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Introduction
Christopher Phillips and Louis P. Masur

“Rock ’n’ roll is my life’s blood”—Bruce Springsteen, 1977

Bruce Springsteen’s first album, Greetings from Asbury Park, N.J., appeared in January 1973. Shortly afterward he spoke to a reporter for the Asbury Park Evening Press who noted how “he mumbled in a characteristically sullen manner.” Asked about his future, Bruce said, “It’s a waste of time to think about it. I’d rather think about my music.”

Forty years later, thanks to that focus on his art, Bruce Springsteen stands as one of the defining artists and public figures of his generation. Time and again his work has rhymed with the times, whether Born to Run (1975), Born in the U.S.A. (1984), The Rising (2002), or Wrecking Ball (2012). He has released 17 studio albums, performed before millions of fans worldwide in marathon shows that inspire and thrill, and has become a voice for everyday people struggling with circumstance. “My work has always been about judging the distance between American reality and the American dream,” he told reporters in 2012.

Springsteen has taken that measure not only through his songs but also in dozens of interviews with print, radio, and television journalists. “Talk” is a crucial word in the Springsteen lexicon, and it appears time and again in song lyrics, whether “I talk the way I wanna talk” from “Out in the Street,” or “I learned how to make it talk” (his guitar, of course) from “Thunder Road,” or “talk about a dream” from “Badlands.” Bruce has been singing and talking about dreams his entire life—dreams of escape, community, love, and life itself. The music is well known and fully celebrated; the talk, however, has never before been collected. Bruce’s interviews provide a running account of the artist’s life—at least those aspects he is willing to discuss, and there are few subjects that he has not eventually addressed. The interviews are key sources for understanding what Springsteen was thinking and feeling at the time.

The interviews gathered here, many of them rare and including never-before transcribed radio and television interviews, provide a multidimensional portrait of an artist of international renown. They are essential to any attempt to understand Springsteen, his work, and his place in culture. In this volume he talks to us—directly and passionately.

For those who have heard Bruce talk about his work only recently, speaking with clarity and authority about his beliefs and experiences, it may come as a surprise that it took him a long time to become master of his own public voice, to teach himself to speak fully and intelligently, with bursts of deep insight and carefree humor. In 1974, Philadelphia DJ Ed Sciaky said to Bruce, “I know you don’t like to talk too much about things.” Indeed, Bruce often stuttered and stammered, deflecting any serious questions to joke and goof around. Typescripts do not always capture the meaning of early interviews because we can’t hear the inflection of Bruce’s voice, the way he swallows his words and tries to sound cool. He is fresh from the Shore, and he wants only to play music and save whatever talking he is going to do for the stage.

The fame that came with Born to Run didn’t make him any more comfortable. Through the 1970s and 1980s Springsteen had an uneasy relationship with his celebrity. He mistrusted the considerable hype around him and despaired over “hustling for the record machine,” as he phrased it in “Jungleland.” But if his public voice remained restrained, his musical voice blossomed. His work began to move away from stories of youth and romance to a deeper inquiry into the struggles of survival and the everyday lives of working-class people. Musically, his composing became more taut—coiled songs that unleashed blows to head and heart. Onstage, Bruce spoke ever more openly about personal matters, such as his relationship with his father, and larger social issues such as the plight of Vietnam veterans.

The international success of Born in the U.S.A. in 1984 gave Bruce a truly massive public pulpit. He was drawn into discussing the meaning of his work when the president of the United States offered him up as example of the optimistic youth of America. Bruce, in turn, found a new voice, both in his music as well as in his interviews. Partly as a matter of “growin’ up,” partly a result of expanded horizons, Springsteen grew increasingly fluent in articulating his own vision, rather than allowing the Reagans of the world to do it for him. As his work brought him to the world stage, Springsteen’s casual, cool-cat patois of the ’70s fully gave way to meditative, carefully observed expression (with high-pitched laughter interspersed). By 1992, a journalist observed, “Springsteen has little small talk. His answers to questions are all long, often mazy and frequently beyond the reach of punctuation, but they are always answers and do betray the signs of having had some considerable thought expended on them.”

He also took an inward, private turn. He married (and divorced and remarried) and became a father. He and the E Street Band separated, and the gap in interviews from the late ’80s to the early ’90s mirrors Bruce’s own withdrawal, not from the music scene but from larger-than-life iconic status. By the time he reunited with the E Street Band and heeded a call to respond to 9/11, he was prepared for another act in a career in its third decade. Springsteen embraced and enlarged his place in American culture and accepted the challenge of being a voice of conscience and commitment without losing sight of the essential joy of rock ’n’ roll played live and loud. A decade down the road, both his voice and his huge audience are steady.

