “Baby I.” The record was never released, not even locally, but Tex still has acetate copies. The songs are so crudely recorded that they don’t reveal too much, but it is interesting to hear this fresh-faced, effervescent music, with strong melody and propulsive rhythm. On “Baby I,” Bruce’s guitar cuts through enough to discern a simple but strong style developing. The playing is more remarkable because, during the recording of the first side, Bruce’s E-string broke. There was no replacement and no time to go out and buy one. The Castiles had one hour of recording time which cost $50; they settled for what they could get.

At this time, the teenage world was divided into two camps. In the Shore area, they were known as “surfers” and “greasers,” which was not quite the same as wimps and hard guys. Surfers were relatively clean cut and listened to white rock; greasers wore leather and denim and preferred soul music—what was sometimes disparagingly referred to as “boogaloo” by the other side. It was a simple and long-standing division among kids; in England it took the form of “rockers” and “mods,” while in parts of America farther from the beach, surfers were called “continentals” or “frats,” greasers were sometimes known as “hitters.” Whatever, the essence of the matter was the same. Surfers had prospects, some hope of a future; greasers often had none. (It was a while yet before the hippie movement then blossoming in cities like New York and San Francisco would penetrate to places like Freehold.)

The Castiles were a hybrid band, and as a result, Bruce remembers that they “took a lot of heat from both sides.” Freehold was located equidistant between Route 35, the highway near the Shore which was the main strip for surf clubs, and Route 9, the inland highway where the greaser clubs were located. It was a period of transition for both surfers and greasers—musically, this was reflected in the development of bands that played more than instrumentals. Before the Castiles only about two other Jersey bands had vocalists; everyone else played instrumentals, either the greasers’ soul funk, or the surfers’ twangy beat (“Night Train” versus “Pipeline,” as it were). But at grease clubs, the Castiles had problems because they were too adventurous, splicing songs from the early albums of the Animals and Who into their Motown repertoire. At surf clubs, the British rock was all right—although the smoke bombs the Castiles used were a little outré—but the band’s looks didn’t make it. The Castiles not only wore semi-greaser uniforms (frilly shirts, snakeskin-style vests, black pants and socks, Beatle boots), but they had long hair. No one had long hair. Greasers still lingered in duck-tail fashion; surfers cropped theirs tight to the skull. At the greaser bars, the Castiles sometimes came close to brawling with the customers. At the surf clubs, particularly the Sea and Surf in Sea Bright (which Bruce remembers as “the surfer stronghold”), the group was spit at, attacked with thrown pennies and generally reviled. “But there was always a minority that dug it,” recalls Bruce. That might have had something to do with the Castiles’ innovations, which included dragging a lifeguard tower indoors, which Bruce climbed up on to start the set.

Such strokes of innovation were all that separated the Castiles from ten thousand other bands that blossomed in the years following the Beatles. “There were three hundred bands for every job,” Tex says, and he’s not exaggerating. While it would not be fair to say that all of them sounded the same, it would be accurate to say that almost all of them tried to emulate one of the half-dozen major British bands: Beatles, Stones, The Who, Kinks, Animals, Yardbirds. (Judging from the acetates, the Castiles were very influenced by the Beatles.) This music was unschooled but utterly stylized, ground out in garages and backrooms, occasionally making it to the same kind of tiny two-track studios that the Castiles used. Once in a while, such groups would get lucky and score a hit; the McCoys, from Ohio, with “Hang On, Sloopy”; the Swinging Medallions, from the South, with the soul-influenced “Double Shot”; the Five Americans, from Oklahoma, with “I See the Light”; Count Five, from California, with “Psychotic Reaction,” one of many rip-offs of the Yardbirds’ “I’m a Man.” More often, the records had confined regional success, as was the case with Bob Seger’s “Gloria”-like “East Side Story” and Dylan-influenced “Persecution Smith.” Sometimes, the musicians would go on to bigger things—John Fogerty’s Blue Velvets became Creedence Clearwater—but the music wasn’t the sole purpose anyway. As E Street Band drummer Max Weinberg remembers, “When I was fourteen, the band was it. It was your identity.”

In later years, such grass-roots music became known as “punk rock,” mostly because it was simple, ragged and raw, but emotionally honest, in contrast to the constricted, selfconscious music the bigger names in rock had begun to toy with. Were these musicians punks? Not exactly—they didn’t have gangs that swiped cars and hubcaps and they didn’t go around looking for fights (although there was sometimes no avoiding them). Punk rock, and its audience, was more concerned with style, a certain posture and attitude that encapsulated a view of life. In a way, this perspective was not dissimilar from hippie ideology: It was equally cynical (if not more so) about jobs, schools, the Army and other institutions.

But the surfers, frats, continentals, greasers and hitters of the mid-Sixties—lump them together as punks, if you will—were different from the hippies in more important ways. For one thing, they did not espouse isolation from the rest of the society the way the hippies did. The punks genuinely regarded the adult world as irrelevant but, in their secret hearts, must have known that this moment was just a teen-age dalliance, part of the natural adolescent transition between childhood and maturity.

Punks did not owe much to the beatnik bohemian tradition. They belonged to an older strain in American culture, one with roots that went back to Billy the Kid. Before Elvis Presley, this outlaw punk tradition was mostly expressed through young male movie stars—James Cagney, John Garfield, Humphrey Bogart, Marlon Brando, and James Dean—who established the punk perspective: bitter, alienated, tough, somewhat sentimental, cynical but also committed to values that seemed forever to be slipping out of reach or fading into oblivion. In Rebel Without a Cause and On the Waterfront, Dean and Brando established the look for the contemporary rocker version of the punk. The kids in West Side Story were a remarkably sweet-tempered version of it, and that film was (despite its inauthentic music) heavily influential, especially on the gang-oriented East Coast.

As Weinberg says, the rock band was another kind of gang, where guitars replaced zip guns. The beatnik/hippie concepts—largely derived from European and Oriental culture—were never terribly accessible to most Americans, except as a fad. Jeans make more sense for people who ride in cars than flowing robes do. Rowdy music has greater resonance for people who spend their life numbed by factory and shopclerk work; and to such people, modal expressions of serenity are meaningless. Drinking overshadowed other drugs for the Sixties punk, and when drugs came onto the scene, they were approached with the same frivolous zest as alcohol, not with the pretensions of enlightenment the hippies claimed for them.

Philosophically, the difference was simple but crucial: For hippies, Western society had disintegrated to the point where it deserved to be mocked and abandoned. For punks, that society’s disintegration meant something more various, confused and economically immediate: Rebellion was imperative but so was respect, as if an instinctive, atavistic memory of earlier values remained. Perhaps that is the reason that the hippie ethos was so easily corrupted and merchandised, while in the late Seventies, an attempt to revive and extend the hard-edge spirit of punk was doomed to commercial failure in the United States.

