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Dedication



For Dad

Thanks for the music, the greatest gift, and for braving the mosh pits.
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Foreword



Locals, first and foremost; the Stone Pony was a local bar, a neighborhood joint. I started out at a place up the street called the Student Prince. When the Prince cooled down, I wandered up to the Pony, because Steve and Southside Johnny were the house band. It quickly became my main hang. There were a lot of good musicians, cute waitresses and bartenders, along with some decent bands coming through, but it wasn’t a venue for many national acts at first. It was just your club. That said, Asbury was a lively place socially at the time. The club had a group of spirited regulars who kept the place vital and afloat. Outside, the town was crumbling, the amusement rides were on their last legs, the boardwalk dead, the city largely vacant and gangland dangerous. But the club was safe due to a heavy team of bouncers who insisted on the peace. Women don’t go to dangerous clubs, and where there aren’t any women, there sure aren’t gonna be any men. The boys at the door could occasionally be rough. They did not suffer dope shenanigans. Danny Federici went flying out belly-to-the-sidewalk for some drug hijinks in the Pony’s men’s room one summer night. My buddy, a bouncer called Payback, was the blond hulking, humorous, glass-chewing black belt who weekly policed the joint. Together we drove Steve’s red Cadillac on the boardwalk from Bradley Beach to Asbury after a night on the town club tripping. There were a lot of good local bands who were never going to go any further but who served an important and honorable purpose on a sweaty Saturday night when the beach crew wanted to dance and down drinks like Sex on the Beach. I drank Jack Daniel’s, Ol’ Blue Eyes’ favorite, and it served me well. The club was a great place to get high and jam a few songs during the last set. I’d sit at the bar in a slow burn all night, waiting to blow the roof off the place; where I would sweat so much in forty minutes, I’d leave the place stone sober. Southside Johnny on Wednesdays, Saturdays, and Sundays was probably the best house band in the nation at that time. With a full horn section, they regularly wrecked the place. Steve was an incredible bandleader-arranger, and Southside had the voice and real grit. The place was filled with local eccentrics. The owners, Jack and Butch, big and capable bouncers themselves, kept a tight lid on everything, and everybody was happy. It was a good time to be young and amongst a community of people who felt about music the way you did. I spent a lot of weekday and weekend nights there for quite a few years right through the height of my popularity and never had a problem. Folks were glad to see me, and I was glad to see them. Staying local all through the crazy high times was the smartest thing I ever did. The Stone Pony and its patrons allowed me to continue to be one of them, and for that I’m forever thankful. At seventy-four, I don’t get down to the Pony as much as I used to, but I’m still glad it’s there. Long may she run.

—Bruce Springsteen






Author’s Note



This book is based on hundreds of original interviews conducted by the author. Some comments have been edited for brevity and clarity. In rare cases, quotes were excerpted from other sources, including speeches, recordings, and newspapers, especially for important voices who are no longer with us. A list of these sources appears here.












Introduction



I’d like to start with a clarification for those whose familiarity with the Jersey Shore begins and ends with a certain abomination of a reality television show: the Jersey Shore is a diverse stretch of 141 miles of coastline that is far from monolithic. There’s alcohol-free family resort towns like Ocean City; mansion-lined, Hamptons-esque hamlets like Spring Lake; and kitschy, carnival-vibe boardwalks in Seaside Heights and Point Pleasant. There’s pockets of surf and fishing communities in almost every town.

Asbury Park, however, was always different.

A brief history lesson: In the early 1900s, Asbury Park was an entertainment resort town seeking to compete with Atlantic City, building theaters and convention halls to help fill its many hotels. In the middle of the century, it was becoming a destination for touring acts looking for a gig between Philadelphia and New York City. Led Zeppelin and the Rolling Stones, for example, arrived in town in the 1960s.

Yet like many towns at the time, Asbury Park was segregated. The oceanfront, or east side of the train tracks, remained a largely white population. On the west side was a largely Black community with a thriving music scene, as jazz and blues clubs littered Springwood Avenue.

In the 1960s, as the civil rights movement rippled across the country and Black communities fought back against racist Jim Crow laws and segregation, the west side of Asbury Park began to grow frustrated with dwindling economic opportunities in town and a shrinking housing market.

Those tensions would erupt into riots in July 1970, when protesters destroyed nearly all of Springwood Avenue.

Though no one was killed, the damage and unrest sparked a flight from Asbury Park, the beginning of a slow, precipitous decline that would bottom out in the 1990s.

That era was my introduction to Asbury Park and the Stone Pony: inching through the crumbling west side of town, as the six-CD changer shuffled through Blink-182, Bad Religion, and Bigwig, in single-lane traffic for the 1998 Vans Warped Tour, held in the Stone Pony lot. Cars were backed up five miles along a mostly single-lane road to the Garden State Parkway.

It was a two-plus-hour crawl, in swampy Jersey Shore summer heat, for my dad and me in an aging Ford station wagon, as we crossed into a ghost town.

Dubbed “Beirut by the Shore,” the once-proud beach resort town of Asbury Park looked more like bombed-out Dresden in World War II, the shattered remnants of the city ripped apart by decades of corruption, segregation, tough luck, and the unsparing whims of economic change.

Even with the Warped Tour stages providing a temporary skyline to the beachfront and a surge in summertime population, the scars of the struggling town were everywhere.

Bars were shuttered and closed. Homes deserted. A rotting, abandoned condo project twelve stories high cast a shadow over the concert area, a warning visible from blocks away of this city by the sea that fortune seemingly forgot. It was not the kind of ruins that presented options to the opportunistic and bold; it was just dead.

But I couldn’t stay away.