Reading some of the most incisive interviews he has given over 40 years enables us to chart this development as a musician and as a public figure. These interviews offer insights into everything from the roots of his rock ’n’ roll passion, the meaning of his songs, and his performance onstage, to his childhood memories, his intellectual and emotional awakenings, and his deepening political commitment. Bruce has not spoken with a single, unchanging voice. Through the interviews, we can hear his diction change as he morphs from a young punk on the streets (and boardwalks) to a chastened rocker facing the darkness of fame to a misunderstood, pumped-up symbol of America gone awry to a husband and father and activist who in late middle age sought to make America live up to its promises. Just as his music has changed, so has he, and only through these interviews can we come to understand Springsteen’s various personas and his ever-evolving meaning.

Born in Freehold, New Jersey, on September 23, 1949, Bruce Frederick Joseph Springsteen, descended from Dutch, Irish, and Italian stock, had a working-class upbringing. His father, Douglas, held a variety of jobs—as a factory worker in a rug mill, a bus driver, and even a prison guard for a spell. His mother, Adele, was employed as a legal secretary. Bruce’s younger sisters, Virginia and Pamela, were born in 1950 and 1962 respectively.

Springsteen attended parochial school at St. Rose of Lima through eighth grade, from 1954 to 1963, and graduated from Freehold High School in 1967. By all accounts he was an outsider, a loner whom his teachers did not understand. “A screw-up, in a small town” is how he later described himself. While the vocabulary of religious training permeates his work (sin, redemption, salvation, promised land), the experience of parochial school left its marks. “I hated school,” he recalled in 1978. “I had the big hate.” Freehold High wasn’t any better. Nearly 40 years after he graduated, he was given an award in absentia and sent along an acceptance speech: “My advice to teachers today is to keep your eyes on the ones who don’t fit in. Those are the ones that can think out of the box. You’ll never know where they’ll be going.”

Life wasn’t much better at home. While Adele was nurturing and loving, Douglas was angry and bitter. Father and son often clashed. “I remember when I was a kid,” Bruce recalls, “I always wondered what my old man was so mad about all the time.” Many a night Bruce stormed out of the house, only to find his father waiting in the kitchen on his return. Thinking of his father’s existence, Bruce said in 1981, “when I was real young I decided that if I was gonna have to live that way, I was gonna die.”

The guitar saved him. He first became enamored at age seven after seeing Elvis Presley on the Ed Sullivan Show, but his hands were too small to play. When he was 13 or 14 he tried again. He bought a guitar for 18 dollars, and he rarely set it down. “Everything from then on revolved around music. Everything,” he would recall. “I was someone who grew up in isolation, emotionally. That’s how I learned to play the guitar. I played for eight hours a day in my room.” Time and again “music saved me. From the beginning, my guitar was something I could go to … Once I found the guitar,” he realized, “I had the key to the highway.”

But Springsteen’s embrace of rock ’n’ roll did nothing to ease tensions at home. Onstage, before introducing his cover of the Animals’ “It’s My Life,” he would tell a long story about screaming battles with his father, his mother trying to pull his father off him, his running once again out the door. “There were two things that were unpopular in my house,” he realized. “One was me, the other one was my guitar.” Bruce would eventually make peace with his father and appreciate the irony of Douglas attending his concerts where the decibels far exceeded anything ever heard at home.

All Bruce cared about was the music. It is all that has ever preoccupied him (other than, some might add, cars and girls). Being true to his art and his audience is a recurring theme through some 40 years of interviews. It accounts for the weeks spent in the studio, recording take after take, rewriting the lyrics, laying down tracks that would not be released because he thought they were not good enough. It accounts for his work as a bandleader, playing for decades with a group of friends—the E Street Band—and driving the unit until night after night it reached new heights. It accounts for live performances that stretch for three or more hours, never the same set twice, never routine but singular, never mechanical but creative. “The only thing that matters is your music,” says Springsteen.

The Springsteen family moved to California in 1969, but Bruce remained in New Jersey and relocated to Asbury Park, where he pursued a rock ’n’ roll career in bars and clubs. He developed his craft playing in bands such as the Castiles (1965–68) and then with Earth (1968), Child (1969), and Steel Mill (1970–71). After they disbanded, Bruce continued to perform with different combinations of friends. He played regularly at the clubs of Asbury Park, especially the Upstage from 1968 to 1971 as well as other venues such as the Student Prince and the Wonder Bar. In 1972, Bruce signed a management deal with Mike Appel and auditioned for John Hammond, who had signed Bob Dylan at Columbia Records.

Springsteen would have to shed the label of “new Dylan,” which stuck not only from having been signed by Hammond (who said Bruce was farther along than Dylan was at the same age), but also from writing frenzied, funhouse lyrics that sounded like no one else’s. Critics had been anointing musicians the next Dylan since 1966, when Dylan withdrew from the public eye, and Springsteen was the latest selection. Signed, like Dylan, as a solo acoustic performer, he confounded expectations by showing up with a band for his first album. In summer 1973 he recorded his second album, The Wild, the Innocent & the E Street Shuffle. The effort received rave reviews including a notice in the New York Times that said “Springsteen has delivered another stone, howling, joyous monster of a record … Can you imagine what his third album will be like?” the reviewer asked.