It was Bruce Springsteen’s fate to become the key figure in the transition from hippie music back toward a more naturalistic rock style. Springsteen writes of cars and girls, the key icons of this macho movement, the way the hippie writers wrote of drugs and universal peace/love—with commitment and passion. (The downfall of Seventies punk was that too much of it had all the commitment and sneered at the passion.) In Springsteen’s songs, a questing, romantic spirit is inevitably scorned and banished; he is torn between his own abandonment of the traditional values and his desire to seek them as a refuge. He is not a dropout; he is an outlaw, in line with what Norman Mailer had written in 1960: “There was a message returned to us by our frontier that the outlaw is worth more than the sheriff.” America had eclipsed its frontiers—Vietnam was a disastrous attempt to find a new one, the moonshot was a silly one—but in Springsteen’s songs that frontier made a reappearance, both every-where and nowhere. It was the only thing worth seeking and an impossible goal, simultaneously a chimera and the most potent force in the world. The answer was personal; it had to do with style, give that style whatever name you will. In “Backstreets,” Springsteen stated it concisely and perfectly:


Remember all the movies, Terry, we’d go see

Trying to learn to walk like the heroes

We thought we had to be...

Musically, this outlaw spirit gave punk music (in its original Sixties incarnation, anyway) a connection with black popular music—soul, not jazz—that the hippies lacked. Hippies attempted to fuse rock with folk, jazz, classical, Indian, Native American, Middle Eastern and twelve-tone elements; punk rock retained the basics, elaborating upon them only slightly, never willing to abandon the basic beat.

But because the punks are rarely articulate, because they more often come from the American underclasses (one reason punks don’t drop out is because they can’t afford to), mainstream rock went into decline. As the Beatles became baroque and the West Coast bands seemed unable to come up with anything visceral, only a few standard-bearers of the old sound remained: Even the Rolling Stones fiddled with sitars, while The Who toyed with rock opera. John Fogerty of Creedence Clearwater Revival sometimes seemed the last man in the world capable of writing straightforward rock songs—or at least the only one willing to do so. Most of the real heirs of the early rock tradition wound up playing in local bars, struggling to make ends meet—though once Springsteen revived the sensibility, it was surprising how many people seemed to have been waiting to follow suit.

But that was all in the future. For their time, the Castiles were successful. Bruce was developing a style, learning licks (it was said that, hearing a new chord or technique, he could master it in twenty minutes and play it back better than the person who taught it to him), writing songs. He had been writing since he joined the band, even though not much of his material could be included in the stage show. He was in public school now—the switch came in ninth grade—but still on the outside of its social life. “Music became my purpose in life,” Bruce told Robert Hilburn of the Los Angeles Times. “Before that, I didn’t have any purpose. I tried to play football and baseball and all those things. I checked out all the normal alleys and I just didn’t fit. I was running through a maze. Music gave me something. It was never just a hobby—it was a reason to live.”

Kit Rachlis of The Boston Phoenix remembers interviewing South-side Johnny and the Asbury Jukes. Each of the band members told Rachlis the story of how he had come to a crisis point, where a decision finally had to be made whether to pursue music as a career or give it up. “Did everyone you know go through that?” asked Rachlis. “Everyone but Bruce,” Southside replied. “Bruce always knew. There was never any question about it as far as he was concerned.”

The passion was all-consuming. “One time, George and Skibotts [the drummer who replaced Bart] came to me and said they got a job” Tex remembers. “So I said to Bruce, why don’t you go out and get a job and go to work? He went into the living room and jumped into Marion’s lap and said, ‘Tex is screamin’ at me.’ She said, ‘What’s the matter?’ He said, ‘He told me a dirty word. He told me to work.’” Apparently, Bruce viewed outside jobs as a trap, designed to keep him from developing his talent for rock.

He saw sex similarly. There was a time for girls, but they never came first. When one friend got married, Bruce told him flatly, “You ain’t never gonna go no further in your music career now.” No one was going to trap Bruce Springsteen into a house, kids and a nineto-five future. In any event, sex would not have been easy for a small-town Catholic boy. “You weren’t asking a girl, ‘Do you want to dance?’” he remembers. “You were asking her, ‘Do you wanna? My life is in your hands.’ We’re not talking about a dance; we’re talking about survival.” Still, if girls were secondary, they were definitely far ahead of whatever came third.

Drugs weren’t even on the list. Although many people thought that Springsteen’s twitchy, itchy stage mannerisms meant he must be on something, in fact he always abhorred anything stronger than beer. “People take drugs because their friends do it,” he said. “At the time, I didn’t have many friends. I had a guy I’d see once in a while, and a girl, but outside of that, there was nobody. I wasn’t in that circle. Consequently, I was oblivious to a lotta social pressures and stuff within the scene,’ cause I was on the outside, lookin’ in—until I started to play. Then people came closer. But by then it was too late. I was totally involved in what I was doing, and I had no need for anything else, or for anybody. I was there, and that was it, for me.”

Springsteen is a loner by nature. Even today, he is the sort of person whose favorite moments often involve being alone: speeding down a highway, or just soaking up the atmosphere at four A.M. on a deserted street. This came naturally to him (his father apparently shared it), but in the late Sixties, threatened by the draft on one side and school on the other, Bruce became even more determined to find a way out. And it would be his own way—that more than anything was the purpose of his music.

The Castiles were beginning to feel a bit frustrated simply playing the surf bars in New Jersey. They suggested that Tex attempt to find them bookings in New York, in Greenwich Village. Tex, somewhat reluctantly, agreed. “Shit, there were ten thousand bands in New Yawk,” Vinyard says. “But the boys said, ‘Aw, Tex, you gotta try for us.’ Finally, I called the Cafe Wha—that was on the same street with the Night Owl, where the Lovin’ Spoonful were getting started, the Mothers of Invention and the Fugs. Anyway, I called for an audition. ‘Naw,’ they said, ‘we ain’t auditioning nobody, we got a hunnert bands to audition, and we only got thirty nights open for the rest of the winter.’ But finally I convinced them to at least hear us.

“So we got up there, and everybody’s real nervous. But Bruce, he says to Curt, the bass player, ‘I want some good lead bass. Not plunk, plunk, but lead—with a pick.’ He came out with ‘My Generation’ and I hate to say this, but we got twenty-nine out of the thirty bookings.” It was January 1967, a real triumph in a Village scene that was about to explode nationally; with the Spoonful and other groups. But the Castiles, perhaps because their name was not hip, perhaps because their music was a little behind the trend (although in New Jersey, their surf/grease hybrid was called “psychedelic”), were offered no recording contract during their stay in New York.

And by summer, high school would be over for the Castiles. The band had offered an early start, and some madhouse moments. They once played the local asylum. “We were terrified. This guy in a suit got up and introduced us for twenty minutes, saying we were greater than the Beatles,” Bruce would remember years later. “Then the doctors came up and took him away.” But the innocence was draining out of the rock scene and, with it, the time for high school bands like the Castiles. “Bruce was getting ready and wanted to go on further with music,” Tex remembers. “The other boys wanted college or marriage. But we stayed close, and I went with Bruce to gigs many, many times.”





3 Greetings from Asbury Park, New Jersey
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It was a summer of massive changes, the year of the hippie and the antiwar movement. The Summer of Love. But in Freehold, it was something different. Bruce took off for New York the night of his high school graduation, which didn’t do much for the party his parents had planned. He came back in the middle of the night, but his father made sure he went to the school the next day to get his diploma. Other changes were brewing as well.