It was quickly becoming central to the booming New Jersey punk scene. Bands that started with shows in basements, legion halls, and firehouses were getting signed to major labels and headlining tours. That recognition drew other national punk bands to Asbury Park. And with them came me, to the Pony and other venues in town. My friends and I, hooked on the scene and the permanent hearing damage that came with it, tried to go to everything.

Then I discovered the world of Bruce Springsteen.

He had always been there, omnipresent in my life as a lifelong New Jerseyan born to two lifelong New Jerseyans, with a father who filled every car ride and silent moment in the house with classic rock or Q104.3 on the radio. But it took my own journey into music as a fledgling guitarist to move deeper than “Born to Run” and “Thunder Road,” and discover the canon of the greatest American rock star in history.

That someone as galactic as Springsteen was from the same state as me, and kept coming back to the same dingy venue I trekked to, made me obsessive. No matter the band, no matter the genre, there was always that 1 percent chance (or perceived chance) that “Bruce might show up.” It made every gig at the Pony just a bit more intoxicating, spellbound by the potential of a surprise appearance. It was those same four words that, for some time, kept the Pony alive when the town around it wasn’t.

Indeed, some fifty years from its opening in 1974, the Pony is still here, sitting on prime beach real estate in open defiance of the expected life span of a rock club. Famed venues like CBGB and Max’s Kansas City are long gone. The original Cavern Club, where the Beatles started, was knocked down. But the Pony remains, no longer a neighborhood bar with a legendary stage but now a destination venue with major industry support.

As the town has experienced a resurgence in the past fifteen years, sparked by a vibrant LGBTQ community, persistent developers, and a rich musical history, the Pony proved the lone constant. Its white-speckled concrete walls are now surrounded by multimillion-dollar condos, trendy new hotels, and destination restaurants. That rotting, failed condominium structure is now a gleaming, seventeen-story glass tower, with penthouse condos fetching prices north of $6 million.

Even now, as a major music venue, there’s a sense of community at the Pony. I check in with my Summer Stage bartender Frank at every show, always stationed near my “secret spot” in the lot where I’m guaranteed some standing room. Being able to say “I know Bobby Jones” is like knowing Butch and Jack. The camera (and harmonicas) of Danny Clinch provide that signature spontaneity. Southside Johnny and the Asbury Jukes still sell out the Pony every winter, and put on a big party every summer, including one in 2019 where Bruce did indeed show up. (My dad and I still talk of that show, especially the “Sherry Darling” jam, with reverence.)

Though I never got to experience the Pony of old, I feel that spirit regularly at show after show, perhaps no more so than on the Saturday night of the Sea.Hear.Now festivals. The first day culminates in an epic super jam known as the Ocean Avenue Stomp at the Stone Pony that lasts deep into the night. Each song break is laden with that same addictive anticipation: Who might show up? I’ve seen Brandon Flowers jam with Jake Clemons, Mike McCready with Christopher Thorn of Blind Melon, St. Paul and the Broken Bones play house band for Wesley Schultz from the Lumineers and Nicole Atkins, and all of My Morning Jacket take over the stage. Lenny Kaye, of the Patti Smith Group, wandered over one night just to get a beer and ended up onstage with the Tangiers Blues Band blasting “Gloria.” And these were all unbilled.

When I first came back to New Jersey and its shores after years on the political campaign trail for my day job, I began to see Asbury Park differently—not only as living history of American music but as an unwitting microcosm of the changes in blue-collar towns I had seen across the country. Indeed the story of Asbury Park—the rise and fall of a local economy, the daily struggle for civil rights, a proud town’s resilience and revival—was happening in mining villages and steel mill towns, midsized cities and industrial exurbs across the country. The scale, and the success, may have varied from town to town, but the foundations were the same.

Asbury’s, however, had a soundtrack.

So the best way to tell the story of Asbury Park, it became clear, was through the words of the people who got blisters on their fingers and sweat stains on their clothes building that very hymn. I spent years tracking down the bartenders, photographers, musicians, bouncers, politicians, revelers, staffers, and boastful locals. Like everyone else, my days again became filled with the hope of an unbilled performance or impromptu jams, eagerly scanning the Pony concert calendar every week.

Because there is, after all, always that chance. Bruce might show up.





1

Flames

The foundations of a once-prosperous beach resort begin to fray. Though the jazz, blues, and R&B clubs scattered across Springwood Avenue, on the west side of town, continue to thrive, the economic ills caused by decades of segregation combust in the summer of 1970.

Bruce Springsteen: I was in Wanamassa at the surfboard factory, and there was a huge water tank nearby. Vini Lopez and I climbed this water tank and sat near the top. And you could see Asbury burning off in the distance.

Garry Tallent: Before the riots, there were a lot of clubs. We played five nights a week. Year-round. All summer, all winter. We were there for years.

Doc Holiday: Asbury was the deal. It was a place to go and it had clubs. I mean, the nightclubs were such that you could actually get thrown out of one bar, roll over on the street, and be at the entrance of another one. And they all had live entertainment. The Pillow Talk, Mrs. Jay’s, Steve Brody’s, they were all over the place. So if you were going to be a musician, that’s where you went to work. And we were going to Asbury Park to play music for two reasons: to get paid and get laid, period.

Southside Johnny: This small area of Asbury Park has always been clubs and bars where musicians could make a few dollars.

Stevie Van Zandt: We had tried to do some things with different bands. We had a different band every six months in those days.

Vini Lopez: I lived over by Springwood Avenue, where Neptune High School is now, and we’d ride our bikes down there, and all the clubs would have bands in them, sit there and listen to the bands outside. Every corner had a different band playing at one point.