That third album proved to be a horror—to Springsteen himself, at least. He felt pressure from Columbia Records to produce a hit; he felt pressure about being labeled the future of rock ’n’ roll, an out-of-context line from a review by the critic Jon Landau (who would soon come to be Bruce’s producer); he felt pressure from within, an artist determined to create music that transcended what he had done before. After spending six months recording the song “Born to Run,” David Sancious (whose Jersey Shore address gave the band its name) and Ernest Carter left the group. A new keyboardist, Roy Bittan, and drummer, Max Weinberg, came onboard. Along with Clarence Clemons on saxophone, Danny Federici on organ, Steve Van Zandt on guitar, and Garry Tallent on bass, they would constitute the E Street Band.

He almost didn’t want the third album to be released. “The tension making that record I could never describe,” Bruce told one journalist in 1975. “It was killing, almost, it was inhuman. I hated it. I couldn’t stand it. It was the worst, hardest, lousiest thing I ever had to do.” But Born to Run made him a star. He appeared on the covers of both Time and Newsweek that fall, he played London for the first time, and he received stellar reviews. Writing in Rolling Stone, Greil Marcus called it “a magnificent album” and predicted “it should crack his career wide open.”

But just as soon as the horizon seemed limitless, the heavens collapsed. A protracted lawsuit against his manager, Mike Appel, to regain control of his music kept him from recording. It took nearly a year for the suit to be settled. Bruce returned to the studio with dozens of songs and, in 1978, released Darkness on the Edge of Town. Three years between albums is an eternity in the recording industry. The new album was stark and inspiring, both angry and hopeful. Bruce told Peter Knobler, “on Born to Run there was the hope of the free ride. On Darkness, there ain’t no free ride—you wanna ride, you gotta pay.” These polarities of light and darkness, hope and despair, salvation and damnation permeate Springsteen’s work and are a recurrent theme in the interviews.

Springsteen toured extensively behind Darkness, and some of that tour’s performances are considered among the finest that he and the band have ever delivered. Once it ended, he was back in the studio, this time recording dozens of new songs. Bruce refused to compromise on the artistic process, and these interviews reveal a person who might give up a lot, but never control. “You make your record like it’s the last record you’ll ever make,” he told Dave DiMartino. What emerged was a double album, The River, which traversed a range of emotion, from ebullient rockers to poignant ballads. The album reached number one on the charts and gave Springsteen his first top-ten hit with the song “Hungry Heart.”

The River tour took Springsteen to Europe, and there he gained a new perspective on the United States and started thinking deeply about the American experience. Bruce had always told stories onstage. However much he squirmed when talking to a single interviewer, he had little difficulty staring into a darkened sold-out arena and offering fantasies and confessions. Sometimes he told long, whimsical tales such as when he introduced “The E Street Shuffle” in 1975 or “Growin’ Up” in 1976. Sometimes, the stories took a more personal and serious tone. During the River tour, while introducing “Independence Day,” he often admitted, “I grew up in a house where it seems nobody ever talked to each other.” Bruce had to learn how to open up, and as he thought deeply about his upbringing he wondered “how things got to be the way they are today, how you end up a victim without even knowing it, and how people get old and just die after not having hardly a day’s satisfaction or peace of mind in their lives.”

Following the tour for The River, Springsteen started to see a psychiatrist. He found himself at home in Colts Neck writing a new group of songs. “I was interested in writing kind of smaller than I had been,” he said. Although he originally intended to record the new songs with the band, he ultimately released his stark, home demo: Nebraska wound up a solo, largely acoustic album about American isolation, an album influenced by distinctive “outsider” American voices from Hank Williams and Flannery O’Connor to the dark, electronic proto-punk band Suicide. Rolling Stone called it “a violent, acid-etched portrait of a wounded America that fuels its machinery by consuming its people’s dreams.”

Nebraska also showed that Springsteen would follow his muse and not be governed by his rock star fame, by audience or record-label expectations. Ironically, while he was considering whether to record Nebraska material with his band, Bruce wound up laying down the first side of Born in the U.S.A., an album that would take Bruce from mere stardom to a place in the rock firmament few ever achieve. Born in the U.S.A. would eventually sell more than twenty million copies, it would yield seven top-ten singles, and it would compel the artist to speak more publicly than before about the meaning of his work and his political views. There was no denying the massive popularity of the 1984 album and ’84–’85 tour, which found Bruce and his E Street Band essentially conquering the world, playing massive stadiums from Europe to Japan.

