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Born in the U.S.A.

Praise for the series:

These are for the insane collectors out there who appreciate fantastic design, well-executed thinking, and things that make your house look cool. Each volume in this series takes a seminal album and breaks it down in startling minutiae. We love these. We are huge nerds—Vice

A brilliant series…each one a work of real love—NME

Passionate, obsessive, and smart—Nylon

Religious tracts for the rock ’n’ roll faithful—Boldtype

Each volume has a distinct, almost militantly personal take on a beloved long-player…the books that have resulted are like the albums themselves—filled with moments of shimmering beauty, forgivable flaws, and stubborn eccentricity—Tracks Magazine

[A] consistently excellent series—Uncut

The nobility—and fun—of the project has never been questioned…a winning mix of tastes and writing styles—Philadelphia Weekly

Reading about rock isn’t quite the same as listening to it, but this series comes pretty damn close—Neon NYC

The sort of great idea you can’t believe hasn’t been done before—Boston Phoenix

For reviews of individual titles in the series, please visit our website at www.continuumbooks.com and 33third.blogspot.com


Also available in this series:

Dusty in Memphis by Warren Zanes

Forever Changes by Andrew Hultkrans

Harvest by Sam Inglis

The Kinks Are The Village Green Preservation Society by Andy Miller

Meat Is Murder by Joe Pernice

The Piper at the Gates of Dawn by John Cavanagh

Abba Gold by Elisabeth Vincentelli

Electric Ladyland by John Perry

Unknown Pleasures by Chris Ott

Sign ‘O’ the Times by Michaelangelo Matos

The Velvet Underground and Nico by Joe Harvard

Let It Be by Steve Matteo

Live at the Apollo by Douglas Wolk

Aqualung by Allan Moore

OK Computer by Dai Griffiths

Let It Be by Colin Meloy

Led Zeppelin IV by Erik Davis

Armed Forces by Franklin Bruno

Exile on Main Street by Bill Janovitz

Grace by Daphne Brooks

Murmur by J. Niimi

Pet Sounds by Jim Fusilli

Ramones by Nicholas Rombes

Endtroducing… by Eliot Wilder

Kick Out the Jams by Don McLeese

Low by Hugo Wilcken

In the Aeroplane Over the Sea by Kim Cooper

Music from Big Pink by John Niven

Paul’s Boutique by Dan LeRoy

Doolittle by Ben Sisario

There’s a Riot Goin’ On by Miles Marshall Lewis

Stone Roses by Alex Green

Bee Thousand by Marc Woodworth

The Who Sell Out by John Dougan

Highway 61 Revisited by Mark Polizzotti

Loveless by Mike McGonigal

The Notorious Byrd Brothers by Ric Menck

Court and Spark by Sean Nelson

69 Love Songs by LD Beghtol

Songs in the Key of Life by Zeth Lundy

Use Your Illusion I and II by Eric Weisbard

Daydream Nation by Matthew Stearns

Trout Mask Replica by Kevin Courrier

Double Nickels on the Dime by Michael T. Fournier

People’s Instinctive Travels and the Paths of Rhythm by Shawn Taylor

Aja by Don Breithaupt

Rid of Me by Kate Schatz

Achtung Baby by Stephen Catanzarite

Forthcoming in this series:

Pretty Hate Machine by Daphne Carr

Let’s Talk About Love by Carl Wilson

and many more …
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Dedicated to my son, David Sobel:

“This is your hometown.”

THANKS: Liz Cusick, David Hill, David Barker, Steve Buschel, Bob Kannenberg and to everyone who has written about Bruce Springsteen before me, especially Robert Hilburn and Dave Marsh. And thanks to the man himself.


Chapter One: Nowhere to Run

Bruce Springsteen is best known for his most public acts. It’s in the concert hall—more than on the stereo or the screen—that he engages his audience as few other performers ever have. It’s on the stage that he makes his deepest impression, not only singing his hits, but also telling stories, digging out forgotten songs, shouting like a preacher, clowning like a vaudevillian, whispering like a confessor and leaping about in flagrant disregard for his own safety. From the seats, his fans respond with almost equal fervor until each show, larger than life and longer than a baseball game, reaches its climax of happy, communal exhaustion.