David Sancious: At that time, I lived on what’s called the west side of the tracks, the other side of the tracks. I didn’t live here in this area. There was a real division between the clubs on the east side and the clubs on the west side. On the west side was predominantly African American, much larger population. There wasn’t a sort of free flow of musicians back and forth. In other words, I can’t think of a lot of Black musicians who were playing these clubs on the east side, with the exception of Clarence Clemons. Apart from Clarence Clemons, myself, and Ernest Carter, the second drummer in the E Street Band, we were the only sort of Black musicians that you see on the east side occasionally. And on the west side of the tracks, Garry Tallent was the only white musician who could play clubs on the west side of the tracks.

Ernest Carter: My father used to take me to the Orchid Lounge when I was eight or nine. I was young and I was just beginning to play. I stayed mostly in Springwood Avenue, going up and down the streets playing in those clubs since I was eleven years old. The music scene there was magical, so much music going on. It was our own little world on Springwood Avenue on that side of the tracks, man. It was just beautiful.

Lance Larson: I used to go down there, to the Orchid Lounge, to see a lot of bands, Black artists played in that place. It was right across the street from Fisch’s; it was a department store.

Tony Pallagrosi: The sounds of Asbury Park were a mixture of things. But there were a lot of sounds in Asbury Park. On the west side of town, it was jazz. There were jazz clubs. And funk bands. But the majority of clubs east in Asbury Park were Top 40 clubs. I don’t recall tensions between white and Black performers here in Asbury. I would go to the Orchid, for instance, to see jazz. And I never felt uncomfortable there. I felt like that’s how it’s supposed to be. We’re all supposed to draw off each other’s energies.

Ernest Carter: Asbury had everything you could just imagine, and want, from the blues or rock and jazz, to the gospel, to everything. And it was kind of “keep to your side,” but they called me Fidget. I couldn’t stay in one place too long, so I would cross over and go there, and hear things, see things. Just to go to Convention Hall mainly because Convention Hall had a lot of solo acts there and a lot of nights for the Black people to go down and have a good time. Then I would go see all these other bands too that didn’t have anything to do with the culture on my side. I was just open-minded because this is what my father taught me. I would go there to see Mountain, Jefferson Airplane, Steppenwolf, Chicago. If I couldn’t get in, a couple of buddies of mine, we had a way to get in on top of the roof and stay on the rafters up there and watch the show.

Reverend David J. Parreott: Springwood Avenue was like the living room for a lot of people. That’s where they played, where they had fellowship, what recreation it had, shooting pool and eateries that were here on Springwood Avenue at the time. Plus they shopped there. And during those years, a lot of people on the west side in that particular time in the early fifties and before, they didn’t venture much across the tracks and go to the beachfront. I was born right here in Asbury Park in 1934. My family had been here for over one hundred years at that particular time, much more than that right now.

Bruce Springsteen: It was coming, because there was no representation at that local level for the African American population in town. And it was just something that was in the air and it was something that needed to happen.

Reverend David J. Parreott: Generally, any kind of civil disturbance of this kind of activities stems from lack of jobs. In Asbury Park, it was because many of the jobs that the young people had on the beachfront every summer would have been taken all by young relatives of the business owners down there.

Southside Johnny: If you ever had gone down Springwood Avenue, you’d see how people live. I mean, I would have rioted too. I mean, it was horrible there and nobody ever did anything about it. Because we had gone through the Martin Luther King riots and the Watts stuff and all of that. The way people were treated across the railroad tracks made it a real powder keg . . . And the city fathers knew, the city council knew that it was right on the edge, but they didn’t do anything about it.

Reverend David J. Parreott: The other thing that lends itself to these kinds of things was the crowded housing that we had, particularly on the west side of Asbury Park, especially the southwest side of Asbury Park. And there was a lack of coordinated recreation in the city, like basketball, no basketball courts. We never had one. Tennis courts or playgrounds and other planned activities for the youth. During that particular time period that this initiated, I was the juvenile officer for the city. The young people came and spoke with me and talked about this lack of activities, jobs, et cetera, and what are we going to do, there’s no place to go, and I can’t get a job downtown anymore.

Bruce Springsteen: These were the times. So it didn’t really catch you by surprise. I would say it was happening on any given day. It was in Newark or Asbury, or in Freehold. It happened in my little town of Freehold. And so it was part of the cultural picture at the moment.

Stevie Van Zandt: These times were very volatile. I mean, there’s riots, seemed like all the time, every year or two. There’s a lot of frustration, and it was just the beginning of the birth of consciousness. That whole decade really was the birth of consciousness in so many ways, including racial consciousness. And up until then, people were tolerating a lot of the racial injustice. It was just a normal part of society. And then at some point, it just was like, “Enough is enough.”

Reverend David J. Parreott: It started right after a concert on the beachfront and the kids walking in and cars intermingled with the gathering that was turning out, letting out at the Westside Community Center. The group coming home from the beachfront and those coming out onto Springwood Avenue, they started name-calling and started bottle throwing, which really was something of copycat from other cities and states that had several disturbances in those areas.

Ernest Carter: These people came to our high school and started making all this noise about the rights of the Black people. . . . But what blew my mind was they were blowing up their own things.

Judy DeNucci: My father, he was a newspaper photographer for the Asbury Park Press and the Long Branch Daily Record, and he also was freelance for the Daily News, so he was right in the middle of it. There were nights he didn’t even come home, he was there all night long, taking pictures of everything. . . . We drove through all the blockades, streets, and everything and it was the saddest to see what happened and how it changed the whole facade of Asbury, the business district, and Springwood Avenue.