After the Born in the U.S.A. juggernaut, Bruce says he “went through a very confusing time, a depression really … I began to reassess everything I’d gone through … I just felt overwhelmed by the whole thing. I felt dehumanized,” he confided in 1992. Springsteen had faced deep changes. His oldest friend, Steve Van Zandt, left the band in 1984 (Nils Lofgren replaced him); he met the actress Julianne Phillips and married in May 1985 (they would separate three years later); he continued to seek help in therapy. Bruce released Tunnel of Love, a quiet album filled with reflective songs of love, loss, and loneliness, as much an antithesis to Born in the U.S.A. as Nebraska was to The River. In 1989, the E Street Band officially disbanded. Springsteen told James Henke, “I just kind of felt ‘Bruced’ out.”

He continued to follow his muse and in 1992 released two albums, Human Touch and Lucky Town, and toured with a new group of musicians (“I thought it was time to play with other people”). He also did something that, as a 25-year-old, he would not have imagined: in 1990 he became a father. Bruce soon married Patti Scialfa, a Jersey girl who joined the E Street Band on the Born in the U.S.A. tour. Two more children would follow. The responsibilities of family and friendship, of coming to terms with his identity as a son, husband, and father, as a bandleader and as the “Boss,” a nickname he always despised, are recurrent motifs in these interviews.

Entering the 1990s, Bruce was no longer the laconic punk of his twenties or the muscular superstar of his thirties. He was intent on dismantling his iconic stature and reclaiming his identity. “I thought I had to reintroduce myself as a songwriter,” he told Rolling Stone. He also needed at the time to free himself from New Jersey; so he settled in Los Angeles where he could escape from being “a figment of your own imagination.” Music was his life, it had saved him from his father’s fate, it gave him a reason to live, and it was the only form of communication that mattered to him. In “Thunder Road,” Bruce wrote that he had learned how to make his guitar talk. Now he had also learned how to communicate without the instrument. “The two best days of my life,” he realized, “were the day I picked up the guitar and the day that I learned how to put it down.”

Always attuned to the promise and perils of the American dream, Springsteen, in the ’90s—in the aftermath of a six-week tour for Amnesty International in 1988 and the Los Angeles Riots of 1992—seemed even more keenly engaged in his work with the problems of social justice. “Streets of Philadelphia,” about the ravages of AIDS, won an Academy Award in 1994 for Best Song. A few years later he wrote “American Skin (41 Shots)” in response to the police shooting of an unarmed immigrant in New York City. In 1995 he reunited in the studio with E Street Band members to record several new songs for a Greatest Hits compilation. One of them, “This Hard Land,” revisited ground covered by the Woody Guthrie classic “This Land Is Your Land.”

That same year, Bruce released The Ghost of Tom Joad and launched an extensive solo tour behind it. John Ford’s classic film The Grapes of Wrath (more than the Steinbeck novel) had profoundly affected Springsteen, who admitted to having wept at the memorable final speech of Henry Fonda’s character, Tom Joad. The stripped-down solo album was Bruce’s attempt to examine “what the country feels like to me right now,” and the pared-down solo performances “makes what you are about and what you are doing real clear.” Bruce was always a folk artist and a rock artist, a soloist and a band leader, and through much of the ’90s it was the folk voice that reemerged in his writing and performing.

Working together in the studio with the E Street Band in 1995 sowed the seeds for a reunion. They hadn’t recorded together in nearly a decade. “One of the things I realized when I saw the guys,” he told Neil Strauss, “was that we’re like each others’ arms and legs.”

He also seemed ready to rediscover the pure joy of what he did best. “It’s the greatest, greatest job in the world,” he told Mark Hagen in 1999. “I still try to do it as well as I can and hopefully better than I have done it previously.” That year, he was inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame; he simultaneously re-formed the E Street Band—including, as in ’95, both Lofgren and Van Zandt—and began a reunion tour that celebrated “the power and the glory, the majesty, the mystery, the ministry of rock and roll!”

The events of September 11, 2001, propelled Bruce further into the public arena and perhaps to a deeper understanding of his place not only as a rock star but also as a citizen. Not long after 9/11 and The Rising, his first album of new studio material with the E Street Band since 1984, Springsteen shed his reluctance to engage overtly in politics. In an editorial published in the New York Times in August 2004 he announced that he would be part of a broad constituency of musicians who would devote themselves to Vote for Change, to get people to register and work “to change the direction of the government and change the current administration come November.” The policies of the Bush administration felt like an assault on the working and middle classes, and Bruce felt the stakes had risen to a point where he could no longer stay out of politics: “I’ve tried to think long and hard about what it means to be an American,” and this was the time, he felt, to fight for “the country we carry in our hearts.” These interviews reveal Bruce’s development as a citizen working to understand the meaning of America and taking measures to help refashion it.

