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PROLOGUE: INTO THE MYSTIC




Listen, oh don’t it get you,

Get you in your throat …

VAN MORRISON, “Old Old Woodstock”

(1971)



If you listen, it all comes back. It comes full circle here on a rain-spotted night in the heart of the old Byrdcliffe art colony in New York’s Catskill mountains, in a small theatre built of dark cedar a hundred years ago. A son of Old Old Woodstock takes the stage with a micro-ensemble of guitarist, cellist and fiddler and says: “We’re so happy you’ve joined us in this historic place in the woods. This is a significant mystical zone that we inhabit.”
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Simone Felice knows we are sat in the foothills of Overlook Mountain, a place sacred to Native Algonquin Indians centuries before it became a destination and settlement for artists and craftsmen and bohemians of the early twentieth century. He is also a child of Woodstock’s musical history, the thirty-seven-year-old son of a carpenter who came to the Catskills for the 1969 Woodstock Music and Art Fair and never left.

In 2005 Felice and his brothers Ian and James formed a group in the mode of Bob Dylan and The Band, drawing on the woodsy influence of the “basement tapes” recorded by Dylan and his Canadian friends in a pink house due east of here in West Saugerties. Now putting the finishing touches to his second solo album, Felice – like Dylan in 1967 – has turned his back on modern technology and urban overstimulation. He’s a country boy whose primarily acoustic music grows out of the land and the trees in nearby Palenville, where he and his brothers were raised. “You and I belong to the woods!” he exhorts in a song for his baby daughter Pearl.

As he switches from strummed acoustic to a very unfancy drum kit, the handsome man with the Terence Stamp eyes morphs for a minute into The Band’s late drummer Levon Helm, with the same sparse beard and curling hair, the same shapes thrown on the drum stool. “This is a song,” he announces, “about falling madly in love with a hooker on heroin.” And thus, in an instant, do we get the dark flipside to Woodstock’s bucolic rock idyll. For as Felice also knows, this small town, housing as it did so many maverick talents, fostered a scene of damage and dysfunction that endures to this day. It pulled in all manner of wannabes and hangers-on, alcoholic philanderers, dealers in heroin and cocaine, and left at least one generation of messed-up children with no direction home.

Just a few hundred yards away from the theatre is Hi Lo Ha, the house that Bob Dylan bought in the summer of 1965, and where he lived for a few apparently happy years as a self-reinvented paterfamilias in spectacles and seersucker jackets. Yet Dylan himself got out while he could, removing his young family for a while to a more remote property on Ohayo Mountain Road before abandoning altogether the town that had given him succour and sanctuary.

Van Morrison was another who came for the clear mountain air and the stunning views from atop that same Ohayo Mountain. Morrison, however, recoiled at the cultural after-effects of the Woodstock Festival and went on his curmudgeonly way to northern California. Others stayed and came to sticky ends as they sank into the hedonistic mire of Woodstock’s bars and clubs. The Band returned from a glitzy sojourn in Malibu and remained forever linked to Woodstock and its satellite hamlet Bearsville. A year after the group’s most soulful singer, Richard Manuel, hanged himself in 1986, transplanted Chicago harp master Paul Butterfield died of peritonitis in Los Angeles. Other Woodstock denizens perished of similarly premature causes: Tim Hardin, Karen Dalton, Jackson C. Frank, Wells Kelly and more. The Band’s Rick Danko suffered a fatal, drug-induced heart attack in 1999. Folk legend John Herald killed himself in 2005.

Then there were the survivors. After decades of scuffling and financial disaster, Levon Helm rallied for a last wind of Woodstock life with the beloved “Rambles” shows staged in his wooden barn off Plochmann Lane. And perhaps it is more than cosmic coincidence that, as I sit tonight in Byrdcliffe and think of Helm reborn as Simone Felice, I’m unable to expunge from my mind an email I’ve just received from Sally Grossman – widow of The Band’s and Dylan’s old manager Albert Grossman – accusing me of taking Helm’s side in his long and fruitless war against her late husband and Band guitarist Robbie Robertson. I should be basking in the peace of Felice’s “mystical zone”, yet I sit here and feel the sting of Sally’s attack. A few days later I receive a second email from her, demanding I leave town and vowing to sue if I quote from the email.

“There’s a veil of secrecy round all this stuff,” the folk singer Artie Traum told me when I first visited Woodstock in the summer of 1991. “And for no particular reason, because there’s really nothing to hide. I don’t think there are any skeletons that aren’t already public. But one of the whole things that Dylan started was ‘Don’t talk to anybody.’”


 



A few days after Felice’s Byrdcliffe show I’m motoring slowly up a driveway that Dylan would once have known like the back of his hand. In the passenger seat is David Boyle, a cantankerous carpenter who, fifty years ago, was obliged to vacate a cottage on this very property to make way for Dylan. Having been fired by Sally Grossman some years ago, Boyle is urging me on towards the big Bearsville house that her late husband bought in 1964, dismissing my fears that she will see us and call the police. “If you haven’t telephoned you are trespassing,” declared a sign that Boyle once put up for the Grossmans at the entrance. We haven’t telephoned.

“Sally has her Queen of Sheba thing,” Boyle mutters at my side. “Best just to creep along.” Creep along is what I accordingly do, though I find it hard to see how it will make us any less visible to Mrs Grossman, whose lights are clearly on in the late-afternoon twilight. As I steel myself, gripping the wheel with clammy hands, Boyle points out various landmarks of interest, including the cottage he had to give up for Dylan. Finally I exhale a giant sigh of relief as we head back down the driveway and exit the property.


 



Small Town Talk is the story of what happened after Albert and Sally Grossman first came to Woodstock and then, on the advice of their friends Milton and Shirley Glaser, bought an estate that had belonged to illustrator John Striebel. It is simultaneously the story of what happened after Grossman’s biggest client, Bob Dylan, came to Woodstock that same year to stay in a steel-house cabin belonging to the mother of folk-music star Peter Yarrow.

From the roots put down in Woodstock by Grossman and Dylan, an extraordinary scene emerged and evolved over the subsequent years. It gave rise to the notion of “Woodstock” as countercultural touchstone, a hippie state of mind that went so far beyond the town itself that when Michael Lang had to move his 1969 festival sixty miles away, he did not for a moment consider dropping the name. And, to this day, summer tourists in their thousands pour into Woodstock to visit the site of the famous festival that never happened there.


 



Now I’m driving up to Palenville to visit Simone Felice in his very own Big Pink, a mountain-top barn with huge windows that open onto the woods below. The unfancy drum kit is set up in the corner, and I sit on a sofa and ask Felice about the mystical spirit of Woodstock – or, more accurately, ask him if said spirit is anything more than a pathetic fallacy.

