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I’m always going to trust the art and be suspicious of the artist because he’s generally . . . a stumbling clown like everybody else.
– Bruce Springsteen, 2006


May 2, 2012 – Mama Knows ‘Rithmetic

It fell out on a May evening . . .

I find myself in the pit, a green band around my wrist, at the brand-spanking-new Prudential Center in Newark. New York ‘muso’ Richard has opened the door and I have stepped in for my first E Street show since 2004’s Vote For Change, when Springsteen had sounded hoarse from all that hectoring. Tonight, he is saying farewell to the arena leg of the Wrecking Ball tour. Stadia beckon – again. But for now, he has a home-state audience in a hyped-up state of mind, iPhones akimbo, ready to greet their returning hero. And suddenly there he is, declaiming to the rafters with the first surprise of the evening, ‘No Surrender’, the truest anthem on that mountainous multi-million seller, Born In The USA.

Alongside me are legionnaires of true believers, one of whom, Larry, had been telling me about seeing him at Joe’s Place, a cramped, crumbling Boston bar that had been the E Street Band’s home away from home in 1973-74; when ‘Rosalita’ came out every night and torched the place. A broad grin etches his face when the big boss man announces, half a dozen songs in, that he is gonna do a song he’d never played, well, maybe once: ‘Bishop danced with a thumbscrew woman/ Did a double-quick back flip and slid across the floor’.

‘Bishop Danced’ had been the opening track on a classic seventies Springsteen LP, Fire On The Fingertips. Just not one that Bruce himself okayed for release. Rather, it was spawned among the stalls of Camden Lock. A bootleg. But for the hard core, this mattered not. It was a lost Bruce classic, transformed by the band arrangement it never got back in 1973. (He had done it more than once – and in Boston – but the last documented version was in Berkeley, March 2 1973.)

And then, as if reading our minds, Springsteen segues into ‘Saint In The City’ – another blast from the past he rarely takes for a spin these days – and a thought flashes across my mind. May 2. It was forty years ago today that a callow kid from Freehold walked into the office of John Hammond, the legendary A&R man who discovered Billie Holiday, Count Basie, Aretha Franklin and Dylan, and played him a song that knocked his socks off. The self-same ‘Saint’.

After this, the show settles into its routine; but in my mind’s eye, I am already in rewind, back to the days when he spent his afternoons at WBCN, debuting the likes of ‘Bishop Danced’ and ‘Rosalita’ over the radio, and his evenings at Joe’s Place. Or Max’s. Or The Main Point. And I’m thinking this is a surprisingly good facsimile of those moments and that band; but a facsimile, nonetheless. How he got there – and got from there to here – is the story of the E Street Shuffle. And quite a story it is. Because, as he told an expectant audience in Austin this very March:

‘I had nights and nights of bar-playing behind me to bring my songs home . . . These skills gave me a huge ace up my sleeve. And when we finally went on the road, and we played that ace, we scorched the Earth’.


Prehistory: 1964–72 – Kicked Open A Door To Your Mind

Till I was thirteen, the body was presumed dead; and that’s how I feel about my whole life up till then. I was just reeling through space and bouncing off the walls, and bouncing off people, and I didn’t find anything to hold on to or any connection whatsoever; until the rock & roll thing and the guitar. When I found that . . . the other stuff just didn’t matter any more. – Bruce Springsteen, 1978

When Jesus gently chastised his wealthy follower, Nicodemus, ‘Except a man be born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God,’ he presumably did not have in mind the same ‘born again’ experience which led thirteen-year-old Bruce Springsteen into apostasy. Here was someone who only found ‘the Spirit’ when he cast aside the teachings of J.C., previously laid down with an iron hand by a series of matriarchal authority figures, from the nuns at the local convent school he attended prior to high school to the mother who presided over the Springsteens’ dilapidated leasehold in Freehold, New Jersey.

If Jesus’ own take on rebellion failed to lay a seed in Springsteen’s mind, the one true religion which by AD 325 garbled records of his pithy sayings had spawned wrapped its talons around the boy from the cradle. But not to the grave. Even if its primary message stayed with him until at least 1981, when he told one Belgian interviewer ‘My Catholic education taught me to have fear. This is a religious experience in which you don’t look up to heaven, but to the people around you.’