Since 2004, Springsteen has continued his activism and has campaigned for John Kerry and Barack Obama. He has encouraged fans from stage night after night to fight back against the erosion the American dream. In a series of albums (Devils & Dust, Seeger Sessions, Magic, Working on a Dream) he continued to write and perform folk and rock songs that inspire and entertain, that make the audience feel alive. “The greatest pop music,” Bruce has observed, is a “music of liberation.”

In February 2012, before a group of international journalists in Paris, Bruce spoke at length about music and politics. Now 62, Bruce was about to release a new album, Wrecking Ball, and embark on a world tour, but this time without Clarence Clemons, who had passed away in June 2011. A few years earlier, the band had lost Danny Federici. “Losing Clarence,” Springsteen said, “is like losing the rain, or air.” But while the ghosts of his bandmates can be heard in its grooves, Bruce was never one to look back: this new record was a driving and direct response to the state of our nation’s post-financial crisis

Wrecking Ball was a call to arms; it sought to startle, inspire, incite, and enlist. It lifted listeners up and knocked them down. It was unlike anything Springsteen had done before, and yet it was familiar, part of his ongoing meditation on the meaning of America. It was an angry album, and, asked about it in Paris, Springsteen smiled and observed, “you can never go wrong pissed off in rock ’n’ roll.”

Bruce’s interview performance before international journalists was a measure of how far he had come as a public figure. Speaking to so many outlets at once, he deftly used the media pulpit to sell his work, deliver his message, and win over new fans while gesturing appreciatively to his older ones.

Springsteen’s talk matters profoundly; these interviews are essential to gaining insight into the person, the work, and the changing times. But we must take care not to mistake the musings of the artist for the art. (“Trust the art, be suspicious of the artist. He’s generally untrustworthy,” says Bruce.) Throughout these interviews, Springsteen provides substantial insight into his life and music at different moments. But he also reminds us that his job is not to speak but to shout. “I’m a lifetime musician,” he declared at age 43. “I’m going to be playing music forever. I don’t foresee a time when I would not be onstage somewhere, playing a guitar and playing it loud, with power and passion. I look forward to being 60 or 65 and doing that.” On September 22, 2012, Springsteen and the E Street Band performed a Wrecking Ball concert before a sold-out crowd at MetLife Stadium in New Jersey. At midnight, he turned 63.


Barbara Schoenweis

The Asbury Park Evening Press, February 9, 1973

Springsteen’s first album, Greetings from Asbury Park, N.J., was released January 5, 1973. A month later he spoke with his hometown paper. Twenty-three years old, Springsteen was already a veteran of the Jersey Shore club scene. Some of the key themes to his early career are already here: his anxiety over being part of a big company and not having control, his insistence on playing good music, the comparisons to Bob Dylan, and his desire to be “honest” about what he is doing. Barbara Schoenweis notes that his songs “have an urgency that is typical of his generation, and more so, of Bruce himself.”

Springsteen Takes City Aloft

Music put Asbury Park on the map about 30 years ago when Frank Sinatra asked “Is it Grenada I see or only Asbury Park?”

Well, it’s back on the map again in a more contemporary version with Bruce Springsteen’s new LP for Columbia Records, Greetings from Asbury Park, N.J. The jacket is a blow-up of a popular color postcard found among the city’s famous boardwalk’s stands.

Bruce, who hails from Freehold and moved here when he was 18, has been singing and playing guitar in the area for nearly 10 of his 23 years, both on his own and with bands like Steel Mill. And now on his way to the top, he’ll be stopping at the Sunshine Inn tomorrow night to perform for his loyal and local fans. Then it’s off to California for six weeks where he’ll be on bills with groups like the Beach Boys, Paul Butterfield, and others. He recently finished a week’s gig at Max’s Kansas City, New York, which he says was an unusual experience because the crowd really came to listen to him and his band.

On one of his rare stays at his apartment in Bradley Beach, he visited The Press to talk about what it’s been like being pushed into the limelight in less than six weeks. Dressed in a tattered green leather jacket, jeans, a wrinkled shirt, and lace-up boots, he hardly looks like the picture of upcoming fame and fortune. He does not seem impressed, either, by the machinery that has put him where he is, only somewhat shaken up by it.

“There’s a lot of confusion,” he says, about how it’s been since his friend and local manager “Tinker” (Carl West) introduced him to Mike Appel and Jim Cretecos in New York and how from there he met John Hammond who got him on the Columbia label.

“He’s the same guy who introduced Billie Holiday, Aretha Franklin, and Bob Dylan,” says Bruce. “The man knows his business.”

“It’s weird working for a big company, though,” he mumbled in a characteristically sullen manner. “It was like pulling teeth to get me to sign. You’re not your own man anymore. But you can always get up and walk away from it all. What can they do, sue me for my shoes? I ain’t got nothin’ else.”

Of course, he admits, his attitude toward this whole new world changes each day with whether he’s eaten and slept well.