The Castiles were over, and Bruce was working with Earth, the first in a series of bands. Influenced by the recent emergence of Cream, with a power trio “heavy metal” sound, Earth played lengthy guitar based songs, heavily influenced by the Doors and Tim Buckley. And Bruce had discovered in nearby Asbury Park a haven for young musicians like himself. Miami Steve remembers Bruce riding into town with a new Les Paul model Gibson guitar, “the fastest guy on the scene” “The concept of taste had not yet entered my thinking,” adds Bruce. “I just wanted to play as fast as possible.” So he became a sort of Alvin Lee-by-the-sea.

Asbury Park is a small-time beach town, dismal by most standards. Downtown is nearly empty, devastated by municipal default in the Thirties, urban renewal in the Fifties, a race riot in 1970. Cross the railroad tracks driving east toward the beach and life picks up, but only a little. White wooden beach hotels sit next to greasy spoon restaurants. On the boardwalk, there’s Madam Marie’s, the fortune-telling shack that later turned up in Bruce’s “Sandy,” and a couple dozen arcades. But the width of the boardwalk nearly exceeds that of the tiny beach which has eroded as much as the manmade landscape around it.

The Ferris wheel is much smaller than those at the resorts farther south. Instead of Atlantic City’s Steel Pier, here, at either end of the boardwalk, there are the musty, chipped-paint Casino and the Convention Hall. Even on Fourth of July weekends, the place is only three-quarters occupied. Right next door, only a few feet south of the Casino, begins Ocean Grove, a Methodist camp town where you can’t drive on Sunday or drink any day of the week. Farther down the beach, the teen dream lights of Point Pleasant and Seaside, with their more prosperous boardwalks, can be seen on clear nights. This is no idyllic Big Sur landscape, but for anyone with a taste for tackiness, for connoisseurs of junk-food Americana, Asbury still scores points as paradise.

Residential Asbury is tough. The beach homes and some of the old hotels used to be luxurious; the year-round homes were never anything more than humble bungalows. In the winter, people hustle, hoping for a summer drought; rain can spell disaster to the tourist trade.

The real attraction of Asbury had nothing to do with the beach. The draw for musicians was a club called the Upstage, which had two sessions on weekends, one from eight to midnight and another from one to five A.M. Bruce remembered the place in his liner notes for the first Southside Johnny and the Asbury Jukes album, I Don’t Want To Go Home. “There was a lotta musicians there, ’cause the bands that came down from North Jersey and New York to play in the Top Forty clubs along the shore would usually end up there after their regular gig, along with a lotta different guys from the local areas. Everybody went there ’cause it was open later than the regular clubs and because between one and five in the morning, you could play pretty much whatever you wanted, and if you were good enough, you could choose the guys you wanted to play with.

“The Upstage was run by this beat-type guy named Tom Potter who plastered the walls with black light and pin-ups and showed Fifties smokers to the kids in between the bands... It was a great place. He’d slip you five or ten bucks to sit in and you could work it so you’d never have to go home,’ cause by the time you got out of there it was dawn and you could just flop on the beach all day, or you could run home before it got too light, nail the blankets over the windows of your room and just sleep straight through till the night.

“There were these guys… Mad Dog Lopez, Big Danny, Fast Eddie Larachi, his brother Little John, Margaret and the Distractions (house band), Black Tiny, White Tiny, Miami Steve and assorted E Streeters plus the heaviest drummer of them all, in terms of both poundage and sheer sonic impact, Biiiiig Baaaaad Bobby Williams, badass king of hearts, so tough he’d go the limit for you every time, all night. You will never see most of these names on another record besides this one, but nonetheless, they’re names that should be spoken in reverence at least once, not ’cause they were great musicians (truth is, some of them couldn’t play nothin’ at all) but because they were each in their own way a living spirit of what, to me, rock and roll is all about. It was music as survival and they lived it down in their souls, night after night. These guys were their own heroes and they never forgot.”

Garry Tallent, the E Street Band’s bassist, also remembers the Upstage. “I think that club was what was special about Asbury,” Garry says. “There weren’t many other areas that had places like that. Like I never sat down with a record—I just learned from playing with other people.” (Springsteen remembers that he met Tallent because the bassist “used to pull a damn chair out in the middle of the floor and stare at me, until finally we just started talking after a show one night.” It would be a couple more years before they were actually in a band together.)

“The whole back wall was speakers,” remembers Danny Federici. “Potter had built a crazy system, maybe a hundred 15-inch speakers, 30 twelves, 10 eights, and little Bassman heads in the front of it. You plugged into those amplifiers with the speakers behind you.”

Earth was short-lived, because almost as soon as Springsteen became a regular at the club, he had his pick of bandmates. It was there that Springsteen met Vini Lopez and Danny Federici. Springsteen recalls his first meeting with Vini, being approached by “this real short-haired guy, real short hair, shorter than Charlie Watts has now. It was ‘Mad Dog’ Lopez, just out of jail. He told me about that, says he’s lookin’ for a guitarist, because I was the hottest guitarist then. Danny Federici I met in Tom Potter’s office; he was wearing a three-quarter-length black leather jacket, very greaser, and his wife, Flo, had on a blond wig.”

Federici remembers meeting Springsteen just as distinctly. “The first time I saw Bruce, I knew it right then and there. He was just a guy who came off the street, but in the musicians’ circuit in those days, it was like, you gotta see this guy Bruce. Bruce from Freehold. He had a big mane of curly hair, a guinea tee and suspenders, real tight jeans. He was so fast. He’s still fast, but he never plays guitar like he used to play.”

Federici had come down from Flemington, his hometown in North Jersey. He’d studied classical accordion for several years, switching to rock and roll on a Cordovox and eventually a full-scale organ after the Beatles hit. He had, for a time, a band called the Legends, made up of whichever of his high school friends were available on Friday nights, for which his mother, also his manager, had four sets of floral print jackets made. (He still wears some of them onstage.) Federici left high school in his junior year to play with another musician who would later frequent the Asbury scene, Bill Chinnock. Chinnock had a singles deal with Artie Ripp, and they released a record, though on Tristereo, not on Ripp’s Kama Sutra label itself. But Kama Sutra distributed it, and when that label went bust, Chinnock and Federici were left high and dry.

He’d been playing with Lopez, and when they saw Springsteen, they immediately suggested he form a band with them and bassist Vinny Roslyn. They called it Child.

Springsteen soon found out that there was already a rock band named Child somewhere nearby. So the group’s name was changed to Steel Mill. By most accounts, this was the premiere band of Springsteen’s youth. It would eventually enhance his reputation, spreading it over the mid-Atlantic coast as far south as Virginia. The band was enormously popular with beach kids everywhere; there are still tapes floating around from that era.