“I got to grow up here before I had a GPS in my pocket,” he replies. “I was born in 1976 in a dilapidated house on the creek. My father got out of Queens and went to Woodstock in ’69. My folks were more just country-folk hippies, as opposed to the kind trying to change the world. From the earliest time, I was always hearing Dylan, Hendrix, The Band, Van Morrison. You can feel it: there’s a mystical quality to these hills. People still come up here for the same reasons – for the quiet, for the nature, as well as the proximity to New York City and the belly of the beast. You can go out into the woods here and feel the pre-Columbian vibrations. Once you tap into it, it’s amazing. I still get teary-eyed coming home. I have friends who don’t even know where home is – spiritually or metaphorically.”

As sentimental as these words might sound, I know what Felice is talking about. I too found something in Woodstock that one might call spiritual. You could say that I bought into the received mythology of the place, based heavily on the music I associated with it before I ever set foot there: The Basement Tapes, Music from Big Pink, Moondance, Hermit of Mink Hollow. You might protest that I found only what I was already looking for: a refuge from the congestion of cities and the amplification of the modern world. Yet the day before meeting Felice I had for the thousandth time driven north along Route 375 – rechristened Levon Helm Boulevard earlier that year – and felt the old heart-surging bliss as Overlook Mountain reared up to meet me, the smoky evening smells of autumn seeping through the car windows. As I always do, I felt like I was coming home.

“Once you get Woodstock in your blood, the temptation is to come back once in a while to check things out,” says Ed Sanders, the former Fug and Beat poet who has called the town home since 1973. “Dylan still owns property on top of Ohayo Mountain, and he stops in now and then to say hello.”

“Every summer I get this longing in my bones to be back in Woodstock, and I’ve managed to do it for three or four summers in a row,” says the folk-blues singer Maria Muldaur, who lived in the town in the early seventies. “It’s so green and so beautiful, a sort of juicy, lush green that doesn’t exist in California.”

Back in the nineties, I myself lived in Woodstock for four years, putting down roots in the town that have never quite been torn out. “Woodstock is like a Venus flytrap,” says Elliott Landy, the photographer whose images of Dylan, The Band and Van Morrison have done much to fix Woodstock in the popular imagination. “Whether you get stuck to it or not depends on whether your vibration is in harmony with it. It’s like they say there are vortices in Sedona or Nepal, certain spiritual places, and I would say Woodstock is certainly that.”

For all my misgivings about its New Age shops and its crystals and tie-dye T-shirts, I got stuck to Woodstock. And something tugged me back there again and again. Was I feeling pre-Columbian vibrations? Probably not. And yet I believe in the spirit of a place, a psychogeography that may be little more than a kind of romanticism but that enshrines something good about the people who’ve lived there.

I won’t ever forget the first pilgrimage I made to Big Pink, the unprepossessing and, in fact, rather small house occupied in the summer of 1967 by Dylan and The Band. I remember standing in the neighbouring fields as a bootleg of their basement tapes played in my ears on a Sony Walkman. I longed to go back in time and peep through Big Pink’s windows, to watch Dylan singing “Lo and Behold” and “Million Dollar Bash” as Rick Danko and Richard Manuel yelped behind him. For me this was the perfect tableau of musical brotherhood, of songs made organically by men who’d pulled back from the insanity of fame. The ripples of those primitive recordings changed music for ever.

“Woodstock has a way of downshifting you from high gears into neutral,” says Mercury Rev’s Jonathan Donahue, that shamanic dandy of Hudson Valley rock. “It’s not a coincidence that it is a strange attractor for the Tibetans and the Zen people. The Buddhists would have a word for ‘neutral’ – the void. All of that is there, from ages earlier than Dylan. I don’t want to get too mystical about it, but there’s more to Woodstock than it being a cute little town in the mountains where Bob had a place and some funny things happened to The Band on the way to the Forum. It is that place, at least to me – the creeks and the winding roads and the pitch-black nights – but all of that is on the inside. It’s the mountains of the mind.”

While one can’t imagine The Band talking about Woodstock in such poetic terms, this book is absolutely about “the mountains of the mind”: the ease and peace, the beauty and wonder that Woodstock offered to musicians, and offers still. From Dylan to David Bowie, no less – via folk singers and swamp-rockers, country pickers and free-jazz composers – musicians of all kinds have called Woodstock home, a creative oasis that’s just close enough to New York City and just far enough away. “We don’t feel up here like we are just out in the woods,” says Karl Berger, founder of Woodstock’s esteemed Creative Music Studio, a hub for jazz improvisation in the seventies and eighties. “My personal viewpoint is that New York is an industrial suburb of Woodstock.”

While Woodstock is hardly unique as a mystical locus of art and creativity, nor is it exactly like the other picturesque spots to which artists and seekers have gravitated. “Places like Key West, Taos and Sedona, they’re unique because of where they’re situated,” says Brian Hollander, a well-liked musician who was the first Democrat to be elected Woodstock’s Town Supervisor (and who is the current editor of the town’s weekly newspaper). “With Woodstock it’s partly about what people have to do to survive here. It’s not a lot, but you do have to survive the winters, and sometimes it gets way down below zero. I’ve felt all along that it’s an extraordinary place, even in the anti-Woodstock years when the cultural world laughed at the hippies.”

Hollander says he recently asked the famous TV interviewer Dick Cavett if he’d ever been to Woodstock. “He said, ‘No, but I know a couple of people who went to it,’” he says with a chuckle. “But in a way it’s right that you come to Woodstock the town to find what it was that caused Michael Lang to give his festival that name – the essence of the place and the consciousness it created.”

This is what I have attempted to do in Small Town Talk. I have come back to the garden of Woodstock to understand and chronicle the remarkable music made there between the early sixties and the mid-eighties; to tell a story whose cast includes not only Dylan and The Band and Morrison, but Janis Joplin, Jimi Hendrix, Karen Dalton; Bobby Charles and Paul Butterfield; Tim Hardin and Todd Rundgren; Holy Moses and Hungry Chuck; and Happy and Artie Traum and Geoff and Maria Muldaur. Most of them lived here and played and drank in such fabled establishments as the Café Espresso, the Sled Hill Café, the Village Jug, the Elephant, the Watering Troff [sic] and the legendary Joyous Lake, and ate at Deanie’s, the Squash Blossom, Rosa’s Cantina, the Bear Café and the Little Bear.

Above all, this is a story that revolves around the larger-than-life figure of Albert Bernard Grossman, the manager, studio builder, property developer and gourmet dubbed “the Baron of Bearsville” by those who loved him and those who feared him. It is Grossman’s reign, from his first visit to Woodstock in 1963 to his sudden and unexpected death in 1986, that offers the best framework for what is really a biography of Woodstock itself during its musical glory years.

For Grossman, as for Dylan and everyone else who ventured up there in his wake, Woodstock was the place that Bobby Charles – on the run from a drugs charge in Nashville – was searching for when he first showed up there in the late summer of 1971: “A place I’d feel loose / a place I could lose / these Tennessee blues …”
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Overlook Mountain from West Saugerties (Art Sperl)













PART ONE

A PLACE I’D FEEL LOOSE




Take advantage of the opportunity to spend time in the country away from distractions caused by diverse needs. Use the time to create a new mythology, to recreate a panorama of vision, enlarging, specifying, painting, pointing out a larger vision than what you lost. Make it work for yourself. Grab your possibilities and make them realities.