And yet, the most important moments of his career have taken place in utter solitude. His most crucial decisions, the ones that have most shaped his art and career, have taken place not on stage but at home. They’ve taken place in the privacy of those rooms where he has sat with an acoustic guitar and a notebook and tried to write the next line of words and the next measure of music for the next song.

His most enduring work has been that of a writer not an entertainer, an inventor not an interpreter. If his artistic persona has been an unlikely combination of Elvis Presley the performer and Bob Dylan the songwriter, the Dylan half defined the space where the Presley half would operate, not the other way around. A writer’s work takes place far from an audience, and anyone seeking to understand Springsteen’s work has to investigate those solitary moments. The most important of all those moments took place in the waning weeks of 1981 as he sat alone in his house in Colt’s Neck, New Jersey, and wrote “Born in the U.S.A.”

He had been trying to write a song about a returning Vietnam veteran. Those veterans—suffering from bad memories, a lack of work, lingering wounds and a lukewarm welcome—seemed to crystallize the betrayal of the American dream that was much on Springsteen’s mind that winter. But he was having trouble with the song. It was easy to describe the character’s problems but much harder to figure out the man’s response. Somehow the old solution, jumping in a car and roaring down the highway, seemed inadequate. If that wasn’t the answer, what was?

After all, the freedom of the road was not just Springsteen’s favorite songwriting theme; it was his way of life. Just three months earlier, he had finished a 347-day, 145-show, 59-city tour, traveling with his six bandmates and more than twenty backstage hands, playing almost every other night in a basketball arena full of 20,000 people. It had been eleven months of constant crowds, constant companionship. Now he was rattling around in an empty house in rural Jersey, trying to make sense of it all.

On June 5, for example, he had played London’s Wembley Arena with his longtime backing group, the E Street Band. Springsteen opened the show, as he did at most stops on the tour, with “Born to Run,” the song that had made him famous. He took the stage in his just-another-guy-down-at-the-gas-station outfit of motorcycle boots, blue jeans and a plaid, snap-button shirt with the sleeves rolled up to the elbows. He was as short and wiry as ever, and his sideburns spread down from his curly dark hair to his lower jaw. He counted off, “Uh, one, two…,” Max Weinberg hit a drum roll, and the rest of the band jumped on the drummer’s back with the unison four-bar melody that was one of the most recognizable pop hooks of the 70s.

Even on stage, the two guitars, tenor sax, glockenspiel synth, bass, drums and piano created a wall of sound worthy of Springsteen’s hero, Phil Spector. The lyrics were equally exaggerated, contrasting the daytime’s cagelike existence of sweaty jobs and diminishing dreams with the nighttime’s liberation of driving down a New Jersey highway toward the beach and the amusement park as you and your girl straddled a chrome-wheeled motorcycle. When the options were presented like that, the choice was obvious: “We gotta get out while we’re young, ’cause tramps like us, baby, we were born to run,” and the song accelerated like a chopper with a boot stomped on the pedal.

This romantic vision of a life divided between daytime traps and nighttime escapes set the mood for the whole evening. If the days offer scant opportunities for demonstrating your worth, what choice do you have but to “Prove It All Night”? Why? “Because the Night” belongs to us. If work, school and home provide no platforms for such proof, where can you go? “Out in the Streets,” down “Thunder Road,” wherever your “Hungry Heart” leads.

Springsteen didn’t invent this fantasy; he inherited it. From Chuck Berry singing of driving with “No Particular Place to Go” in 1964 to Bob Seger singing of driving out to “Fire Lake” in 1980, the lure of the escape hatch had always been a central myth in rock ’n’ roll. You didn’t have to give in to your parents’ rules, your teachers’ definitions, your preacher’s don’ts, your classmates’ rejections or your boss’s orders. You could grab the car keys and light out for a new territory where the camaraderie was real, the music was righteous and the sex was good. It was an update of the American frontier myth for a new generation.

From Elvis Presley singing “Good Rocking Tonight” in 1954 to the Clash singing “White Riot” in 1977, rock ’n’ roll claimed immediate, total gratification as a birthright—and if it were thwarted, the response was rebellion, not stoicism. Rock ’n’ roll may have grown out of blues, gospel and country music, but it refused to accept their working-class fatalism or their Christian faith in delayed gratification. The first generation of rock ’n’ rollers may have played the same instruments in much
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