“Some days you think when you start making a record, people drive you nuts,” he says. “Somehow it all comes back to money. And then other days you meet some really great people and it seems all worth it and terrific.”

On the way to where he is now, Bruce spent his time playing back street clubs and bars in the area for pin money, and made himself a respected but controversial reputation, because he believed in being honest with his audience and doing only music he thought was good.

“I broke up a lot of bands in my day,” he admits with a wry grin, “because I’d get up there and start playing junk with them, and all of a sudden in the middle of it all, I’d just stop and say, ‘What is this jive?’ ”

“All you can ask of a person is that he’s honest about what he’s doing. I hope I’ll never change in that respect,” he continues. “The world does not need another four-piece rock ’n’ roll band, and the market needs less to be flooded with more junk.”

When you ask Bruce what his music is all about (he wrote and arranged and plays all nine songs on his album), he tells you to listen to the record. When you ask him about his background, he tells you that he doesn’t go in for a personality image, that it’s his music that should stand or fall on its own.

His music style is not unlike Bob Dylan’s in mood and sound, but it is also unique in the way he puts words and sounds together. His tunes are not melodic but they have a drive, an urgency that is typical of his generation, and more so, of Bruce himself. His lyrics go from poetic and highly intelligible to wanderings of a way-out mind or a bad trip.

Among the best songs on the album is “Lost in the Flood,” a piece which marries the hypocrisy of the Vietnam War to the hypocrisy of our everyday lives. Bruce has a knack for bringing things to light in vivid images, some of which are drawn from local landmarks and the landmarks of his past.

The ragamuffin gunner is returning home like a hungry runaway.

He walks through the town all alone

He must be from the fort he hears the high school girls say.

His countryside’s burnin’ with wolfman fairies dressed in drag for homicide

The hit and run, plead sanctuary ’neath a holy stone they hide.

They’re breakin’ beams and crosses with a spastic’s reelin’ perfection

Nuns run bald through Vatican halls pregnant, pleadin’ immaculate conception.

And everybody’s wrecked on Main Street from drinking unholy blood.

And then there’s what Bruce does admit to as his “nothing” songs:

Madman drummers bummers and Indians in the summer with a teen-age diplomat. In the dumps with the mumps as the adolescent pumps his way into his hat. With a bolder on my shoulder, feelin’ kinda older I tripped the merry-go-round. With this very unpleasing sneezing and wheezing the calliope crashed to the ground.

He plays the acoustic, electric guitars, and bass as well as the harmonica on his album. He’s a self-taught musician, who can read music “a little” and who started playing piano when his grandfather gave him one at age 14.

“It was one of the nicest things that ever happened to me,” he says.

Bruce is backed up by a group of local musicians who, at this point, have no trade name. They are Vincent Lopez on drums, Clarence Clemons on sax and background vocals, Garry Tallent, bass, David Sancious, piano and organ. Harold Wheeler and Richard Davis fill in on piano and bass in a couple of songs.

What’s different about Bruce’s songs that made him catch the ears of the music world?

“Well, it’s me,” he says.

And about the future?

“It’s a waste of time to think about it,” he comments. “I’d rather think about my music.”


Robert Hilburn

Melody Maker, August 24, 1974

Like many critics, Robert Hilburn discovered Springsteen early on and became an enthusiastic supporter. Music editor at the Los Angeles Times, Hilburn made sure that LA audiences heard about the shows at the Santa Monica Civic Auditorium and the Troubadour in July 1974 and were primed for a series of historic shows Bruce would perform at the Roxy in October 1975. With his first two albums out, Bruce admits “the writing is more difficult now.” He was working on what would be his make-or-break third album, and he was feeling the pressure. “You have to let out more of yourself all the time. You strip off the first layer, then the second, then the third. It gets harder because it’s more personal.”

“The writing is more difficult now,” said Bruce Springsteen, the hot new, much acclaimed American singer-songwriter, as he sat in his modest hotel room (he isn’t booking suites yet) after a Santa Monica Civic Auditorium [show] and tried to put his suddenly accelerating career into perspective.

“I got a lot of things out in that first album. I let out an incredible amount of things at once—a million things in each song. They were written in half hour, 15 minute blasts. I don’t know where they came from. A few of them I worked on for a week or so, but most of them were just jets, a real energy situation.

“I had all that stuff stored up for years because there was no outlet in the bars I had been playing because no-one’s listening in a bar and if they are, you’ve got a low PA [system] and they can’t hear the words anyway. So, the first album was a big outlet.

“On the second album, I started slowly to find out who I am and where I want to be. It was like coming out of the shadow of various influences and trying to be me,” continued the 24-year-old who bears a startling facial resemblance to Bob Dylan on stage.

“You have to let out more of yourself all the time. You strip off the first layer, then the second, then the third. It gets harder because it’s more personal.”