What they reveal is illuminating. Steel Mill has always been described as playing heavy metal music, which usually means bluesbased, instrumental-oriented rock with a leaden beat. Steel Mill had the blues base—Springsteen’s guitar style was obviously patterned after the B.B.King-influenced single-note playing of Eric Clapton, Jeff Beck, Mike Bloomfield and Danny Kalb—but it had a more driving and flexible rhythm foundation. The material was quite remarkable—“Resurrection” was a scathing look at Catholicism, with lines like: “Take me to church on Friday/And we confess our sins/Special low price on three Hail Marys/My soul is clean again.” The mockery, the underlying spirituality and the sound add up to an approach that is pure Live at Leeds Who. Steel Mill did other kinds of material—a version of Martha and the Vandellas’ “Dancing in the Streets,” for instance—but all of it was tough, aggressive and overpowering. It is far from what Bruce would later do, but it is also some of the best heavy-metal music ever played. Steel Mill deserves its legend.

Actually, Steel Mill was formed while Bruce was in Ocean County Community College. College didn’t last long (although Bruce did manage to have a couple of poems—not good ones—published in the school literary magazine). Springsteen has a natural instinct for drawing the wrong kinds of attention from authorities. But at college, he was roundly disliked by his fellow students as well as by the faculty. “The times were weird, the students were weird, and the school was weird,” he says. The conversation concluding his academic career came after a number of other students had petitioned for his dismissal. He was called in by a counselor.

“Look, you’ve got problems at home, right?”

“No, things are great. I feel fine.”

“Then why do you...look like that?”

“What are you talking about?”

“There are some students who have...complained about you.”

“That’s their problem.”

But Bruce stayed in school a while longer. He finally left after meeting “a record producer in New York,” who promised him that he’d have a deal in no time. “Quit school,” he said, “you won’t have any trouble with the draft.” Since Bruce was not exactly in the market for a degree, he left the college—but he never heard from the producer again. Still, he quite easily stayed out of the Army.

In early 1969, Douglas Springsteen decided to seek work in California. Bruce was determined not to go along; he remained in Freehold, living in the family’s home until he was finally evicted, after which he moved around, staying with Tex, Miami Steve and other musicians, and for a time in a house with some surfers. (“Surfing was the only thing besides cars and music that I could relate to at that time,” he said.) It was a perfect time and place to learn rock and roll, even though New Jersey is a national joke. “When I was eighteen and playing in this bar in California” Bruce recalls, “people would come up to us and say, ‘Hey I really dig you guys! Where ya from?’ And I’d say New Jersey and they’d just go, ‘Yech! Ech!’”

But the isolation of the Jersey Shore, where there was nothing to live up to, was also an advantage. Free to develop a style without pressure of trends and false criteria about what was hip, Springsteen was able to concentrate on music that elsewhere was forgotten: Paul Jones, Manfred Mann’s lead singer, became a decisive influence on his vocal style; soul music helped shape his rhythm style. Bruce has most often been compared musically to Bob Dylan and Van Morrison, but the Dylan influence is mostly expressed lyrically, not instrumentally, and what he shares with Morrison, beyond a vague similarity of voice, is mostly a common affection for soul rhythm. As critic-producer Jon Landau has put it, “For twelve years, Bruce had the time to learn to play every kind of rock and roll. He has far more depth than most rock artists because he really had roots in a place—coastal Jersey, where no record company scouts ever went.” Absorbing styles and influences that were too quickly forgotten in the music industry centers, Springsteen became not so much a human jukebox as a human synthesizer, with an enormous repertoire of songs, influences, bits and pieces picked up from almost anything on the radio. He built his songs on guitar lines and hit records of vague memory, which gave his most original songs an immediately familiar quality. It’s part of the rock dream that even the briefest, most minor hit single might have some eternal quality; Bruce Springsteen distilled the essence of that quality, and shaped it with a genuinely original vision.

That summer, Bruce and Steel Mill headed for California. Tinker West, the surfboard maker who managed the band, was from California, and he wanted to take them to his old haunts, to “make it.” Bruce drove out, but since he didn’t know how to shift the car’s manual transmission, he had to have a friend change gears for him. In California, Steel Mill’s first gig was at Esalen, the original spa of the self-awareness movement. “I’d never been outta Jersey in my life,” Bruce said. “Suddenly, I get to Esalen and see all these people walking around in sheets. I see some guys playin’ bongos in the woods. One of them turns out to be this guy who grew up around the corner from me.” Later, at a date at the Matrix, the Berkeley club founded by the Jefferson Airplane’s Marty Balin, Steel Mill drew a rave review from the San Francisco Examiner’s Philip Elwood.

Elwood called the band’s ninety-minute show “one of the most memorable evenings of rock in a long time,” and he added, “I have never been so overwhelmed by an unknown band...[Springsteen] is a most impressive composer...‘American Song’ [has] politicalmilitary observations, ranging from Concord Bridge to the present, and there is one called ‘Lady Walkin’ Down by the River’ that is a fascinating juxtaposition of stoptime solos, interesting lyrics and a heavy, heavy ending.

“The band is currently splitting hot dogs four ways to keep things together while delving into the local music scene. They deserve and demand attention.” The review drew enough attention to get the band invited to audition night at Bill Graham’s Fillmore West, and to be given a chance to cut a three-song demo for Graham’s Fillmore Records. Steel Mill was offered a contract but turned it down because the advance money ($1,000) was too small.

Steel Mill returned to New Jersey, a little dejected but certainly just as popular. Miami Steve Van Zandt was soon added as bassist, replacing Vinny Roslyn. Steel Mill became sufficiently popular to earn up to $3,000 a show at local colleges. But Bruce grew tired of Steel Mill’s approach, and in early 1971 he let the band fold up, deciding to form a much larger group: ten pieces, with horns and girl singers. While rehearsing that band, Bruce decided to put together a group composed of everyone who wasn’t already in another band.

That was Dr. Zoom and the Sonic Boom. It played three dates, one of which was as opening act for the Allman Brothers. The mem-bership changed nightly: “Somebody’d take a solo and we’d all fall down laughing,” Springsteen says. The group even featured a Monopoly table set up in the middle of the stage. “That was to give the people who didn’t play anything a chance to be in the band,” Bruce recalls with a laugh. “You know, so they could say, ‘Yeah, I’m in Dr. Zoom. I play Monopoly.’” “Everybody made about $5 each,” Vini Lopez adds.

Later that summer, Asbury Park went to the ground, in a fire from the race riot. “We went right down with it,” Miami Steve says. They lived on a dollar or two a day, developing a series of arcane rituals. Pinball was a passion; Springsteen was the best at that. Monopoly was more complicated. Their version of the game included special cards that assured that the less scrupulous players would win. Springsteen was supposedly Boss here, too, except when Van Zandt showed up. Even then, Bruce had an edge. He’d come well supplied with snacks, and, eventually, he could trade them for property and other considerations.

In this kind of community, the musicians who stuck with it developed special bonds. Insulated from the big time, they knew they were prey for small-time hustlers. As a result, they came to trust no one easily, except one another. Nicknames proliferated (“Southside” for Lyon, the blues fan; “Miami” for Van Zandt, who hated the winter weather; “Big Man” for demons, because he was). There was a kind of code, the sort of thing that Western movies propose for outlaws. Loyalty was its first tenet. To this day, the original Asbury Park musicians have bonds unfathomed—and unbreakable—by outsiders.