KAREN DALTON, notebook entry, date unknown











1

THE UNEASY ALLIANCE



When one considers that the two men who did more than anybody to make Woodstock one of America’s great music towns were both Jewish, it is a curious irony that the man who founded the town’s first arts colony over half a century earlier was – like so many otherwise civilised people of his generation – a virulent anti-Semite.

What Albert Grossman and Bob Dylan (né Zimmerman) thought of Ralph Radcliffe Whitehead has not been recorded, but Dylan bought his Woodstock house on Camelot Road from Whitehead’s son Peter and probably did not confront him about his late father’s distaste for Jews. By the same token, Whitehead Jr had probably evolved far enough beyond his father’s ingrained prejudice against “Hebrews” not to stall the sale of Hi Lo Ha. The anti-Semitism that had been rife throughout New York state had in any case ebbed by 1965, when Dylan bought the house as a domestic base for his wife-to-be, her four-year-old daughter and the baby boy they were expecting. There were no longer any hotels in the area that catered – as Woodstock’s Irvington Arms had done as late as the thirties – to “Gentiles Only”. And in the second decade of the twenty-first century, when numerous Jewish Americans make their first or second homes in or around Woodstock, it’s hard to conceive of a time when this was an issue at all.

His anti-Semitism aside, what Ralph Whitehead found in the verdant foothills of Woodstock’s Overlook Mountain was what Bob Dylan found there sixty-odd years later: a place of refuge, a bolt-hole of wooded bliss where a man could breathe deeply and create in peace. The same went for Dylan’s manager in Bearsville, a mile or so south-west. “I once asked Albert why he’d moved up here,” says Woodstock singer-songwriter Robbie Dupree. “He said, ‘Clean air and clean water.’”*

Whitehead had been casting about for a pastoral paradise for some time when his friend Bolton Coit Brown happened upon Woodstock in the spring of 1902. The wealthy son of a Yorkshire felt-mill owner, Whitehead had fallen under the spell of writer-artists John Ruskin and William Morris, who lamented the effects of the Industrial Revolution on the human soul and the artistic spirit. In this he was in accord with the New England transcendentalists Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry David Thoreau, who both proselytised for retreats into the bosom of nature.

What Bolton Brown saw in 1902 was a more or less unspoiled landscape that for five thousand years had been home to Native American Indians: indigenous peoples who had lived in rock shelters on Overlook and hunted in the surrounding forests before their lives were traumatically interrupted by immigrant invaders from Germany and the Netherlands. After the Esopus Wars of 1659–60 and 1663, when Dutch soldiers brought gifts of destruction and disease, the Indians were driven back from their historical habitat and ever higher into the mountains. Forty years later, a group of Esopus Indians sold off Woodstock’s best land to Hendrick Beekman, whose name still lends itself to the self-styled “Oldest Inn in America” across the Hudson River in Rhinebeck. By the time Beekman died in 1716, many of Woodstock’s Native Americans were gone.

The Indian spirit of the place lived on, however. “There was this thing about it having been a burial ground,” says Procol Harum lyricist Keith Reid, a regular visitor to Woodstock in the late sixties. “It was considered that there was some real bad karma and people shouldn’t be living there. Our band were doing some Ouija board stuff and thought they’d summoned up this Indian chief who was telling them to leave.” Sixties hippies weren’t the only people to speak of the power of Overlook and its ancient burial sites. To this day it is almost a local assumption that the mountain exercises a mystical influence over Woodstock. The fact that one of America’s largest Buddhist monasteries stands on Meads Mountain Road, halfway up Overlook, lends weight to this conviction. “The Tibetans say Woodstock is on a major ley line,” says Elliott Landy. “There’s a certain energy right in this area. It doesn’t exist in Saugerties and it doesn’t exist down in Hurley. When you come up Route 375 and you see those mountains, something changes in you.”

“It always was a Mecca, a power spot,” says Maria Muldaur, who first visited the town as a Greenwich Village bohemian in the late fifties. “There are other perfectly cute towns in the Catskills, but there’s some mojo there, some spirit that Whitehead found.”

By the start of the American Revolution in 1776, farmers – mainly Dutch tenants of landowner Robert Livingston – were living in and around Woodstock in forest clearings. There were sawmills on the Sawkill River that runs through the town, one of them owned by Livingston, who gave the settlement its new name after people had referred to the area for years by the Algonquian word “Waghkonk” (“at or near a mountain”). With its allusion to the small English town of the same name in Oxfordshire, “Woodstock” derives from the Saxon “wudestoc” (which can mean both a clearing in a wood or a tree stump).

It took time for Woodstock to recover from the Revolution, when its inhabitants were under constant threat from British raiders and their Indian allies. The settlement was all but deserted at the Revolution’s end in 1783, yet six years later it received township status, covering a vast and unwieldy area of over 450 square miles. Early Woodstockers survived through a combination of farming, hunting and lumbering, but there were also apple orchards and cider mills, together with a very smelly tannery in the heart of the village.

In the early years of the new century there were even glassmaking factories in the Sawkill valley. Working at one of them were a father and son, Lewis Edson Sr and Jr, who have a claim to being Woodstock’s first musicians of any note: in 1800 Edson Jr even published a collection of hymns and songs entitled The Social Harmonist. Glassmaking brought money to Woodstock, increasing its population and bringing the first bank and post office to the area. Another source of employment came from the quarrying of bluestone, much of which found its way down the Hudson to New York City.

Through the tumultuous nineteenth century of the Anti-Rent wars – and of the Civil War itself – Woodstock slowly emerged from ancient country customs that included a pervasive belief in witchcraft. Churches and schools were built in the town. Tourists began visiting, seduced by descriptions of the Hudson Valley in best-selling novels by Washington Irving and James Fennimore Cooper. In August 1846 Thomas Cole, founder of the Hudson Valley school of painters, climbed Woodstock’s most famous mountain and coined the phrase “the Overlook” after seeing its south peak.

Such was Overlook’s appeal to romantic travellers that plans for a hotel at its summit were made within two years of Cole’s climb. The Overlook Mountain House opened its doors in June 1871 and – in late 1873 – was visited by President Ulysses S. Grant. Artists and consumptives followed, though rarely in numbers sufficient to make the place financially viable. The Mountain House – and similar travellers’ hostelries, such as George Mead’s boarding house – helped turn Woodstock into a semi-fashionable summer resort.

It was the view from the Mountain House that convinced Bolton Brown he had found what Ralph Whitehead and his American wife Jane Byrd McCall were looking for. “Like Balboa, from his ‘peak in Darien’,” Brown recalled of that May day, “I first saw my South Sea. South indeed it was and wide and almost as blue as the sea, that extraordinarily beautiful view, amazing in extent.”

Brown also did his homework on the issue of Hebrews. Having ascertained that Woodstock had resisted the tide of New York City Jews that engulfed the Catskills every sultry summer, he urged the Whiteheads to join him in the town as soon as possible. By the late summer, the prospect of a harsh winter notwithstanding, clearing and construction had begun on 1,500 acres of Mount Guardian, acquired somewhat ruthlessly half a mile north-west of Woodstock’s centre.