Though Springsteen had received three standing ovations at the evening’s concert, he was still vaguely displeased with the show. Because he was the opening act (for Dr. John), he had been limited to 45 minutes. Too short, he felt.

“It was like we didn’t even play at all,” he muttered in his slightly shy, hesitant way. “It reminded me of the time we toured with Chicago. We got introduced, walked on stage, blinked and that was it. It’s hard to show an audience what the band is about in that little time.”

But Springsteen had salvaged some of the evening for himself through his choice of an encore number. For most of the show, he and his five-piece band had given the audience uptempo tunes—songs bristling with the fire, energy, passion and sensualness of the New York and New Jersey streets of his youth.

For the encore, however, he played the slow, disarming “New York Serenade,” a tune that detracted from rather than added to the strong energy level that had been building in the auditorium.

The applause was clearly less when he finished that song than it would have been if he had given the audience another boogie number. But Springsteen had known it would happen and, unlike many young performers eager for the strongest possible applause, he had done it anyway.

Springsteen is shooting for high stakes in rock and he knows there are no short cuts. By doing “New York Serenade,” he was telling the audience and reminding himself that the song is just as much of his music as the uptempo numbers.

It’s a combination the public ultimately is going to have to accept or reject so why not, he figured, lay it on the line now.

“I thought it was important to do that song,” he said. “It completed the set for me. It might get more response to do a boom-boom thing and really rock the joint, but when I walked down the steps afterward I felt complete. Otherwise, I feel messed up.

“It’s just being honest with the audience and with myself, I guess. You can’t conform to the formula of always giving the audience what it wants or you’re killing yourself and you’re killing the audience.

“Because they don’t really want it either. Just because they respond to something doesn’t mean they want it. I think it has come to the point where they respond automatically to things they think they should respond to. You’ve got to give them more than that.”

Springsteen, who began playing in rock bands around his native New Jersey while in his early teens, burst onto the national pop music scene in 1972 with an album (Greetings from Asbury Park, N.J.) that reminded you of Dylan because of its machine-gun barrage of surrealistic lyrics, such as these from “Blinded By the Light.”

Some brimstone baritone anti-cyclone rolling stone preacher from the east.

He says, “Dethrone the Dictaphone, hit it in its funny bone. That’s where they expect it the least.”

Because the album stressed lyrics more than music (Columbia had originally encouraged him to simply record the songs with a guitar backing, but he insisted on using a band), Springsteen was immediately thrown into the folk-flavoured, singer-songwriter category where some began hailing him—along with John Prine, Elliott Murphy, Jackson Browne and Loudon Wainwright III—as the new Dylan. His second album, The Wild, the Innocent & the E Street Shuffle, made enormous strides towards giving Springsteen that separate identity.

Without sacrificing the surrealistic lyrics, both his themes—normally reflecting the innocence, wonder, frustrations, urgency of youth—were more disciplined and his musical backing bolder than in the first album.

In a song like “Sandy,” Springsteen brings together several of his themes, set against the natural illusion/fantasy setting of an amusement park:

Sandy, the fireworks are hailing over little Eden tonight.

Forcing a light into all those stoney faces left stranded on this warm July …

And the boys from the casino dance with their shirts open like Latin lovers on the shore

Chasin’ those silly New York virgins by the score …

Did you hear the cops finally busted Madame Marie

For telling fortunes better than they do …

What Springsteen does is compress a broad collection of scenes into song, leaving the listener to draw his own truths, realities. He, thus, provides a puzzle for his audience to assemble. Clues, rather than the answers.

“There’s a certain understatement that is important to maintain,” he explained—speaking slowly—a bit uncertain about how much an artist should reveal of himself.

“People don’t want to see things in black and white,” he continued. “Songs have to have possibilities. You have to let the audience search it out for themselves. You can’t say, ‘Here it is. This is exactly what I mean’ and give it to them. You have to let them search.”

Despite his reluctant, withdrawn manner off-stage, Springsteen brings a sense of drama with him on stage. It’s not the staged theatrics of an Alice Cooper, but the strong sense of a powerful, charismatic performer. He has the same cold, intent, determined, uncompromising stance that Dylan brings on stage.

Wearing a white undershirt (not a T-shirt) and black pants that underscore the street roots of his music, Springsteen, also wearing dark glasses that make his music all the more mysterious, attacks the microphone with a sudden barrage of words, retreats like a prizefighter to a neutral corner as the band plays, then returns for another assault.

On the second number, he picks up an electric guitar and later, more in the style of Elvis than Dylan, points the neck to the ceiling and twists his way across stage. It was done more in the sense of relieving tension in his music than, as Elvis would have done, to elicit shrieks from female fans.

Springsteen’s no sex symbol. He’s more a challenger, a stimulator of thoughts and emotions.