Patti Scialfa: I went to Asbury Park High School, which was a predominantly Black school at the time. It was sad to me. It wasn’t frightening. It’s just heartbreaking when no one’s listening to your voice and they’re not seeing you, and your needs are invisible. And that leads to problems. I’m not saying it’s right or wrong, I’m just saying I have great sympathy for that. That’s the only way you feel you can be heard. And it was sad because mostly, a lot of the damage was in the neighborhood of Springwood Avenue across the tracks.

Reverend David J. Parreott: When the riots did break out, I was at home, and they gave me a call and told me, “Hey Dave, your kids are acting up out here.” I came out and rounded them up and took some home and sent some home. That was the first night. The next night they were throwing bottles and things. That particular night broke a few windows down Springwood Avenue. The next day and night, and several days, of course, things escalated. They were making these Molotov cocktails and setting fires, et cetera. Quite a few kids were taken into custody and a lot of adults. Some of the things were escalated by law enforcement, even though I was part of law enforcement, but some of them kind of roughly treated these youngsters. But once they started the fires or right after that, and state police came in and they drove up and down Springwood Avenue in high speed with vehicles with no license plates, so you couldn’t recognize, as you didn’t get the badge numbers.

Ernest Carter: These guys came in, they were some fake Black Panthers. They had the right clothes on, but I knew Black Panthers. It had nothing to do with those guys. They were just agitators, frustrated Black people about what’s going on, which I don’t blame them, because shit was bad, man, but on that side of town, we were surviving and everything was moving on up. But man, when it came and started on Springwood Avenue, I was like, “No, man, please don’t do it there. Go across the tracks or something, make something over there,” but no, they just fucked up everything that I grew up around. Everybody got messed up, even their own homes. All the clubs I loved and played in got all destroyed. My street was gone.

Bruce Springsteen: The entire west side burnt to the ground. An entire cultural way of life and entire huge cultural chunk of Asbury Park, where it was incredible music and just an amazing neighborhood, burnt to the ground.

Vini Lopez: When those riots were going on, Tinker [West] had the surfboard factory up in Ocean Township, and it was up on the hill, and we went there. Because from up there you could see out to the ocean, and you could see the place burning down. So, we just stayed up there, and it was a crowd of people up there with us.

Southside Johnny: On the day of the riots, I was working at the post office. I was at a substation down on the boardwalk, a little kiosk, where you sold stamps or postcards and packages would come in. My friend Phil Moses drives in and said, “You got to come back, because they’re having riots in Asbury Park.” Our boss, Les Bush, great man, had said, “Go get John.” And I had to pedal this old bike from the thirties, which weighed a ton, with all my cash and money orders and stuff, were in this heavy wooden box. And I’m going past everything, and I mean, they burned down Big Bill’s and Fisch’s Clothing Store and it was a terrible time.

Stevie Van Zandt: We were just hunkered down and avoiding the whole thing. We weren’t really out on the street witnessing the thing because it was a real dangerous time. I remember people on the roofs with rifles, defending their turf and all that.

Jack Roig: Coming down on the train one night when we were leaving Allenhurst, they said, “Everybody on the floor,” and the train blew right through Asbury, Bradley, and then stopped in Belmar.

Reverend David J. Parreott: It wasn’t something that was good for the west side because we eliminated jobs on Springwood Avenue, many jobs. Eliminated the housing. You had housing on top of the storefronts that were below, and that was not a good thing. . . . Springwood Avenue, for the west side, was like the playground. It was like the beachfront. It was the way people promenaded up and down in fellowship and carried on with each other on the avenue. All of that was taken away as a result of this civil disturbance.

Billy Hector: When I went to bed, it sounded like there was a football game going on. I used to live about a mile away from the stadium. You could hear them shouting and screaming. Ocean Grove put armed guards on the fucking bridges in and out of the place.

Vini Lopez: The guys that worked at the Upstage, they all got their guns and went up on the roof to protect the Upstage. But I don’t think it ever really got that far. But it was bad over on Springwood Avenue.

Carl “Tinker” West: The bouncer there [at the Upstage], at that time he was a motorcycle enthusiast, and he went down and sat behind the door during the riots. And one of those rioting people opened the door and he said, “Do you want to live or die?” And they closed the door and went away. He had a shotgun.

Tony Amato: We were musicians, so we didn’t give a shit about all this racial baloney. I was playing with the bass player, Norman Perkins, Black guy from the west side. That screwed us up for a while. We couldn’t go out and play as much or rehearse because the parents were tense. It was the older people. It wasn’t the kids.

Bruce Springsteen: I believe it also put the kibosh on the boardwalk for quite a while. And it was one of the few towns where there were rides also on the boardwalk.

Vini Lopez: It kind of just fell apart. Asbury became, in my opinion, like a ghost town at some point. People didn’t want to go there because of the riots. They were afraid to go there. But we lived there, so we didn’t stop by any means.

Patti Scialfa: At the time, the papers were just always feeding you one-dimensional ideas about the Black Panthers, anybody who was out there making a change that was a little frightening for people. They never looked at anything good that the Black Panthers did, like making places that the kids could go to before school, having hot breakfast and all this. They were just vilifying every person of color in the media.

Tony Pallagrosi: The riots really put a damper on how the suburbs viewed Asbury Park. I mean, just the fact that there were Black people in Asbury Park. That was a thing even before the riots. As the years went on, people became fearful. And the only people who didn’t were people who liked music.

Southside Johnny: I remember that it was a lot more paranoid to go out at night. But that didn’t last long. We were all long-haired hippie guys, or probably past that. I think there was a certain affinity to that. They knew that we were no threat. I mean the Black people didn’t look at us as the people who had neglected them.

Ernest Carter: I lived a beautiful life growing up in Asbury. Springwood Avenue before the riots, it was everything, but after the riots, I don’t understand why it went down like that, but it did. It broke my heart and I had no reason to stay there really musically.