A rural arts colony was hardly a new phenomenon in America. Inspired by Monet and his fellow French impressionists at Giverny, artists and students of the late nineteenth century had established such retreats all over the US. One of the earliest was the Palenville colony established by Asher B. Durand, a friend of Thomas Cole’s who specialised in views of local beauty spots like Kaaterskill Clove. Byrdcliffe – the name an amalgam of the middle names of Whitehead and his wife – was new only in its greater emphasis on the Arts and Crafts Movement inspired by Ruskin and Morris.

So deeply was Whitehead influenced by Ruskin, whose lectures he’d heard as a student at Oxford, that he walked away from his family’s business and spent a decade travelling and immersing himself in the works of Dante Alighieri. In 1890 he journeyed to America and met McCall, marrying her in New Hampshire two years later. After establishing the small Arcady colony near Santa Barbara – and following an affair with an opium-smoking heiress in that Californian coastal town – Whitehead met with two of his followers, Brown and Hervey White, and resolved to scout locations for a new colony on the East Coast.

It took the better part of a decade to complete the construction of Byrdcliffe’s many buildings. In June 1903, when the colony began life, Whitehead published “A Plea for Manual Work”, a manifesto in which he argued that “living in peaceful country places” while working at handicrafts and enjoying the arts would bring “repose” to Americans stressed by life in cities. Joining the Whiteheads in the utopian experiment were Brown, White and others. For the entrenched Woodstock population of old Dutch and German farming families, the newcomers were a sight to behold. They might have read about “bohemians” in Paris or even Greenwich Village, but they hadn’t bargained on them showing up on their doorstep.

Few of the Byrdcliffe bohemians were more startling to the eye than Hervey White, hailed by some as Woodstock’s first hippie. Bearing a distinct resemblance to Levon Helm, he was a proud socialist – and closet homosexual – who wore his hair long and dispensed with hats and conventional trousers. Indeed, so much his own man was this Midwesterner that it took only two years for him to fall out with the controlling Whitehead. While the Byrdcliffe programmes of furniture-making, metalworking, weaving and printmaking continued, White set up camp south of Woodstock in the Hurley Patentee Woods, eventually founding the rival Maverick colony at the onset of the First World War.

Woodstock’s locals braced themselves for another shock when New York’s Art Students’ League – inspired by Byrdcliffe – chose to base its summer school in a former livery stable in the middle of town. In the summer months Woodstock was soon overrun by free-spirited students, establishing a kind of double life that persists in the town to this day. For while Woodstock was for decades a profoundly conservative place, its natives soon adapted to the influx of outsiders, if only because the arts (and the crafts) brought money into local shops and businesses. Natives even turned blind eyes to the nude female models who posed al fresco in Woodstock’s woods and streams. Boarding-house owners overcame moral scruples and profited from the patronage of aspiring young painters and poets, some of whom even stayed on through the tough months of winter.

In November 1923 the Woodstock Artists Association was formed, exhibiting as a group in New York and giving rise to a “Woodstock School” of artists whose work broadly combined earthy immersion in Catskills landscapes with influences from European Post-Impressionism and Cubism. Early members of the Association included George Bellows, Konrad Cramer and Lucile Blanch. By the end of the decade, several other renowned painters and sculptors – from Yasuo Kuniyoshi to John Flannagan – were living at least part-time in Woodstock.
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Music assumed a more central role at the Maverick. When in 1915 a well was urgently needed to supply water to Hervey White’s colony, the Maverick Festival was born as a way to raise funds for it. This annual event soon attracted flocks of unconventional Greenwich Villagers to the colony, most attired in playfully outlandish costumes and enjoying entertainment that included modernist classical music, while also extending to more spontaneous expressions of dancing, juggling and even sack-racing. By 1916, the Maverick had its own theatre, carved from a nearby bluestone quarry.

The festivals upped the ante in the uneasy relations between bohemians and townspeople. Writing in 1916 in The Wild Hawk – the Maverick’s own monthly publication – White confidently stated that “there are motives that bring opposites together”. He subsequently offered to decorate Woodstock’s public buildings, though the offer was refused and many Woodstockers continued to view the Maverick festivals with suspicion – even after the opening of a new wooden theatre in July 1924 brought to the colony such stars of the stage as Helen Hayes and Edward G. Robinson.†

And yet, as each year went by, increasing numbers of Woodstock natives felt curious enough about the neo-pagan (some said orgiastic) revelries at the Maverick to join in, donning their own eccentric attire. At least part of the reason for this was their appreciation of the dollars flowing into Woodstock via bohemian tourism. As Alf Evers noted in his epic Woodstock: History of an American Town (1987), “an uneasy alliance between art and business had been formed”. It would be ever thus in this most singular of Catskills towns.

“If you come into Woodstock for the first time on a Saturday morning and land in the center of the village,” the New York Herald-Tribune reported in a piece from the twenties, “you rub your eyes, blink, and wonder whether you have suddenly been magically transported to some carnival in southern Europe.” When future Woodstock Times publisher Geddy Sveikauskas first arrived in town in the late sixties, he was accosted by a female senior citizen who told him, “You people think you’ve invented it all, don’t you. Well, if you had lived here thirty years ago you’d have seen what an arts town really was like.”

The last Maverick festival took place in 1931, after a boom decade in which Woodstock’s annual summer population swelled to over eight thousand and – to the distaste of most Byrdcliffe veterans – a new Chamber of Commerce was created. Underpinning the resentment was the anti-Semitism that made strange bedfellows of the Whiteheads and the older Woodstock families. When Jewish developer Gabriel Newgold began work on the Colony Hotel on Rock City Road, local newspapers referred to it as “the brick synagogue”. Yet increasing numbers of Jewish artists were moving into the area, assimilating as the colony craftsmen themselves had done. Alarm at the prospect of Woodstock’s ruin by business was, in any case, rendered irrelevant by the financial crash of 1929 and the devastating Depression that followed.

1929 was also the year Ralph Whitehead died, though his widow kept Byrdcliffe going until her own death in 1955. If the thirties were as tough economically on Woodstock as on the rest of the country, there was the unexpected upside of Roosevelt’s Public Works of Art Project, which brought funding to nearly fifty of the town’s resident artists. This angered the townspeople, who resented their taxes going to support feckless creatives, and thus did the decades-old tension between artists and natives rumble on. “The town’s government was very right-wing, all the way back to the Roosevelt era,” says Ed Sanders.

By the time America entered the Second World War, Woodstock’s year-round population had reached two thousand. It was hailed by Charles E. Gradwell, editor of the Overlook newspaper, as “the most cosmopolitan village in the world”, a place that included “men with beards, ballet dancers, farmers, flute players, business men, actors, poets, restaurateurs, potters, writers, weavers, painters, press agents, politicians, lawyers, historians, illustrators, cartoonists, philosophers, remittance men, educators, theatrical producers, wine merchants …”

By 1960, Woodstock’s year-round population had all but doubled again, bringing in a wave of post-war artists that included Fletcher Martin, Manuel Bromberg, Ed Chavez, Doris Lee and Wendell Jones. After Philip Guston won a Guggenheim Fellowship in 1947, he moved first to Byrdcliffe and subsequently to the Maverick, where – as his daughter Musa wrote in her 1991 memoir Night Studio – “you stoked your own wood stove, pumped your own water, padded to the outhouse in the moonlight”.