Despite the many Dylan comparisons, it was Presley who first pushed Springsteen toward music. He remembers seeing Elvis on the old Ed Sullivan television show. Springsteen was just nine at the time, but asked his mother for a guitar. She got him the guitar but also made him take lessons which he hated so much he ended up discarding the guitar.

It wasn’t until the Beatles arrived in 1964 that he picked up the guitar again. This time he taught himself how to play. Within six months he had formed his first band.

“Before that I didn’t have any purpose. I tried to play football and baseball and all those things. I checked out all the alleys and just didn’t fit. I was running through a maze. Music gave me something. It was a reason to live.”

Over the next few years, Springsteen was in and out of several bands, eventually moving from school dances to bars, clubs and even a couple of cross-country tours. He played the Fillmore West in San Francisco when he was 18 and auditioned for Fillmore Records while on the coast but was turned down. He was signed by Columbia in 1972.

“I never got into being discouraged because I never got into hoping,” he said with a laugh. “When I was a kid, I never got used to expecting success. I got used to failing.

“Once you do that, the rest is easy. It took a lot of pressure off. I just said, ‘Hell, I’m a loser. I don’t have to worry about anything.’ I assumed immediately nothing was happening.

“But that’s not the same,” he said, pausing to emphasize the difference in concepts, “as giving up. You keep trying, but you don’t count on things. It can be a strength. Because I know some people who sweat out winning so much it kills them. So in the end, they lose anyway. They win, but they lose.”

He’s now looking forward to recording his third album and expanding his band (it now includes organ, piano, saxophone, guitar, bass, drums) with more horns. Unlike most of his songwriting contemporaries, he prizes the music as much as the lyrics.

“You’ve got to work on the different levels,” he said.


Ed Sciaky

WMMR, November 3, 1974

Ed Sciaky, of WMMR Philadelphia, was one of the first disc jockeys to champion Springsteen; the impact of that support in what would become the career-long fan stronghold of Philly can’t be overestimated. For this, one of their many on-air chats, Sciaky was surprised not only that Bruce actually showed up at the studio the day after a Tower Theater show, but that he also brought along several others members of the band. On the one hand, Springsteen isn’t so much forthcoming in this setting; on the other, he’s clearly relaxed and enjoying himself. With plenty of goofing around, he even does an on-air advertisement for Santori wine and ad-libs “you can pour it all over your face.” More consequentially, Springsteen brought along a tape of “Born to Run,” his new song that would be released the following summer. It is the studio recording’s worldwide premiere. Asked how he likes hearing it on the radio, Bruce only responds, “Do I get to do another commercial.”

I’m sure a lot of people would like to know the honest and true story of the actual history of you and the bands and so on. When you started and all that stuff. Also I’ll mention that you told me once you don’t really like to do interviews.

It’s the same old story.

That’s why I really appreciate you coming down here today.

It’s the same as everything else, every other kid, 13, pick up the guitar, scrub away on it. I had a succession of every sort of band you could imagine. Ten piece bands, three piece bands, power trios. Everything. We played down in Virginia a lot. That’s where we made our living, between Virginia and New Jersey.

One day I was sitting on my porch and this guy said, Hey, come on up to New York and meet this guy. I said, Nah, I don’t want to go to New York, I don’t want to meet this guy. A week or so later he came by and said “I’m coming up tonight, it’s a nice night.” I was totally bored so I said okay and I got in the car and met Mike [Appel]. He said, “I want to be your manager.” I said I’d think about it. I went away for about five months. I went to California.

How old were you at this time?

I don’t know. Jesus, I must have been, this must have happened when I was about 22. Twenty-one or 22.

And how old are you now?

I’m 25 [laughter in studio].

Looking back on your youth, Bruce.

Good idea, let’s look back on it.

You had a band called the Steel Mill. Was that the name at the time? Were there other names?

There were other names.

But you never made any records. Just kind of hung around the bars?

I did make one when I was about 16. I made it in Bricktown, New Jersey, in this country and western studio.

Was it released?

No. It was released to the extent that for $100 you get a hundred of them.

Do you have any left?

I have one that doesn’t play very well.

What was the tune?

I don’t know. I did that when I was about 16. That’s about it.

[Sciaky asked about Springsteen’s audition for John Hammond]

I had this guitar, this little guitar. Its neck was broke when I brought it up into the office. I was brought there by the guy that is my manager now and at the time I always took the attitude that nothing was going to come of anything because that’s usually the way it always worked out. I had been playing down in Jersey in the bars for like nine years.

Wow, that long?

Yeah, and I heard some good bands down there. And, “Hey I’m going to bring down the manager to see you guys tonight” and you sit there until three in the morning. Anyhow, I went up there, and we went in and I introduced myself and met the guy and sat down. And my manager, he jumped up and started to give him this big hype already. I didn’t play a note! I said, Oh no. So I played a few things. I played “Saint in the City,” and he liked it. He was really enthusiastic about it, and we
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