But Dr. Zoom was meant as nothing more than a stopgap until the ten-piece band was prepared for its debut. Miami Steve, for one, contends that the ten-piece group—the first known as the Bruce Springsteen Band—far outstripped Steel Mill in ability and conception. “Musically, it all kinda ties in with the Jukes and everything, because this was our first experience with horns,” said Van Zandt. “We spent six months getting the guys. That was the first time that we ever found out that—forget rock and roll—there’s no such thing as rhythm and blues horn players. At least in our area, with white guys; they all wanted to do jazz.” But in the process, Springsteen found musicians who would stick with him for years: pianist and guitarist David Sancious, bassist Garry Tallent, Miami Steve (now switched back to guitar), Lopez and Federici were the core of the tenpiece band.

“But after six months, we finally got the band together,” Steve continued. “And we played two gigs, and broke up.” The ostensible reason was a lack of jobs—promoters simply weren’t prepared to deal with such a large band, and it wasn’t highly paid enough to be sustaining when there was work. The horns went after the first gig, which was held in Richmond, Virginia, where the band had planned to move. But soon the gang was back in New Jersey, and playing as a five-piece, as described in the E Street Shuffle story in Chapter One. (Indeed, that story is very close to the truth, Clarence demons has since revealed. He was playing down the street from the fivepiece Bruce Springsteen Band back in Asbury Park, when he encountered Bruce and Steve, standing on the street during a between-sets break.)

The rest of the band still had day jobs. Van Zandt had joined the construction union, using a jackhammer on highway repair. Falling into debt, Steven went out on tour with the Dovells, the Philadelphia act that had hits with “You Can’t Sit Down” and “The Bristol Stomp” in the early Sixties. Tallent gave guitar lessons, demons did social work with young kids. Only Bruce refused to have any part of a nonmusical job. The problem for everyone else was that there just wasn’t enough work—nor enough money. Bruce might occasionally slip off to the Village to play solo dates, but the rest didn’t have such options. Under this financial pressure, Bruce eventually had to let the band break up. He would try it as a solo act for a while.





4 The Punk Meets the Godfather
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“You see they didn’t know what to do with me at first. I was strictly a rock and roller. But they heard these songs and the first record came out sounding like some folk music album.”

Bruce Springsteen



Somehow, Tinker West met a pair of songwriters named Mike Appel and Jim Cretecos. Appel and Cretecos had been aspiring performers and producers—actually producing a Mercury Records LP by a heavy metal band called Sir Lord Baltimore—but in order to make a living, the pair had taken jobs as writers in Wes Farrell’s songwriting mill, where they had written a hit for the Partridge Family, the era’s quintessential teeny-bopper group.

Springsteen’s audition was a smash. “He sang as if his life depended on it,” Appel remembered years later. “The song was about a deaf, dumb, and blind kid who ‘danced to a silent band.’” Appel and Cretecos recognized Bruce’s talent immediately. “Look, there was never any doubt in my mind that he was one of the greatest. Onstage in that leather jacket...like Elvis. We all want a piece of that leather.”

But. Appel and Springsteen lost touch. Bruce went out to California; this time, he said, he wasn’t planning to come back. But the experience was horribly frustrating. “I didn’t know anybody out there, and I wound up playing with these fourteen-year-old kids in garages,” he recalled. And when he got back, Appel had forgotten the name; Bruce had to pressure Mike’s secretary to take the call. Finally, it dawned on the songwriters that this was the same kid who’d auditioned for them. They got Bruce to write a batch of songs for them simply by asking him to come by the office. He had the first one finished by the time the bus hit the Lincoln Tunnel.

Prolific Bruce may have been. Shrewd he was not. lie signed a long-term management contract only a few days later, on an automobile hood in the unlighted parking lot of a bar.

In early 1972, Springsteen was living in an apartment over a drugstore in Asbury. Although Bruce rarely bothered with books, he did pick up a copy of Tony Scaduto’s just-published biography of Bob Dylan. Paging through the book, he came upon the story of Dylan’s signing to Columbia Records: Apparently the young folk singer had simply auditioned for a man named John Hammond, who seemed to be some sort of legendary music business figure. In The Benny Goodman Story, Bruce remembered, Hammond had been portrayed by Dennis the Menace’s father. So when Appel called to tell Springsteen that he had arranged an appointment with Hammond, at least Bruce knew who Mike was talking about. (Actually, Appel had been trying to reach Clive Davis, the president of Columbia Records. But Davis was out of town, so Appel “settled” for the most famous talent scout in recording history.)

In fact, John Hammond had had a hand in some of the greatest events in American musical history. The scion of a branch of the wealthy Vanderbilt family, Hammond developed a passion for jazz and blues while still in his teens. In the early Thirties, he rediscovered Bessie Smith and recorded her best sides. A little later, he was responsible for signing Billie Holiday to Columbia. In 1938, Hammond organized the famous Spirituals To Swing concert, which first brought home-grown American music to Carnegie Hall. In the Fif-ties, he had recorded the great Aretha Franklin. In the Sixties, he had been among the first to spot Dylan’s budding genius. If there is a popular music aristocracy in this country, John Hammond is both its most elegant and most venerated figure. But in 1972, Hammond was some years between major discoveries. His position at Columbia was secure thanks to his past contributions, but many felt that, as a talent scout, he was finished.

Hammond was less than desperate to find a new hit act. That had never been his philosophy in the first place; when he signed Dylan, the cracked-voice singer was known to CBS executives as “Hammond’s folly.” Unlike most other record company employees, Hammond did his job out of passion, not for personal wealth. After all, he was born with money. But when Appel called, Hammond’s secretary, also operating on instinct, made an appointment. Hammond recalls: “She said, ‘I think you might do this. He came on very strong.’ I said, ‘Okay. I have fifteen minutes.’”

Springsteen and Appel entered in a rush of enthusiasm. Appel, who has rarely been described as charming, opened the conversation on the boldest possible note. “You’re the guy who discovered Bob Dylan, huh?” Mike snapped. “Well, we want to find out if that was just luck or if you really have ears.” To Hammond, whose gentility is almost Old World, this gratuitous abuse came as a shock. “Stop!” he said. “You’re making me hate you!”

For his part, Bruce remembers the occasion with comic trepidation. “I went into a state of shock as soon as I walked in. Then Mike starts screamin’ and yellin’ about me—before I ever played a note, the hype began. I’m shrivelin’ up and thinkin’, ‘Mike, please, give me a break. Let me play a damn song.’”

Hammond scowled as Appel’s tirade continued. Finally, he said, “Bruce, why don’t you sing something for me.” Springsteen got out his guitar and did either “It’s Hard To Be A Saint In The City” or “Growing Up,” depending on who’s telling the tale. Longer and less rocking than his usual style, it was almost a folk song. But its impact, lyrically and musically, was impressive.