“Woodstock was pretty quiet,” says the artist Bruce Dorfman, who first visited the town with the Art Students’ League in 1951. “But there were a lot of heavy hitters in the artistic community who lived there in the summers or year round. Guston was probably the greatest of the painters here. Another Woodstock artist whose star has risen again is Kuniyoshi.”

“The town was small and safe and you knew everybody,” says Norma Cross, who spent summers in a cabin off the Maverick belonging to Russian-born artist Nahum Tschacbasov. “But it was pretty wild too. My parents were in their thirties and were partying and being outrageous.” Along with the artists came musicians such as composer Henry Cowell, who lived in the hamlet of Shady with his folk-song-collecting wife Sidney; writers such as Casablanca screenwriter Howard Koch and CBS sports commentator Heywood Hale Broun; and actors such as John Garfield, who taught Norma Cross how to swim, and Lee Marvin, who was a plumber before a lucky break gave him a part in a 1947 summer-stock production at the rebuilt Playhouse.

Marvin was one of the many hard-drinking patrons of Woodstock’s most colourful bar. Four years after the end of Prohibition, Dick Stilwell had bought a disused stable on Rock City Road and turned it into the nautically themed S.S. Sea Horse, complete with portholes for windows and paintings by local artists on the walls. Macho sculptors bumped elbows with gin-swilling former madam Louise Hellstrom and Martini-sipping German plumber Adolf Heckeroth, to whom Marvin was apprenticed. Extramarital affairs began at the Sea Horse and fights broke out as a result, though not as many as erupted up the road at the Brass Rail. When Stilwell collapsed and died at the Sea Horse, instead of summoning an ambulance the patrons simply laid his corpse out on a ping-pong table and helped themselves to free drinks.

“I don’t know that my mother was one of those Sea Horse bohemians, but she knew that element,” says Jonathan Donahue. “She came up with her father in the Jewish exodus of the early forties. She’d seen Charlie Parker and Dizzy Gillespie on 52nd Street, so she brought that beatnik sensibility up with her. But it was different up here. There wasn’t an influx of people coming up from the city saying, ‘Where are the Beats?’”

The Sea Horse was one of several places in Woodstock where artists and natives mingled. “I remember my mom telling me how she would go to the Sea Horse and hang out with her cigarette holder and play pool,” says the dobro player Cindy Cashdollar, whose family owned one of Woodstock’s dairy farms. Though for many years the town remained Republican, farmers’ kids like Cashdollar – who was born there in 1955 – were schooled alongside the children of painters, slurping the same ice creams at Charlie’s Ice Cream Parlor. Potters from the Maverick shopped at the same hardware store as natives whose old way of life was now disappearing from the fields around Woodstock.

By the early sixties, Woodstock had properly joined the twentieth century. The New York Thruway now made it possible to reach Manhattan by car in two hours, while a bridge linked Kingston to Rhinebeck across the Hudson. Route 28, the highway from Woodstock to Kingston, was widened and resurfaced. A supermarket and a branch of the Bank of Orange County appeared in town. The fifties had brought IBM and electric-fan manufacturers Rotron to the area, both building housing developments for their employees off Route 375. “There was a whole section of town where the IBMers lived and commuted to Kingston,” says Brian Hollander. “It made for a pretty interesting mix of people, since everybody had to go to the same places for their entertainment.”

Among the “entertainment” on offer in Woodstock was the folk music that was now taking middle-class American youth by storm.


* At the turn of the century Woodstock enjoyed a reputation – possibly self-cultivated – as the healthiest town in New York state. “Woodstock, Where People Seldom Die,” ran a 1907 headline in one local newspaper.

† By the end of the decade, White’s theatre had a rival in the Woodstock Playhouse. Rebuilt in 1938 after an earlier fire, the theatre would play a major role in the town’s cultural life for decades. In 1970 The Band would record their aptly named Stage Fright there.
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FOLK SONGS OF THE CATSKILLS



Inside the Colony Café’s old Mission-style interior, with its wraparound balcony and its original sign stating rates of “$1.50 and up, all with private baths”, a thin straggle of local groovers has drifted in from Woodstock’s Sunday-night drizzle. Two youngish men are tuning a banjo and a dobro, one a scrawny fellow in denim with short hair and a long beard. “We’re staying for as long as my daughter can stay awake,” a young mother says at an adjacent table.

Thanks to strictly enforced drink-driving laws in New York state, it’s all a long way from Woodstock’s glory years, when clubs along Tinker Street – and Mill Hill and Rock City Roads – heaved with roots-rocking revellers. “Woodstock in those days was comprised of freak musicians, local craftsmen and a few artists,” says artist manager Mark McKenna. “It was low-key and everybody kept their mouth shut. The cops were tolerant and there was a friendly atmosphere. Now there are more cops in that town than in just about any other small town I’ve ever seen.”

“I used to go from the old Deanie’s to the Brass Rail to the Elephant to the Espresso to the Joyous Lake and then over to the Bear,” says Richard Heppner of the Woodstock Historical Society. “You could see three bands in a night if you wanted. But since DUI the town’s gotten more touristy and more policed. There is no real nightlife.”

The Colony’s main attraction tonight isn’t the two faux-Appalachians but a kind of all-star Woodstock troupe fronted by Simi Stone, the female fiddle player I saw only two nights ago with Simone Felice (and who played with him in Bearsville side project the Duke and the King). Behind a Hammond keyboard sits the genial David Baron, whose father Aaron owned the mobile truck used to record The Band’s Stage Fright at the Woodstock Playhouse. Stone’s rhythm section consists of former Gang of Four bassist Sara Lee and drummer Zachary Alford, beat-keeper on the recent come-back album by Catskills resident David Bowie.

The music is very different from Felice’s – soulful, Motownish pop with blasting horns and Stone’s Little-Eva-meets-Amy-Winehouse vocals. When at the night’s end they encore with a cover of “Everyday People”, it’s impossible not to link this infectiously funky ensemble to their unisex mixed-race forebears Sly and the Family Stone, who lit up the Woodstock Festival with a storming wee-small-hours set that had the stardust hippies bumping and grinding on Max Yasgur’s hillside.


*



Fifty-five years ago Gabriel Newgold’s old hotel resonated to very different sounds. The Colony Arts Center, as it was known in 1959, was the venue booked by Alf Evers for the First Annual Catskill Mountain Folk Festival, which brought together Woodstock’s premier exponents of folk song and mountain music, from seventy-five-year-old Mary Avery to twenty-nine-year-old Billy Faier.