Bob Santelli: It completely changed. Overnight. I mean, the vibe was spooky. It was like something really bad happened in the town, because it did, you know? You could feel it. I mean, many kids would come up and go to record stores in Asbury on the other side of the tracks, buy your clothes up here, especially if you were in bands and whatnot. It was kind of a cool place. Steinbach’s was up here. It was a big place for school clothes for when you were in high school and whatnot. All of that on my end stopped.

David Sancious: The whole tone of the town was changed after the riots. Commerce was different. There were a lot of shops and stores that were closed. Everything was very, very different after the riots. It was a sort of big diminishment. But a few places hung on.
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The Upstage Club

An all-ages, third-floor club above Cookman Avenue with amplifiers built directly into the stage hosts jams that would not end until the sun breached the sea to the east. Opening in 1968, two years before the riots, it offered a young Bruce Springsteen, Stevie Van Zandt, Southside Johnny, and many future E Street Band and Asbury Jukes members an introduction to the stage.

Vini Lopez: Before all that happened . . . the Upstage was in full swing.

Southside Johnny: The Upstage Club. I’m sure you’ve heard a lot of the stories about that. I’ll give you a quick rundown. It was opened by a guy named Tom Potter. His wife, Margaret, played in bands. She was one of the first rock-and-roll chicks I ever met. She was older than us. They both were. But anyways, he starts this club, up above a Thom McAn shoe store, a three-story brick building on Cookman Avenue. The second floor was this folk kind of small stage, near a little cooking place, where they could make coffee and sandwiches and things like that. And the third floor was this big long room, with a stage at one end of it and it had built-in speakers, a PA, a drum kit, had amplifiers and a double keyboard. So you just had to come and bring your guitar or mic kit and harmonicas and play. It just was a magnet for musicians. I mean it was open from, I think it was eight or nine until five in the morning, at one point, and no alcohol was served. So the kids could go.

Al “Doc” Berger: They had amps built into the stage. You just plugged into the stage.

Stevie Van Zandt: Bruce told me about it. He says, “Man, there’s this new thing, Upstage. You got to check it out, down in Asbury Park.” Now Asbury Park, that was a little bit exotic for us. I mean, I had been there to see the Rolling Stones at Convention Hall and the Byrds. That was a regular. That was our venue for the big acts coming through from in between Philadelphia and New York. They would always usually play Asbury Park. And I had been in a couple of band battles down there, but it was good forty-five minutes away. It was a trip. Bruce told me, “Go down there and ask for Margaret,” who was the wife of the co-owner. And that was it, man. It became a second home. Or no, it became home, first home.

Bruce Springsteen: When I wrote that record [Greetings from Asbury Park] I was living on my own above the Upstage, in Asbury Park. So it all just came naturally.

Margaret Potter: Bruce came up very politely and said, “Excuse me, but would you mind very much if I borrowed your guitar? The gentleman downstairs said it would probably be okay.” I said sure and stuck around awhile while he plugged in, to make sure he understood the system. He played some blues thing, and I said, “Oh, Lord,” and went back down to the second floor. Vini Lopez, the first drummer in the E Street Band, was sitting down there, and Miami Steve, and Southside Johnny, all playing Monopoly, which is what you did while you waited to get up, and I told them they had better get upstairs. They were involved in the game, and asked why. I said, “Hey, guys, there’s some kid up there who can really play.” They said, “Where are you going?” I said, “Where do you think? Upstairs.”

Stevie Van Zandt: We all moved to Asbury Park because of that club. We were literally living off of that club, only making like fifteen dollars a night.

Bruce Springsteen: In the beginning, there was “Mad Dog” Vini Lopez, standing in front of me, fresh out of jail, his head shaved, in the Mermaid Room of the Upstage Club in Asbury Park.

Vini Lopez: I happened to be lucky, me and Big Bobby, to be the house drummers at the Upstage and got to play with a lot of different musicians and learn what we do. And that’s what it was all about, was the learning experience in those days. The young kids could go in there at the Upstage from eight to midnight, and they were dance kids, and it was still a jam session in there. And then, either Big Bobby or me would be the house drummer for the early session or the late session, which was from one to five in the morning. But you never really knew until the night of who was going to be there, and Tom Potter would assign you on the stage when he wanted you there. It was quite a scene.

Stevie Van Zandt: Jamming had become a thing. The whole blues revolution going on with all the stuff coming out of England, the Yardbirds with the rave-ups that they were doing, basically, which was just jams. Songs started to go from two and a half minutes to be extended, because guitar playing started to become fashionable. The lead guitar, basically. Eric Clapton and Jeff Beck and the Yardbirds guys basically were responsible for just making guitar the king. Suddenly, playing guitar was as important as the songs. So jamming suddenly happened. It was all blues jamming, basically. The Upstage concept was built on that.

Garry Tallent: The Upstage became a kind of guitar-slinger Dodge City. Every guitar player in at least a twenty-mile radius heard about this place and showed up and tried to outdo each other.

Bruce Springsteen: We first saw Garry Tallent along with Southside Johnny when they dragged two chairs onto an empty dance floor as I plugged my guitar into the Upstage wall of sound. I was the new kid in a new town, and these were the guys who owned the place. They sat back and looked at me like, “Come on, come on, punk. Bring it. Let’s see what you got.” And I reached back and I burnt their house down.

Patti Scialfa: I knew of Bruce back then because he was known as the fastest guitar player in town.