“I couldn’t believe it,” Hammond recalls. “I reacted with a force I’ve felt maybe three times in my life. I knew at once that he would last a generation.” Hammond wondered whether Bruce had ever worked as a single. Springsteen replied that mostly he’d played in bands. Hammond called Sam Hood, who was running the Gaslight, a tiny club in the Village, and quickly arranged an audition performance for that very night. Then he called in a few other CBS colleagues. “The initial reaction was, ‘Well, he looks so much like Dylan, he must be a copy of him,’” Hammond says. “But he’s not, not even remotely.”

At the Gaslight that night, Bruce sang for a crowd of about a dozen people, including Hammond. The talent scout’s ears hadn’t lied. He arranged an audition recording session for a few days later, to be produced by himself. Appel was requested to make himself scarce.

At the audition, Bruce played piano; while he is not nearly as adept on that instrument as he is on guitar, he is usually not so clumsy as he was that day. The pressure showed as he hammered at the keys, striking them with far more force than was necessary—or effective. But there was a simple strength to the music, and the imagery in many of the songs was prolific and exciting. He did about half the songs from what eventually became his first album, Greetings from Asbury Park, New Jersey. But the song that impressed Hammond most was a fluke: He asked Springsteen if there were any song he had written but would never perform live, and Bruce responded by playing “If I Was The Priest.” The demo is rough, like all the others, but Hammond was knocked flat by the lyrics:


Well now if Jesus was the sheriff and I was the priest

If my lady was an heiress and my mama was a thief

Oh and papa rode shotgun for the Fargo line

There’s still too many outlaws tryin’ to work the same line

Anti-Catholic imagery ran rampart: Virgin Mary runs the Holy Grail Saloon; the Holy Ghost runs the burlesque show. It ends with Bruce refusing Sheriff Jesus’s request to come up to Dodge City.

The song also cleared up another point for Hammond. “It seemed unlikely that he was Jewish,” he laughs today. “But when he sang that song, I knew he could only be Catholic.” Indeed.

Hammond took the audition demo tape to Clive Davis. Davis has an autocratic reputation, and Hammond knew an eager reception was far from guaranteed. “You know, I’ve brought a few stiffs as well as some good people to Columbia,” Hammond says. “But Clive loved what he heard on the tape. He said, ‘You know, John, he’s very amusing, isn’t he?’ I said, ‘He’s more than that, Clive. He’s fantastic.’”

Hammond asked an attorney—not one who works for CBS—to take a look at Bruce’s contract with. Appel. “It’s a slavery deal,” the lawyer reportedly said. Nonetheless, Bruce’s faith in Mike was complete. So, on June 9, 1972, Springsteen was signed to CBS Records.

But Springsteen was not signed directly to CBS. In May, he had signed a management agreement—for one year with four one-year options—and another agreement giving Laurel Canyon (the Appel/ Cretecos production company) exclusive right to his recordings for the same length of time. The recording agreement provided for a royalty of three percent of the retail selling price, and that Bruce would make five albums for Laurel Canyon.

The Laurel Canyon/CBS agreement, however, provided that Bruce would make a total of ten albums, and that Laurel Canyon would receive a royalty of eighteen percent of the wholesale price—about nine percent of the retail price, or approximately three times what Bruce would receive. Naively, Bruce never bothered to have these provisions explained to him by an attorney.

For the moment, it seemed more important that CBS was advancing him $25,000 in a lump sum (to be charged against royalty revenue, of course), and that the contract provided a $40,000 recording budget. Springsteen could finally make an LP. He quickly called together his Asbury Park cronies and began preparations for re-forming the Bruce Springsteen Band with Tallent, Federici, Sancious, demons and Lopez.

Federici, for one, hadn’t played with Springsteen for more than two years, ever since Steel Mill broke up in the wake of a police raid on a swim club gig in Middletown. “I got a call about a week later,” Danny recalls. “Bruce said the band is breaking up. It never occurred to me that I was so involved in the band. Bruce called me at home, and I broke out in tears.”

For the next two years, Danny drifted from gig to gig, “playing for the money.” He was rehearsing on Long Island when he got word that Bruce had phoned with an offer. “Billy [Chinnock] was standing at this pay phone with me, and he saw the look in my eye. He said, ‘You’re leaving the band, huh?’ I said, ‘Yes, I am.’ “So Federici went back to Jersey. “I came down and I played and after it was over, I went up to Bruce and said, ‘Well, what’s the story?’ He said, ‘It’s not an audition.’ There was no audition; it was a rehearsal. And we went out on the road seven days later and we’ve been there ever since.”

The record company, Appel and Cretecos were stunned. They saw Springsteen as a solo act in the Bob Dylan/James Taylor bracket, and a rock band was the farthest thing from their minds. At the time, the trend was toward solo writer-performers like Taylor, Carly Simon, Joni Mitchell and Carole King, who recorded with studio musicians and made understated, tasteful pop recordings. Bruce had accurately described his musical history—eight years in rock groups, two months on his own—but, as he would later remark: “They forgot about the eight years and went with the two months.”

CBS and the managers gave in only partly. Hammond has steadfastly maintained for years that Bruce is always at his best as a solo writer-performer, and he still seems to cherish the idea that Spring-steen will someday make a “pure” album in that style. Appel and Cretecos came around more easily; rock and roll was their past, too, although they still wanted a record that would fit the commercial mainstream.

(Years later, Miami Steve Van Zandt and Jon Landau speculated one evening on why Springsteen had briefly chosen the solo route. “It’s the one thing I have never understood.” Steve said. “Although he said at the time that he had to be a singer-songwriter, that’s all that people were buying at the time.” “That’s true,” Landau said. “But maybe, what he wanted was a record deal for Bruce Spring-steen.”)

In any event, Bruce had no intention of letting down the boys back home now that his chance had finally come. He found the notion of recording with session musicians—who he felt played for the bucks alone—repugnant. The rest of the group was playing a gig down in Richmond when the contract was signed, and they quickly headed back for rehearsals in Jersey. Only Miami Steve was missing, and even he showed up (on a break from the oldies circuit) in time to play a minor role, punching an amplifier head to produce a blast of feedback on “Lost In The Flood.”

It was a band of archetypes. Drummer Vini Lopez was a wild man who lived as hard as he played, in the great spirit of Keith Moon. Lopez had a reputation as a barroom brawler—he earned his nickname, “Mad Dog,” by giving his own trumpet player a sock in the lip (according to the ever-veracious Miami Steve).

The other half of the rhythm anchor, Garry Tallent, also fit the pattern of rock band personalities. Originally a guitarist, he was intimidated into becoming a bassist by the recorded prowess of master guitar player Jimi Hendrix. Shy and steady, Tallent was like the Rolling Stones’ Bill Wyman and The Who’s John Entwistle in preferring the back of the stage to the front. Like Entwistle and Wyman, Garry’s bass playing is as firm and unobtrusive as his persona; but he has a certain deadpan wit, and he is a passionate rockabilly fan with a record collection—jointly held with Southside Johnny—of immense quantity and quality. Tallent, in fact, claims to have burst into tears after first hearing Roy Orbison’s “Running Scared,” a song of no little consequence in the Asbury pantheon.