Other performers included veterans “Squire” Elwyn Davis and “Bearded Bill” Spanhake, a fiddler and folklore humorist who regularly played at a sportsmen’s club out in nearby Wittenberg. “They had square dances there,” says Dean Schambach, who moved to Woodstock from New York City in 1963. “Old Bill played the fiddle so that everybody just vibrated. These were great characters that people still revere, people you could trust and love.”

Also performing at Evers’s festival were fifty-one-year-old Sam Eskin, a Jewish folk-song collector who’d moved to Woodstock in 1948, and his French protégée Sonia Malkine, who’d come to America with her surrealist painter husband Georges. It was just a year earlier, at a party of Eskin’s on Chimney Road, that Malkine’s voice had first been heard in public. Asked by painter Ed Chavez if she sang – he himself performed Mexican folk songs – she broke into an a cappella version of the exquisite thirteenth-century ballad “Robin”, silencing the entire party with the beauty of her voice. Within a week, Eskin had arranged the recording of an album for Moe Asch’s New York label Folkways, with Malkine accompanying herself on a lute.
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Poster for the 1st Annual Catskill Mountain Folk Music Festival, summer 1959 (courtesy of Fern Malkine)





Country and barn dances had been staples of the town’s entertainment ever since Irish immigrants brought jigs and reels into the area in the previous century. By the fifties, farmers and artists alike gathered to enjoy the indigenous music of the Catskills. On Saturday nights there were square dances at the Irvington Arms, where a trio known as the Catskill Mountaineers performed for a well-lubricated mix of painters and natives. “That’s where I first became acquainted with the artistic people,” says Billy Faier, whose stepfather ran the town’s gas station. “It was all one big crowd: all the cultural people, the artists and the musicians. They all loved each other. I was a fifteen-year-old kid and I met all these incredible people. It changed my life.”

Among the “artistic people” were the Ballantines, a well-heeled but politically enlightened family with a house in Woodstock. David Ballantine and his sister-in-law Betty were entrenched in Woodstock’s folk circle, David as an avid collector of 78s, Betty as a singer and guitarist who often played duets at the Irvington with the besotted Faier. It was through a friendship with the Ballantines that Sonia and Georges Malkine moved to the Maverick colony in 1951 and then, two years later, bought a place of their own in nearby Shady.*

Many Woodstock artists and intellectuals – particularly those of a left-wing persuasion – had shown interest in folk music since the thirties. In June 1937 the blues singer Leadbelly, freed from prison after his discovery by the folklorist John Lomax, performed at the Zena home of John Varney for an audience that included Hervey White, fellow Maverick colonist Marion Bullard and Overlook magazine editor Charles Gradwell. Later, as anti-communist hysteria grew in America, connections formed between Woodstock and summer camps such as Camp Woodland, near Phoenicia, where Pete Seeger was welcomed in the wake of the House Un-American Activities Committee blacklist. Run by two veteran Greenwich Village radicals – one of whom, Herb Haufrecht, had helped assemble the print collection Folk Songs of the Catskills – Camp Woodland was where Seeger first heard not only those Catskills songs but the revolutionary Cuban anthem “Guantanamera”. It was also where he himself was first heard by Billy Faier, Alf Evers and John Herald, who claimed that witnessing Seeger at Camp Woodland in 1954 was what inspired him to become a singer. It was in Woodstock, meanwhile, that Seeger met his wife Toshi Ohta, whose father had designed theatre sets at the Maverick.

Despite all this, folk music remained low-key in Woodstock. Too small to compete with Greenwich Village or with the nascent Club 47 scene in Cambridge, Massachusetts, the small Catskills town was barely on the radar of the urban folk revival. “There was always, within the community, an interest in folk music,” says Bruce Dorfman. “People listened to Woody Guthrie and Josh White, but it was very laid-back. Apart from some peripheral vision that somebody like Moe Asch had about the potential of a Billy Faier, the folkies in Woodstock were left alone. The impression I had was that they were sort of wistful about not being paid more attention but didn’t quite know what to do about it.”

In August 1962 Pete Seeger appeared at the Woodstock Playhouse – where, a year earlier, its new owner Edgar Rosenblum had started a Monday-night folk series – to raise funds for Sam Eskin’s Ulster County Folklore Society. This newly formed body in turn sponsored the First Annual Woodstock Folk Festival, held on the weekend of September 14–16. Once again Eskin and Malkine were among the main attractions, together with Seeger himself, dulcimer player Mona Fletcher and her bagpipe-playing spouse Frank, Greenwich Village singers Peter La Farge and Ramblin’ Jack Elliott, and Barbara Moncure, who the following year would record the Folkways album Folksongs of the Catskills with singer-historian Harry Siemsen. “I must have been in Woodstock about twenty years before Albert or Bob,” Jack Elliott said with some exaggeration in 2007. “Then I found out about Sam Eskin … a nice man and … one of the earlier Woodstock musicians. So there was that type of person up there then … but no famous ones as there were later on.”

The Woodstock Folk Festival was a perfectly timed celebration of the fever that had seized the imagination of middle-class America since the first gatherings of folk singers in Washington Square in the late forties. “There were a lot of people from middle-class backgrounds who were looking for some cultural expression that they were lacking in the area where they were growing up,” says Happy Traum, a folk singer who has lived in Woodstock since the sixties. “We looked into blues and mountain music and cowboy songs and all the rest of it, and found in that a way of expressing ourselves.”


*



By 1962, Billy Faier, another star of the Folk Festival, had been playing banjo for well over a decade. His hobo-esque career had taken him all over the States, including California – in the company of Woody Guthrie and Jack Elliott – but he was now back in his beloved Woodstock, where he’d built himself a cabin in Lake Hill. Faier was also an habitué of the Café Espresso, Woodstock’s version of a Left Bank bistro, complete with red-and-white-check tablecloths and a jukebox that only played classical music. The café had started commercial life in 1921 as an ice-cream and sandwich parlour known as the Nook, celebrated in a song of Faier’s (“The Unpleasantness at the Nook”) that described a drunken fistfight between co-owners Jim Hamilton and Franklin “Bud” Drake. Hamilton and Drake had made up for long enough to transform the Nook into the Espresso Café in 1959, and then to sell it to Bernard and Mary Lou Paturel, who a year later changed the name again to the Café Espresso. Unimpressed by the entertainment that French-born Bernard brought up from the city – “one was a German folksinger, and there were some belly dancers and flamenco guitarists” – Faier suggested he hire a few up-and-coming folk singers instead.
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Billy Faier at the Café Expresso [sic], May–June 1963 (courtesy of Fern Malkine)





Securing a regular slot for his own banjo instrumentals, Faier began booking acts for the Frenchman. “It was a weekend place,” he says. “Friday and Saturday nights and Sunday afternoon. You got fifty bucks, all the food you could eat and a place to stay upstairs. Dave Van Ronk and Tom Paxton came up; so did Patrick Sky, Billy Batson, Jerry Moore and Major Wiley.” Between 1962 and 1965, the Espresso also hosted appearances by Phil Ochs, Jack Elliott, Joan Baez, Tim Hardin, John Hammond Jr, the Rev. Gary Davis, Mississippi John Hurt and other stars of the urban folk and country-blues revival. Sonia Malkine, who’d waited tables at the Nook, also performed at the Espresso, as did Sam Eskin, Dan and the Deacon, and other locals.