Danny Federici: When Vini Lopez and I first saw Bruce play at the Upstage we basically said, “We’ve gotta have this guy in our band.” So we decided to start a band. So he quit Earth to put a band together with me and Vini. And we found a bass player, Vinnie Roslin. And that band was called Child. And that’s how the whole switcheroo thing—getting him out of Freehold—began.

Southside Johnny: We got the job to jam there, either Big Bobby, or Vini Lopez was the house drummer. Garry Tallent was the house bass player. Steven, or Johnny “Hotkeys,” or I forget the other guy’s, Ricky DeSarno was the house guitar player and if they needed a singer, I was the singer. So we were there all the time and it was just a great education. I mean people would come and say, “Let’s do this. Let’s do that.” We’d try to do it. You had to be very flexible, you had to think on your feet, and it was really our college.

Vini Lopez: John Lyon would play the bass. Or he’d sing a little bit here and there and play his harmonica, but he never was Southside until the Pony.

Southside Johnny: We were getting paid to stay there from nine till five and jam with whoever wanted to jam. Of course, we would have been there anyway. But you get a lot of, if you had a gig and you got off at one thirty, two, you’d go from your gig to the Asbury Diner and get something to eat and then you’d go to the Upstage for the rest of your night.

Patti Scialfa: The one that everybody wanted to go to was the one that started at one a.m. in the morning. That was supposedly the real deal.

Tony Pallagrosi: If you went to the Upstage, what was played there was bluesy rock and roll and a lot of R&B tunes. And some blues, and you wouldn’t hear that in other towns. You heard that in Asbury. And it was because there was ethnic diversity in Asbury. And because at a point, you had a place where you can play that music and get paid.

Patti Scialfa: I did have a band back then. It was called Ecstasy. I was young enough where I couldn’t drive, and I remember being dropped off there by a friend. I told my mother I was sleeping over somebody’s house, dropped off by a friend at about one o’clock, met the band that was in there, and went upstairs and sang “White Rabbit” and “Somebody to Love.” I was a big Grace Slick fan. I remember that as just being out-of-my-skin exciting. “Okay. I’m in a real venue right now.” But then I didn’t know how to get home. Actually, I tried to hitchhike, and then I got a little frightened. It was on Cookman Avenue. It was like three in the morning, four in the morning, and then somebody called their father and had them pick us up. I think that’s what happened. I tried to hitchhike. I was a big hitchhiker in those days, but then just feeling, “This isn’t the smartest thing to do at three in the morning, being fifteen or sixteen.”

Tony Amato: Some of us would sneak out of the house, ’cause I was a little young for the Upstage, but since my father, basically, was the accountant for Margaret and Tom Potter, I used to be able to get in there because they knew who I was.

Patti Scialfa: Margaret and Tom Potter. I remember Margaret came up to me and she was very lovely. I mean, basically, I think I was fifteen, sixteen at the time, and she came up to me and she complimented me. It was odd. Something like, “Wow, you’ve got something. I don’t know what it is, but you do have something,” I remember. I took that as the largest compliment in the world because I was a kid.

Ernest Carter: I would go up there by myself, but I wouldn’t play. And these other cats would come in, Bruce and everyone, but the only one I would remember is Garry Tallent. I just was up there just listening and hanging out, figuring out what the hell was going on up there. Tom Potter would warn me: “Your dad’s coming down.” I’d say, “Where?” I shot out the back door when my father was coming in because I wasn’t supposed to be there at that age.

David Sancious: I’d go and listen to what they were doing and I would dance and it was very psychedelic back then. The walls were all painted psychedelic as a vibe.

Southside Johnny: We played anything we wanted. At one point, he had this screen, the stage would be here at the far end of the room and he had this movie screen that would come down and cover the band and everybody would be sitting out there and looking at the screen and they played W. C. Fields’s silent things and shorts and we’d be playing along with it, watching W. C. Fields from behind. It was kind of bizarre. It was the sixties. There was some acid and all of that and it was just, we reveled in the silly old aspects of all of it. It was just perfect for the time and it also gave us a chance to jam, try different music. Because people didn’t really care, as long as you really were good and you really played your heart out. So it was good. I met a million musicians there and it lasted I think three years, something like that. I was doing some of the acid, so I don’t remember all of it.

Vini Lopez: I remember one time, I think it was Garry, me, Ricky D. And we got up and the place is packed. What are we going to do? What are we going to do? Let’s just make noise. So we ended up there and just started making noise, and we did it for twenty minutes.

Garry Tallent: The miniskirts contest, though, that was . . . Tom Potter, he got to judge the miniskirt contest.

Vini Lopez: Around here it was all these cliques. If you were in Freehold, you were Freehold clique, if you were in Middletown, you were in Middletown group. Asbury Park, we had our own clique too. There was a clique of musicians everywhere. The Upstage brought the cliques together. And Potter would mix and match.

Garry Tallent: It’s funny how cliquey it was.

Vini Lopez: And the Upstage took care of all that, smoothed it out.

David Sancious: Bruce has been famous locally for all of his life, really. He had several bands that were popular locally before the configuration that became the E Street Band. Quite a few. So I met him when I was fifteen. I dropped out of school when I was fifteen, in the middle of my junior year. And one night, as I’m going into the Upstage, I walked up the stairs and Bruce was standing next to Garry. Garry and I had met a couple weeks before on a recording session, just a private recording session for an amateur musician. Didn’t have a record contract or anything. We had met and sort of clicked right away. And I’m walking up the stairs, Garry recognizes me, and he introduces me to Bruce. The two of them were standing at the top of the stairs trying to organize who was or wasn’t going to be involved in this next jam session coming up. So I went up, shook Bruce’s hand. He said, “Hey, we’re organizing this jam session. Do you want to sit in? You want to be part?” I said, “Yeah, absolutely.”