Clarence Clemons is another story. At six foot four, he stands a head taller than anyone else in the band. He is also several years older. Clemons played football at Maryland Eastern Shore University (with Emerson Boozer of the New York Jets), and he had tryouts with the Dallas Cowboys and Cleveland Browns before a knee injury ended his hopes of an NFL career. He is alternately quiet and boisterous (on road trips, his room parties loudest and longest), with a piercing laugh and the sense of humor to go with it. A genuine eccentric known for his generosity, Clarence plays perfectly off Bruce onstage—the relationship has made him a favorite in his own right.

David Sancious is also tall and black, but he is Clcmons’s opposite in almost every other way. Slender, with the long fingers and huge reach of the keyboard player, he is also a red-hot guitarist, although he rarely had the opportunity to play that instrument with Bruce. (He would later play guitar with Stanley Clarke, the jazz-rock bassist.) Temperamentally, Sancious was unlike the rest. Introspective rather than simply shy like Tallent, Sancious had studied classical music, and jazz as well. His playing added an exotic dimension to the band: He would drop in quotes from Monk during his breaks, or open a set with a selection from a sonata.

The group was completed by Danny Federici, “The Phantom.” Federici grew up in Passaic, in North Jersey, far from the rest of the gang, but he fit in neatly. His tough exterior and “dese” and “dose” enunciation hid a softer spirit that came out in the songs; his organ playing, when given free reign, has a warmth and strength that is genuinely soulful, perhaps derived from his classical accordion studies.

With Springsteen as lead guitarist, plus session bassist Richard Davis and pianist Harold Wheeler on a couple of tracks, this was the band with which Springsteen went into the recording studio that June. Appel and Cretecos were the “producers,” although they quickly discovered that it was an arduous task to convince Bruce to change any of his musical ideas once his heart was set on them. Of the two, Cretecos seems to have been the more important factor in the studio (until he was cashiered following the second album).

Appel later admitted that he was at first against the band concept. “Perhaps I was too caught up in his lyrics. When Bruce came in and played me ‘Spirit In The Night’ on guitar, I liked the song, but I didn’t extend the tune into the band backing. Bruce said, ‘It’s just because you listened to it on guitar. You can’t tell exactly how it will sound.’”

When the time came to overdub electric guitar on the tracks, Appel was adamant. “Look,” he said, “this is supposed to be a folk record and that is a rock and roll instrument.” Springsteen held out. It was his music, and it would be played his way. (“When I painted houses,” as he puts it, “I’d paint any color you wanted. But now I’m playing music, and I do it my way.”) But Springsteen’s victory was only partial. The production was not sympathetic to rock, and as a consequence Springsteen—already acquiring a reputation as a forceful showman on stage—had a record that made his rock and roll sound tentative, an aberration coming from some sort of “street poet.”

Part of the problem with Greetings from Asbury Park, New Jersey was that it was finished in only three weeks. “Bruce had a lot of ideas,” Appel later said. “But he wasn’t knowledgeable about the studio. He had definite ideas, so many that he didn’t know which one to pursue. He had so many ways of expressing the same song.”

But it was precisely the job of the producer to help Bruce decide on what ideas to use before he entered the studio and began to spend costly studio hours on such decisions. It is a measure of Appel and Cretecos’s lack of ability in this area that the album as finally released reveals that those key artistic decisions about arrangements were still unresolved.

Not that three weeks is an exceptionally long time in which to make a record, anyway. Had Bruce been recording in an expensive, top-flight Manhattan studio, the excuse offered might have been that time and money simply ran out. But he was working at tiny 914 Studios, in suburban Blauvelt, New York. And the only reason to record there, besides a sympathetic engineer named Louis Lahav, was to save money. (It certainly wasn’t convenient, for Bruce and the band, who lived in New Jersey, or for Appel and Cretecos, who lived in Brooklyn.) CBS would advance the full $40,000, regardless of how much was actually spent making the album. By scrimping in the studio, by recording in a cheap but technically inadequate facility and cutting down on mixing and mastering time, Laurel Canyon could save some money to keep the organization going. This practice is not uncommon among undercapitalized rock organizations, but it is, of course, terribly short-sighted. The meals Appel could buy with his savings are long since forgotten, but the album is still around—in that sense, to haunt.

The album might have been completed even more quickly and cheaply, but when Appel first delivered it to CBS, the company sent them back into the studio. “There’s no single here,” they said. So Bruce recorded “Blinded By The Light” and “Spirit In The Night” for release as the album’s potential hits. Some of the band had gone back to Virginia, so the songs were recorded with Bruce playing bass, guitar and piano, and Harold Wheeler adding the other keyboard on those tracks.

Whatever its flaws, Greetings from Asbury Park, New Jersey is one of the most ambitious debut albums of the Seventies. The problems are conceptual and technical; Springsteen’s writing and performance are outstanding. There is no denying the compelling melodies of “For You” and “Spirit In The Night,” the passion of “Blinded By The Light” and “It’s Hard To Be A Saint In The City,” or the effervescent good humor of “Growin’ Up” and “Does This Bus Stop At 82nd Street?”

It was the lyrics that brought Springsteen the most attention—and no wonder. The opening lines of the album—from “Blinded By The Light”—represent his tumble of images perfectly:



Madman drummer bummers and Indians in the summer with a teenage diplomat In the dumps with the mumps as the adolescent pumps his way into his hat



The song continues that way for four verses—pure excess, and pure rock and roll. Greetings has ten songs, and, while none of them has the barrage of images of “Blinded By The Light,” none of them is streamlined, either. On occasion, such verbose lyrics become cumbersome. “Mary Queen Of Arkansas,” with its sexually ambiguous madonna, demands more focused writing than this style can give it, and “The Angel,” despite the fact that Springsteen praised it at the time as his most “sophisticated” number, now seems little more than the most pretentious song ever written about an outlaw motorcyclist. More than anything, however, these songs typify the conceptual inadequacy of the singer-songwriter approach: Rather than writing about motorcyclists as observed, Springsteen wandered off into a rather unremarkable fantasy about them. On the other hand, while equally indulging in fantasy, “For You,” “Growin’ Up” and “It’s Hard To Be A Saint In The City,” are more tightly focused, minutely observed; onstage, they’ve become solid rockers.

There were reasons for the excess verbiage. “I let out an incredible number of things at once,” Springsteen said of that group of songs. “A million things in each song. They were written in half-hour, fifteen-minute bursts. I don’t know where they came from. A few of them I worked on for a week or so, but most of them were just jets, a real energy situation.” As far as Bruce knew, this might be his only chance to make a record. It is typical of his obsessive drive that he determined to put everything he knew or could imagine on the first album.