A year later he would write ‘My Father’s House’, the first of several post-therapy compositions to address that time when he lived his whole life in fear. On introducing that song in concert, he struck the same keynote: ‘I remember when I was a kid, first thing I can ever remember being afraid of was the devil . . . I guess, my mother was taking me to church and all I heard was about the devil all the time.’ As he grew older, that fear turned first to shame and then to anger; because, as he sagely put it in his early thirties, when his replacement religion was no longer fulfilling his deepest needs either, ‘That kind of fear is demolishing and shameful . . . It darkens the spirit of religion.’

That resentment had already spewed forth in song: initially, in 1971-72, ones of blasphemous angels and irreverent messiahs. By 1981-82, the themes had become existential terror and endemic faithlessness. For now, it just made him want to vomit: ‘There’s this smell of religion, this smell that convents have, well, every time I went there I got sick. I just threw up.’ What he perhaps failed to appreciate at the time was that his mother’s faith probably provided her only solace in a life without hope and a town without pity: Freehold NJ. And it was there that the young Bruce spent his formative years, at first at his maternal grandparents’ house, as his parents scrimped and saved to try and raise enough money to strike out on their own. Bruce, meanwhile, was already developing a fascination with the radio – not the music it broadcast, but the thing itself. As he told a Michigan audience in September 1978, prefacing the unsparing ‘Factory’:

We all lived at my grandparents’. It was a house that had the first church service and it had the first funeral in town in this house. My grandfather, he was an electrician, and he used to fix second-hand radios. And I remember when I was five years old, before we were to leave [there], he used to take me with him outside of town in the summer. They used to have mining workers, used to come off from the South and work in the fields outside of town, he used to sell ‘em radios.

In fact, he had already celebrated his grandfather, Mr Zerilli, in song. One of the first compositions he presented to Mike Appel when signed to a production deal in the spring of 1972 was an autobiographical piece called simply ‘Randolph Street’. In it he sought to convey a world through the eyes of a child, one who sees his grandfather as ‘a master of the art of electricity’ who ‘lectured on tubes and circuitry/ He was self-employed, but he could never see his way into the light/ He had a room full of switches and dials . . . / And a head full of clouds and eyes full of sight’. If a penchant for imbuing ordinary people with magical powers was thus evident this early, songs of autobiography would not prove to be the way he would find himself.

Like many a bright kid living in a cloistered, claustrophobic environment, he retired into the world of imagination when he was barely old enough for school, a form of escape he shared with fellow New Jerseyite Patti Smith, born three years earlier to similar circumstances: an agnostic ex-soldier father, a zealot of a Christian for a Mom, white-trash poor. Not surprisingly, he was quickly labelled a dreamer by his teachers, who failed to provide the intellectual stimulus he sorely needed, and most certainly wasn’t receiving at home; especially after the Springsteens finally flew the grandparents’ coop to set up home down on South Street.

Barely had they changed homes than the Springsteens had another mouth to feed, and Bruce had a lil’ sister. Though it only made tough times still tougher, Springsteen remembered the period after Pamela was born in 1962 as ‘one of the best times I can ever remember . . . because it changed the atmosphere of the whole house for quite a while’. (Again an experience he shared with the young Patti, who later wrote the magnificent ‘Kimberly’ about the night her younger sister was born.) But for the boy from the Jersey shore it seemed Life had already dissuaded Opportunity from making house-calls on the Springsteens. As he later told a St Louis audience, ‘I grew up in a house where . . . there wasn’t a lot of things that make you aware of the possibilities that you have in life.’ Even when it came to the realm of politics, it seemed the adults brooked no discussion – Bruce was informed he was a Democrat, and that was that:

Bruce Springsteen: The only political discussion I ever remember in my house was when I came home from school when I was little . . . It must have been during an election season . . . I was probably . . . eight or nine. And I came home and said, ‘Mom, what are we?’ And she said, ‘Oh, we’re Democrats. We’re Democrats because they’re for the working people.’ And that was it – that was the [extent of] political discussion that went on in my house. [2004]