One cold day in the late winter of 1963, Happy Traum took a long bus trip from the city to play at the café. He had spent a summer in Woodstock with the Art Students’ League and even performed at a folk-music night at the Woodstock Playhouse, but nothing quite prepared him for Tinker Street at the tail end of winter. “I remember getting off the bus,” he says, “and it seemed like the end of the world.” What made things worse was that Traum’s friend Bob Dylan was, that very night, due to play at New York’s Town Hall.† And yet being in Woodstock out of season gave Traum a window into what made the place so special: “There were a lot of town characters, and I got to meet some of those people around the big pot-bellied stove in the middle of the Espresso. It was a very bohemian atmosphere, very much like the Village, except very rural.”

Among the “town characters” were Faier, who Traum had seen perform in the Village, and Sam Eskin and Sonia Malkine. Also present was Greenbriar Boys singer John Herald, who was spending time in the town to which his Armenian poet father had first brought him as a boy. “Johnnie had this soulful, plaintive voice, and I had the biggest crush on him,” says Maria Muldaur, who gave Herald rides to and from Woodstock with her banjo-playing boyfriend Walter Grundy. “He showed us where all the sacred swimming holes were in Woodstock.” Herald would later take Traum and his wife Jane to Big Deep, a swimming hole in the Sawkill where art students had swum since the twenties. “It was the most idyllic place you could imagine, with the rope swing and the stream,” Traum says. “It all seemed so pristine and beautiful, and it gave me a sense that I wanted to be here.”

Another presence on the Village scene often came to the Espresso. Peter Yarrow had been a fellow pupil of Traum’s at New York’s High School of Music and Art, but the two had only been on nodding terms. Yarrow had been visiting Woodstock since 1945, when he was seven years old: he was there the day the Second World War ended.‡ The Yarrow family owned two cabins on Broadview Road, which ran parallel to the Sawkill south of Tinker Street, and Peter spent most of his summers there with his divorced mother Vera. “Woodstock was completely warm and friendly,” he says. “It had no sense of its importance on the map in the world of tastemakers or money-makers. It was not high-velocity, and everything was handmade.”

Milton Glaser, who designed album covers for the folk trio that Yarrow had joined in 1961, agrees: “In those days the artist colony was a glamorous thing, but only at a distance. As you got up close it was just like any other poor town in the Catskills. We started going there in the mid- to late fifties because it was a cheap place to go, but it hadn’t coalesced into anything discernible.”

Something discernible, however, was just around the corner. Within five years of Happy Traum’s Espresso gig in April 1963, Woodstock had changed from a place famous for its painters into a magnet for the popular music that shook sixties America to its core.

“For us it was an artists’ community,” said Jean Young, who moved to Woodstock with husband Jim in 1963 and two years later opened the Juggler emporium on Tinker Street. “But once we got here, we realised that the musicians who came here were more advanced in what they were doing. So it shifted, for us, to things more concentrated on music …”


* David Ballantine, a friend of Lee Marvin’s, was the son of Maverick-actor-turned-sculptor E. J. Ballantine and his wife Stella, niece of radical anarchist Emma Goldman. David’s brother Ian helped bring Penguin Books to the US in 1939, before becoming the first president of Bantam in 1945 and later founding Ballantine Books.

† In September that year the Folkways album Broadside Ballads, Vol. 1 would feature Traum singing the first recorded version of Dylan’s “Blowin’ in the Wind”, as a member of Gil Turner’s New World Singers.

‡ An even earlier arrival was that of Allen Ginsberg, who spent at least one summer in Woodstock in the thirties with his parents Louis and Naomi.
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INSIDE ALBERT GROSSMAN



It’s as if a bunch of midnight cowboys – or “citybillies”, as they were once called – has just stumbled into New York’s Town Hall from nearby Times Square. There are ten-gallon hats everywhere, and endless banjos and mandolins. On the stage, raw young men and women lean into vintage microphones, awaiting cues and signals. Pre-empting the release of the bleak but deadpan-funny Inside Llewyn Davis – Joel and Ethan Coen’s film about the New York folk scene in 1961 – this gathering of the music’s Great and Good is a one-night-only Village Preservation Society.

American folk music may now be quaintly fossilised – just as Inside Llewyn Davis may itself be a semi-jokey segue from the Coens’ earlier O Brother, Where Art Thou? to Christopher Guest’s spoof A Mighty Wind – but the evening is a well-paced delight, less because of star turns by the likes of Joan Baez and Jack White than because of its sheer abundance of lovely songs: Tom Paxton’s “Last Thing on My Mind”, Ian Tyson’s “Four Strong Winds”, Hedy West’s “500 Miles”, Jackson C. Frank’s “Blues Run the Game” and the oft-covered traditional “Green, Green Rocky Road”. Bob Dylan’s “Tomorrow Is a Long Time” is exquisitely rendered by Keb’ Mo’, Utah Phillips’s “Rock Salt and Nails” endearingly croaked by Dylan’s legendary sixties henchman Bob Neuwirth. Dylan himself is absent, but the show – like the film – fittingly closes with his song “Farewell”.

There is such pleasure in these songs of loss and longing, of distance and resistance; enough, at least, to remind us that for a long moment “folk” music did its bit – in the mighty line from Patti Smith’s closing anthem “People Have the Power” – to “wrestle power from fools”. It may be hard in late 2013 to hear this music as it was originally sung, but the concert says so much about how our culture clings to an organic Eden of acoustic roots in the digitised world of virtual connection. That it’s staged in a venue where Dylan played one of his breakthrough concerts – and where the ghosts of Guthrie, Leadbelly and Van Ronk still lurk – gives it extra lift and poignancy.


*



One of the key sequences in Inside Llewyn Davis involves Davis (Oscar Isaac) hitching a ride to wintry Chicago in the company of a disdainful hophead of a jazz musician (John Goodman). Davis only just makes it to the icy Windy City but manages to bag an audition for Bud Grossman, manager of the Gate of Horn nightclub. Played by F. Murray Abraham as a sterner version of Columbia Records’ goatee-bearded A&R chief Mitch Miller, Grossman listens to Davis and responds with the terse feedback that “I don’t see a lot of money here”. Quick to blow a golden opportunity, Davis shuffles back into the deep snow of the Chicago streets – just as Dave Van Ronk had done. “I got to Chicago,” Van Ronk said in 1966, “and he said, ‘I’ve got Muddy Waters and Memphis Slim here. What do I need with you?’ […] And I stormed out.”

“I don’t see a lot of money here”: the harsh words are certainly of a piece with what the real-life owner of the Gate of Horn might have said to an aspiring troubadour. “The guy was a real asshole,” says Billy Faier, who played the Gate not long after it opened in 1955. “He was rude, he was arrogant. After I played he comes up to me, towering over me, and starts chewing me out in a loud voice about what a terrible performer I was.”