Bruce Springsteen: Davey was very, very unusual: He was a young, Black man who—in 1968, Asbury Park, which was not a peaceful place—crossed the tracks in search of musical adventure, and he blessed us with his talent and his love. He danced like Sly Stone and he played like Booker T, and he poured out blues and soul and jazz and gospel and rock and roll and he had things in his keyboard that we just never heard before.

David Sancious: As we’re walking towards whoever the ride was, Bruce said to me, “Hey, listen, I’m, I’m about to break up this band I have called Steel Mill.” They were huge down here. And I had seen Bruce in Steel Mill before that. I was like, “Wow.” It was a very different band. And Bruce back then was the sort of local gunslinger on the guitar. He was playing the best electric guitar around. Nobody was playing better, taking solos and playing really, really good guitar. So that one night that we actually physically met and played together. He said, “I’m going to start something else new. I’m going to end this thing.” And, “Would you be interested in being in it?” And me fresh out of high school with no job or no anything, all I had was my desire to do exactly what he was doing. So he invited me in.

Mike Appel: The local clubs in Asbury Park were terrific. And it was a great oasis for musicians who needed nurturing, like Bruce Springsteen to become a Bruce Springsteen and to give them even a place to hang their hat for a while. And to be in front of a crowd, a live crowd. And to play people their wares. “Here’s my wares, here’s what I’ve got. What do you think?” So that’s very, very important. That’s a great role, a nurturing role that a club like that plays in an artist’s life and in a manager’s life.

Stevie Van Zandt: You’re analyzing songs, you’re pulling apart those two-and-a-half-minute hits, your favorite songs, and analyzing what instruments are doing what and all that. So that was extremely important. But now we’ve gone on to musician craft. This was a new stage of development within the evolution of the rock thing. So we started to learn how to play longer guitar solos, which I eventually very quickly realized, I just didn’t really dig that whole thing. In my heart, I really wasn’t a musician per se. Me in my heart, I wanted to play guitar good enough to play a cool solo in the middle of a two-and-a-half-minute song.

Tony Pallagrosi: The Upstage, even though it was only around a couple of years, the right people met there. The right alliances, musical alliances, were formed of like-minded, musical people, like-minded people with talent. It’s the “we liked the same music, we liked the same clothes.”

Patti Scialfa: It’s like you cross some kind of threshold into the real world of music. It felt that way. It was so looked up to. When you’re young, you look at anyone who’s doing something, whether it’s acting or it’s music, it’s another planet. And you’re always wondering, “How do I get there? How do I get to that spot? It just seems impossible.” So, being at the Upstage felt like, “Okay, this is your first little step of getting closer to what you feel people speak your language is.”

Eileen Chapman: I had a good friend Jimmy Miller who was a guitarist, who had turned us on to the Upstage up here on Cookman Avenue. We’d all be going to bed eleven and he’d be heading to the Upstage. Finally we’re like, okay, we have to do this. He kept saying you have to come see this guitar player. It was, of course, Springsteen.

Lance Larson: I used to go to Asbury every weekend; every night I could I’d go to Asbury. Go to the bars and go to hear all the bands, and I went to the Upstage a lot. I never played because I was too young. But I saw Bruce and a lot of the guys play there.

Bobby Bandiera: I was playing D’Jais with my friends Holme, and a couple of the bartenders and the actual owner of the Upstage would tend bar at D’Jais. And at the end of the night, he would plead with me, because the Upstage wasn’t doing well. It just wasn’t getting enough clientele to stay alive. “Can you announce it on the mic? People from here, come up over to the Upstage?”

Bruce Springsteen: Tom Potter had split up with his wife, Margaret, from Margaret and the Distractions. He was crushed. And he closed the Upstage down and went to Florida, and I never saw him again. Hard as it’s to believe. I figured I’d run into him somewhere along the way, but nope.

Carrie Potter: My dad told me that Tom struggled for over a year keeping the Upstage open and was losing money. Finally with only $10,000, after selling what he could, a renovated bus and an MG car, he told Margaret he wanted to close up and cut losses and move to Florida, where his sisters and relatives lived.

Southside Johnny: The Upstage Club was, to us, it was just magic. It was a golden time and we knew it. We knew we were getting away with murder. The police weren’t bothering us too much. We didn’t have money worries because we were younger. We got food stamps. Al got food stamps. And Steve would go next door to the Greeks and turn them in for money and go to the racetrack. That’s true.

Stevie Van Zandt: It would be a stretch to say the Upstage saved Asbury Park, but it saved us. It certainly saved us. We had nothing else we could possibly do. It was absolutely a miracle for us.

Bruce Springsteen: I just think it was one of those things. It had its moment and its moment was over.
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Tiny Horse

As Asbury grappled with post-riot realities, the “circuit” formed by Kingsley and Ocean Avenues was still littered with beach bars, stained by the salt air and summer sweat. In February 1974, amid those crowded environs, two former Jersey Shore bouncers hoped for a future.

Jack Roig: I never wanted to open a rock club. And I definitely didn’t want anything in Asbury Park.

Bruce Springsteen: Once the Upstage closed, we had the Student Prince for a while. But you were still in hostile territory in those days. There weren’t many places you could go and play what you wanted to play. Most of them were Top 40 bars.

Stevie Van Zandt: The riots had pretty much cleared what was left of the town out. It was left to us mystics and rogues and renegades and outcasts who moved in.