After his pubescent rock ’n’ roll epiphany, he would not feel this lack of any intellectual stimulus so keenly. Only in full-blown middle age would he recognize how great the loss had been: ‘I didn’t grow up in a community of ideas – a place where you can sit down and talk about books, and how you read them, and how they affect you . . . I’m more a product of popular culture.’ Fortunately, the popular culture he refers to was enjoying one of its most inspired epochs, which TV and radio ensured seeped into every US household, no matter how close to the breadline. And the Springsteens never managed to do more than make ends meet for their growing family, and sometimes not even that:

Bruce Springsteen: I lived in a household that was caught in the squeeze, endlessly trying to make ends meet. My mother running down to the finance company, borrowing money to have a Christmas, and then paying it back all year until the next Christmas and borrowing some more. So I know what that’s like. [2004]

It was Bruce’s mother, Adele, who was often the only one who kept hungry wolves at bay. Though his father had once known job security at a plastics factory, in the years before he took his wife to California in 1969 the head of the household bounced from pillar to temporary post in a series of unskilled and unchallenging short-term jobs. The experience left an indelible mark on his son, captured in a couplet he would later cut from 1982’s ‘Glory Days’: ‘I was nine years old when he was working at the Metuchen Ford plant assembly line/ Now he just sits on a stool down at the Legion Hall, but I can tell what’s on his mind’. By then, the not-so-young Bruce could admit, ‘There ain’t a note I play onstage that can’t be traced directly back to my mother and father.’

The two parents themselves were very different in temperament. And of the two there was never any question whom Bruce most resembled, and therefore whose authority he set out to challenge. Like his father Doug, Bruce was a lone wolf who tended to bottle things up, a comparison the Born To Run Bruce did not shy away from: ‘I’m pretty much by myself out there most of the time. My father was always like that. Lived with my father for twenty years. Never once saw a friend come over to the house. Not one time.’ Nor did Doug tend to engage his family in stimulating conversation. Even after Bruce became the subject of press interest, he would describe his father (in the present tense) as someone who ‘never has much to say to me. But I know he thinks about a lot of things. I know he’s driving himself almost crazy thinking about these things.’

Meanwhile, Doug’s stoic wife Adele was the one who bequeathed their only son the work ethic he espoused nightly on stage – ‘Her life had an incredible consistency, work, work, work every day, and I admired that greatly’ – and when she could afford it, and even when she could not, she would indulge her son’s whims. When he was thirteen, his overriding obsession was to own an electric guitar. Forty years later, on the night he was inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, Adele’s son acknowledged the enormous debt he owed her, specifically and generally:

Bruce Springsteen: I’d like to thank my mother Adele for that slushy Christmas Eve . . . when we stood outside the music store and I pointed to that Sunburst guitar and she had that sixty bucks, and I said, ‘I need that one, Ma.’ She got me what I needed, and she protected me and provided for me on a thousand other days and nights. As importantly, she gave me a sense of work as something that was joyous and that filled you with pride and self-regard, and that committed you to your world. [1998]

He had wanted a guitar to be his pen and sword ever since he first saw Elvis Presley, the scourge of all American parents who thought they had teenagers on a leash, on The Ed Sullivan Show. For him (and his generation), ‘It wasn’t just the way Elvis looked, it was the way he moved that made people crazy, pissed off, driven to screaming ecstasy, and profane revulsion. That was [the power of] television.’ And, as he later recalled, ‘I had to get a guitar the next day. I stood in front of the mirror with that guitar on . . . and I knew that that was what had been missing. But then it was like I crawled back into the grave or something, until I was thirteen.’

Like many a baby-boomer, he discovered that big, cumbersome guitar around his neck looked nothing like it did when nonchalantly slung across his hip by a gyrating Elvis, while forming chords with his puny little fingers wore down his skin and sounded nothing like Elvis did: ‘My little six-year-old fingers wrapped themselves around a guitar neck for the first time, rented from Mike Deal’s Music in Freehold, New Jersey. They just wouldn’t fit. Failure with a capital F. So I just beat on it, and beat on it, and beat on it – in front of the mirror.’ He put the guitar aside and went looking for another reason to believe: ‘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. [But] music gave me something [else]. It was never just a hobby.’