Albert Grossman, who was thirty-five in 1961 but always looked fifty, was a new type of impresario on the folk scene: saturnine, intimidating, greedy, the opposite of everything the folk revival was supposed to be about. He had opened the Gate of Horn after graduating from Roosevelt University with a degree in economics and working as an administrator for Chicago’s public-housing authority – a job from which he was fired for “gross irregularities”. “He couldn’t get a job very easily after that,” said Les Brown, his original partner in the club. “He seemed very depressed, he had a lot of problems with women, and so we decided to set up a nightclub.”

The Gate of Horn was a hundred-seat room in the basement of the Rice Hotel on the city’s North Side, and everybody who was anybody in folk or country-blues played there. The club made stars of the bellowing African American singer Odetta and of Bob Gibson, a charismatic and influential Chicago native who headlined at the club within a year of first appearing there. “Albert had the first and only club in Chicago that reflected what was going on in terms of contemporary music,” says Paul Fishkin, who later ran Grossman’s record label Bearsville. “He integrated Lenny Bruce with Odetta. He was truly of that generation.”

“Albert was a real hipster,” says blues keyboard player Barry Goldberg, who met him in the early sixties. “He set a precedent for management, for not being just a shyster but someone with a brain who was astute. He was on his way to becoming a major player. The way he looked at you, there was an immediate intimidation. You knew he could make it happen.”

Grossman even played his part in the rise of folk’s new princess. “He was a very generous man,” said Joan Baez, who was yet to break out of Boston and Cambridge. “Though he never managed me, his cajoling me to perform at the Gate of Horn when I was 18 marked the beginning of my career.” Unlike Odetta or Gibson – whose recommendation of her for the 1959 Newport Folk Festival broke her even bigger – Baez resisted Grossman’s managerial overtures. Bristling at his aggressive ambition, she not only turned him down but signed with the small Vanguard label rather than the corporate behemoth that was Columbia. Nor was she the only person to turn away from Grossman’s ruthlessness. Les Brown loathed him so much that, after his death, he made a special trip to urinate on his grave.

One thing nobody doubted about Grossman was his commitment to folk music as an art form: like all the best music entrepreneurs he was in awe of true talent. “If the audience wasn’t attentive, if they really didn’t listen to the act, then they were asked to leave,” remembered Bob Gibson, who shared a North Side apartment with Grossman. “This was unheard of at the time.”

It was through his representation of Gibson and Odetta that Grossman first intersected with the record business in New York. It didn’t take long for him to figure out that if he was going to be a genuine force in music, he needed to be in Greenwich Village. Having helped to plan the first Newport Folk Festival with its founder George Wein, Grossman sold his interest in the Gate of Horn, moved into Wein’s apartment on Central Park West and began the hunt for folk talent. “He told me that when he first came to New York, it was like a movie unfolding in front of his eyes,” says Michael Friedman, who began working for Grossman in 1968. “And then gradually he got pushed into the movie, having to deal with all the noise and the people.”

Making the move east with Grossman was his partner John Court, who some said was the good cop to Grossman’s bad. The two men set up a temporary perch in the offices of Bert Block, who’d managed such jazz legends as Billie Holiday and Thelonious Monk. “Bert told me that he met them when they first arrived here,” says Friedman. “They were, like, sitting on a milk crate with a phone.”

Grossman had a concept for a musical ménage à trois that he pitched to Dave Van Ronk and others.* When he heard a singer named Hamilton Camp in the Village, he packed him off to Chicago to join forces with Bob Gibson, hoping to complete the trio with a girl singer. But neither Camp nor Gibson was interested. Instead they formed a duo in 1961 and cut the best-selling album Gibson and Camp at the Gate of Horn. In the autumn of 1959, however, Grossman was sitting in the Café Wha? on MacDougal Street and half listening to a short set by Peter Yarrow. “He saw me perform and walked out in the middle of my show,” Yarrow says. “Later, after I was on Folk Sound USA, the first folk ‘spectacular’ on TV, he saw me rehearsing and said he’d like to talk to me. I went to the office on Central Park West and our relationship started.”

“Albert had a real nose for talent,” says Jim Rooney, who booked acts at Cambridge’s new Club 47. “He didn’t have any money, he was sleeping on George Wein’s couch, he had Peter as a client and that was it. So he was putting in his own money, and no, he wasn’t paying huge advances to these people. But no one else was paying them either.”

Though for a brief period he managed Yarrow as a solo act, Grossman saw the Cornell graduate as one third of his dream trio. The leading candidate for the female place was a blonde named Mary Travers, then stepping out with David Boyle. “She was young and beautiful in her own horsey way,” Boyle says. “She said, ‘Do you think I should do it?’ I told her to get into it, and they clicked.” Boyle was doing carpentry work for the third and final piece of Grossman’s puzzle. The only problem with Noel Stookey was his name. A comedic singer who regularly gigged at the Wha? and the Gaslight, Stookey swallowed his pride – or at least his name – and became the “Paul” of Peter, Paul and Mary. In a managerial master-stroke that would forever make record executives wary of him, Grossman courted Atlantic Records, who were primed to sign the trio, and then landed them an unprecedented five-year deal with Warner Brothers. “Albert allowed us to be what we were,” says Yarrow. “He made sure that we could evolve, and he had certain concepts about the sound. For instance, our voices were spread in a way that had not been done before, and the intimacy of that was totally different. When he thought the work was not good he would literally say it was ‘bullshit’ – at a time when not too many people used a term like that.”

Grossman soon had a reputation for insisting on the best. For Peter, Paul and Mary’s debut album, released in May 1962, he hired top arranger Milt Okun to be their “musical director” and brought in Milton Glaser of Push Pin Studios to design the album’s cover. “He had this incredible vision,” says Jane Traum, wife of Happy. “It was a very conventional era, and who would have thought these off-centre people would become such superstars?”


[image: ]
Peter, Paul and Mary’s first album (1962)





In 1962, when the trio’s rousing version of Pete Seeger’s anthem “If I Had a Hammer” hit No. 10 on the singles chart, Jim Rooney caught them on Cape Cod. “It was an extremely professional and polished act that they had right from the start,” he says. “And that was all Albert’s doing. He had Chip Monck doing lighting when Chip was just starting out in that business. Everything was already first-class.”

While Peter, Paul and Mary earned Grossman his first big money, his private life remained altogether murkier. Few on the Village scene knew, for instance, that he was married to a bisexual junkie prostitute. “David Boyle can confirm this,” says Dean Schambach, who was busy making countertops for the new GrossCourt Management offices at 75 East 55th Street. “There were three girls – Betty, Sheila and Jackie – who came to Albert’s office and solicited him. And I
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Empty Victory.

An announcement has been made through
the columns of the Kingston Daily Freeman
which states that plans have been made
public that will forbid swimming another
season in The Little Deep. Signs have al.
ready been made and will be placed along
the two banks of the Sawkill stream where
the Little Deep has been frequentd by bath
ers for so many years. Mrs. Goodrich, the
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