Jack Roig: I grew up in an Irish neighborhood. Upper Manhattan. There’s a gin mill on every corner and probably a couple in between. Always wanted to have a bar. I was kicking around down here, and one Sunday afternoon in September, October of ’73, I call up this real estate guy. Never heard of him before. I said, “What do you have for sale?” He said, “How much money do you have?” I said, “Just show me what you have.” When I say I had no money, I had no money. And I should have. I was a computer programmer systems consultant at that time. So, I went up. I was talking to him and I said, “Look, I don’t want anything in Asbury Park. I definitely don’t want anything in Asbury Park.” It was not too long after the riots and he said, “Well, I’ve got a place up in Deal to show you, but do you mind if we stop in this other place? I don’t even have keys for it yet. I just got the listing an hour ago. I don’t have keys for it yet.” We strolled up to the Magic Touch. It was the Pony. The front doors, still the same front doors. They were painted black. Each door had a circle in it. I looked in the door, and I said, “Okay, I’ll buy it.” Never went in the place. Talk about stupid.

Bruce Springsteen: At some point the place next to Mrs. Jay’s turned into the Stone Pony.

Jack Roig: You want the true story of the name? I was married at the time, and . . . Well, she’s dead, so it doesn’t matter . . . And I was out with some girl, and I woke up the next morning. She had this thing on with little horses on it, this little T-shirt. Don’t ask me where the “Stone” in Stone Pony came from, but that was it. That was it, man.

Jack Roig: I was working in the city every day. It was commuting to the city. I was looking for somebody to run it because I couldn’t be there every day. My first choice was a salesman for one of the local distributors, and he didn’t want to do it. Then I asked Butch. He said, “Yeah.” He wanted to do it.

Steve Schraeger: Butch was the guy that helped physically build that place. He knocked down walls. He built the back bar with guys that worked there with him. Butch did all kinds of carpentry, and of course he had a guy, friend of mine, who was a mason. This guy’s an electrician. And they worked to make the place bigger.

Jack Roig: The first day of the Pony. The closing was in East Brunswick. I had about eleven loans out just to pay off the down payment. That’s what I mean, not too smart sometimes. It was snowing. I think about eight inches of snow fell on Asbury Park that night. Thank God the band canceled, because one person showed up that I knew from the train. That was it. One dollar, rang one dollar. I wanted to give him a beer for nothing. He said, “I want to pay the first dollar.” That was the first night. But basically, from there until Labor Day, we did okay. We were in the black until about, I’d say, two weeks after Labor Day. Then the bottom fell out. I mean, when I say the bottom fell out . . . It stayed open because I always believed if you close, people will never come back. But we were down. I mean, I was out. It was just, “Why would they come there?” You know? It was nothing special. Had no name, had no nothing.

Al “Doc” Berger: In the beginning, the Pony was a dump.

Jack Roig: We were like in foreclosure, basically. And the first mortgage guy, Joe Stein from Stein Cadillac, wouldn’t give you an inch. Not an inch.

Erick W. Henderiks: In the beginning of the Stone Pony, they didn’t really have a during-the-week crowd. As a matter of fact, at one point, Jack put up Ping-Pong tables on the dance floor. He was trying anything to try to get business in there.

Jack Roig: I don’t know if anybody ever talks about the nights we had hypnotists. You needed something to do on a Wednesday night, so you served something different. So you book a hypnotist, and they could bring in two hundred people and do things.

Glen Burtnik: Somebody that I knew had tickets, I guess, to go see a band called Flame at the Pony, it was the name of the band. They put out one album. This was 1974, so right when they opened. It was weird. What is the dance floor now they set up chairs and tried to make it a theater in a way, just these stupid chairs. We sat there and watched this band that I’d never heard of.

Erick W. Henderiks: One time, it was like a cabaret. He had all these tables on the dance floor and he had waitresses. Then finally with the music, when the music started to happen, then things started to take off. The Pony became known as a music-friendly place. Initially, what they did was a lot of cover bands like everybody else.

Butch Pielka: The first year we were pretty strapped for money. Jack worked another job and held things together. Then half the roof blew off in a windstorm and we found out our insurance company had gone bankrupt. I don’t think we ever got a penny for that roof.

Jack Roig: December 1, 1974. It was a nor’easter. Blew the part of the roof over the stage right off.

Stevie Van Zandt: They were just able to basically barely keep it open, kinda halfway fix the roof. I think it was, I remember it being the last half of summer, so they were trying to take advantage of, at that point, even though the residents had all fled town, some of the amusements were still open on the boardwalk. The Ferris wheel and stuff was like, still there.

Butch Pielka: It seemed like everything was going bad up to that point. This is a very rough business to get started in. You spend all sorts of money for liquor and bands, then you pray like hell somebody walks in the door.

Jack Roig: In the beginning nobody came from Asbury.

Stevie Van Zandt: People would come down on the weekends from Jersey City, from up North Jersey, they were still coming down to Asbury even though its glory days were long over. So the Pony was just trying to stay open, take advantage of the end of that summer, grab the money they could grab, and then they were gonna close the club.

Lance Larson: We were in the disco era, you know? They just wanted disco bands and stuff.

Tony Pallagrosi: It was a deep disco scene. There was a station in Newark, and I think it was WRVR, which was a very deep Black-oriented disco station. And you hear bands that didn’t really make Top 40 radio all that much, like Function. And you’d hear deep cuts off the Heatwave album, not necessarily the hits and things, bands of that ilk. You’d hear Parliament on that that you just weren’t hearing elsewhere. And some of those bands or bands that played in that vein would play at the Pony. They were primarily, from what I recall, Black bands. And they were playing deep disco. You didn’t see that elsewhere. It was kind of like what was happening musically on the weekends, even though it was completely different than what the Stone Pony would become.

Dube Sullivan: We had to put up with the disco crowd. The girls would always dress up, and they’d always want to dance. All the hard-ass rock and rollers, they didn’t dance. You know
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