At their best, these scattershot lyrics are remarkably effective, flinging epigrams like artillery. The final lines of “Blinded” still stand as the test of Springsteen’s ambition and motivation: “Mama always told me not to look into the sights of the sun/Oh, but Mama, that’s where the fun is.” When such phrases strike home full force, they can freeze a moment or an attitude forever. Like Rod Stewart’s “Every Picture Tells a Story,” “Growin’ Up” offers a marvelous capsule of that moment in adolescence when attitude and style are everything:

I stood stone-like at midnight, suspended in my masquerade

I combed my hair ’til it was just right

And commanded the night brigade

As a whole, the song goes much farther than Stewart’s image of hair-combing and mirror-posing, which is soon dropped for a depiction of sexual exploits. “Growin’ Up” is the ideal vernacular portrait of the young rebel outsider, lost in the crowd with an improbable vision:

In the engine of an old parked car

Well, my feet they finally took root in the earth

But I got me a nice little place in the stars

And I swear I found the key to the universe

At that time Springsteen claimed that he had never read many books—Scaduto’s Bob Dylan and Mario Puzo’s The Godfather were among the few—but some remarkably sophisticated ideas leap from his songs. Many better educated men have sought futilely to capture the magic of the teen-age dream; Springsteen gets it all in a line. And he refuses to stop there. Most great rock writers are miniaturists, but Bruce reaches for the largest canvas of all—he wants to portray nothing less than existence itself, as seen at a certain time, from a certain perspective. In songs like “Growin’ Up,” he goes a long way toward achieving that goal, and in the process lends a voice to a group of people that generally goes unheard.

Springsteen’s concerns, from the beginning, have been with moral, ethical and spiritual dilemmas. “For You,” for instance, is about death—perhaps even suicide. (Oddly, it is also the one song on Greetings that heralds the style and concerns of Springsteen’s later work.) It is among the best of his love songs, and, as a contemplation of death, Jimi Hendrix’s “I Don’t Live Today,” Jackson Browne’s “For a Dancer” and Paul Simon’s “Mother and Child Reunion” are the only rock songs that can match it. But Browne, Simon and even Hendrix view death philosophically; Springsteen, while offering some philosophy, concentrates on the very human narrative. By any standards other than rock and roll’s, “For You” might be overwrought, but the sheer emotionalism of the performance sweeps such objections aside. (Greg Kihn’s later version does not come close to the sweep of Springsteen’s, because his much cooler reading is more descriptive than felt.) The story is pure melodrama—the singer is in an ambulance with his girlfriend, who is fading fast—like every corny rock death number since “The Endless Sleep.” As life ebbs, we come to know both characters with a startling degree of intimacy, and to grasp the dimensions of their relationship. In the end, “For You” brings those rock death song clichés to life.

As in “For You,” the best of Springsteen’s imagery is action and character oriented, rather than abstract. We care about the suicide victim not because she is a symbol of death—though we may come to care about the symbol too—but because the singer cares so completely about their lives together. “The point in a lot of my stuff is that they’re like scenarios, they’re like plays,” Bruce has said. “And the power is not so much in the immediate imagery or the immediate physical picture that’s presented as it is in a certain battle being waged between just whatever forces are in the songs. So generally, I write things on a bigger-than-life scale in a certain way.

“Plus, I write about moments. I don’t write about the everyday ... I write a lot about action moments, moments when people are pushed to take a certain action, to do something, to do anything to get out of their present situation or circumstances or predicament—to step out, to get out of that boring thing, to break loose. And I think there’s a certain romanticism and a certain kind of everyday heroism that is inherent in this. It’s something that is very real to me.”

The best rock songwriting—songs by people like Chuck Berry, Bob Dylan, John Fogerty, Peter Townshend—has always been heavily populated. In the space of a few lines, subtle characters live full lives. (By this, I don’t mean extravaganzas like Dylan’s “Sad-Eyed Lady of the Lowlands” or Townshend’s Tommy. Better examples are found in brief, three-stanza rockers like Berry’s “Too Much Monkey Business,” Townshend’s “I’m a Boy” and “Substitute,” and Fogerty’s “Fortunate Son.”) In that sense, the best rock writing is authentically cinematic, suggestive rather than elaborate. And Springsteen’s songs, from the beginning, fit this pattern perfectly. By that measure his writing is a return to the roots of rock. By 1977, Dylan and Townshend, for instance, had begun to write about ideas and abstractions rather than about characters and situations. The best of the singer-songwriters did the same.

Raymond Chandler once wrote that the mystery novelist, Dashiell Hammett, had used his hard-guy realism to “give murder back to the people who commit it for reasons, not just to provide a corpse.” Springsteen did something similar for rock, although Greetings from Asbury Park, New Jersey only hinted at it.
OEBPS/images/coverpage.jpg
BRUCE SPRINGSTEEN

THE DEFINITIVE BIOGRAPHY, 1972 2003

)
g \‘ -J

DAVE MARSH






OEBPS/toc.xhtml


Bruce Springsteen two Hearts





Table of Contents





		

Cover Page





		

Half-Title Page





		

Title Page





		

Copyright Page





		

Table of Contents





		

Acknowledgments





		

Introduction: Across the Border





		

I. Born to Run



		

Introduction to the First Edition Independence Day





		

Introduction to the Second Edition Out in the Street





		

1. The E Street Shuffle





		

2. It’s My Life





		

3. Greetings from Asbury Park, New Jersey





		

4. The Punk Meets the Godfather





		

5. The Saint in the City





		

6. Wild and Innocent





		

7. Freeze Out





		

8. Thundercrack





		

9. The Future Delayed





		

10. Prisoner of Rock and Roll





		

11. Thunder Road





		

12. “Hype”





		

13. Killers in the Sun





		

14. East of Eden





		

15. Raising Cain





		

16. Darkness





		

17. The Promise





		

18. The Price You Pay





		

19. Bringing It All Back Home













		

II. Glory Days



		

Introduction to the First Edition





		

Introduction to the First Paperback Edition (1990)





		

Introduction to the 1995 Edition: Souls of the Departed













		

Part 1: Only the Lonely



		

1. Dancing in the Dark





		

2. In Another Land





		

3. Open All Night





		

4. Way Back Home





		

5. On Fire





		

6. Midnight Special





		

7. Reason to Believe





		

8. Badlands





		

9. Still Dancing













		

Part 2: Follow that Dream



		

10. Nationwide





		

11. Growin’ Up





		

12. Money Changes Everything





		

13. Pink Cadillac





		

14. Stranger in Town





		

15. U.S. Male





		

16. It’s Too Late to Stop Now





		

17. Seeds





		

18. Hot Fun in the Summertime





		

19. Fortunate Son





		

20. No Surrender





		

21. Glory Days





		

22. Spare Parts and Broken Hearts





		

23. The Price of the Ticket













		

Index













Book Landmarks





		Cover Page



		Half-Title Page



		Title Page



		Copyright Page



		Table of Contents



		Acknowledgments



		Introduction: Across the Border



		Start of Body









Pagelist





		

iii





		

i





		

iv





		

v





		

iv





		

x





		

xi





		

xii





		

xiii





		

xiv





		

xvi





		

xvii





		

xviii





		

xix





		

xx





		

1





		

3





		

4





		

5





		

6





		

7





		

9





		

10





		

11





		

12





		

13





		

15





		

16





		

17





		

18





		

19





		

20





		

21





		

22





		

23





		

24





		

25





		

26





		

27





		

28





		

29





		

30





		

31





		

32





		

33





		

35





		

36





		

37





		

38





		

39





		

40





		

41





		

42





		

43











































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































OEBPS/images/logo_B.jpg
Routledge
New York and I ondon