Before he could nail his own manifesto to the doors of perception, though, he had first to reject the faith of his forefathers. By the age of thirteen, he had had enough of the liturgy of lessons he received at the convent school his mother had sent him to. As he put it to Bill Flanagan, recounting this experience, ‘That very literal translating of the Bible and the belief that, “This is it, this is all there is, and don’t try to step outside this thing!” always seemed a little presumptuous. I [could]n’t see how that sort of arrogance – to believe that you’ve got the inside dope on what the word of God is – would line up with some sort of real spiritual feeling.’

He soon began to show a mile-wide rebellious streak. Initially, when he tried to challenge the authority of the nuns, they demoted him to an infants class and set his fellow pupils on him. So he took off: ‘I did a lot of running away. And a lot of being brought back . . . It started when I was in the sixth grade, I was eleven . . . They’d find me and I’d be brought back that afternoon . . . I hated [that] school. I had the big hate. I put up with it for years, but in eighth grade I started to wise off.’ He finally announced to his parents that he’d had enough of old-time religious education and insisted on attending the local high school. Their reaction suggested he was, if not quite dead to them, a pariah on long-term probation:

Bruce Springsteen: I quit that [Catholic] stuff when I was in eighth grade. By the time you’re older than thirteen, it’s too ludicrous to go along with anymore. By the time I was in eighth grade I just lost it all. I decided to go to public high school, and that was a big deal . . . It was like, ‘Are you insane??! You are dirt! You are the worst! You’re a . . . barbarian!’ [1978]

If his parents feared for the soul of the apostate in their midst, worse was to come. At the same time as he lost his faith, Bruce discovered the opposite sex and the true meaning of sin, though it would be some years before he would progress beyond a furtive fumble in the backseat of a borrowed car. After all, we’re still talking 1962. Only presidents got to fuck around. Still, he sensed that there was something more to girls than sharing a slow smooch at the end of an evening at the local Catholic social club. Placing himself back in just such a moment, one night in February 1975, he described to a female journalist precisely what was at stake:

‘Okay, I’ve been staring this girl down for hours and I don’t aim my sights too high, if you know what I mean. It’s five to ten, five to eleven, whenever the dances used to end, and a song like this [turns up the radio] would come on. So I start walking across the dance floor, and let me tell you, that is a long walk. Many a night I never made it across. Y’know, I’d start walking and get halfway, then turn back. ‘Cause you weren’t asking a girl, “Do you want to dance?” You were asking her, “Do you wanta? My life is in your hands! We’re not talking about a dance; we’re talking about survival.” If she said, No [he curls up in a ball]; but if she said Yes, you were saved. ’Cause man, dancing is more than just holding a girl in your arms.’

But the walls of Jersey’s Jericho did not tumble so easily. As he told a small Boston club crowd one particularly gregarious night in January 1974, ‘At the parochial school dances – like the [Catholic Youth Organization] things – they had this one woman that would come around and embarrass you, pull you out of your chair and pull you into the middle of the room . . . And then, when you go back to school on Monday; and the girls would all sit over there, and boys would all sit over here, and you had those little green ties . . . and green pants.’ No wonder he wanted out. There was another problem with the dances organized by the likes of the CYO – the music. It was strictly for squares. And by 1963, he was starting to hear music on his mother’s preferred morning radio station, WNEW, that didn’t sound like it had been recorded in Squaresville, daddy-o:

Bruce Springsteen: We never had a record player in the house, never had records or anything like that, not until I was thirteen or fourteen. But I remember my mother always listened to the radio – she always listened to the AM stations. Elvis was big then, in the early sixties, and the Ronettes, all the Spector stuff, and the girl groups from New York, which is what for me is a big part of my background. The Ronettes, the Shirelles, the Crystals, the Chiffons, who put out a lot of great music at the time. And then the big English thing happened, the Beatles and all that stuff, and the Stones, Manfred Mann . . . So the music that got me was what was on AM from 1959 to 1965 . . . My roots were formed by then: Roy Orbison; the great English singles bands; the girl groups from New York; Chuck Berry, of course. [1975]

No longer a dead man walking, the teenage Bruce had been saved by the blood, sweat and tears of Spector, Leiber and Stoller. Nor is salvation too strong a word for how he came to feel. Indeed, when on his first English tour he described that Damascene radio experience to England’s preeminent rock critic, Nick Kent. And his choice of words is telling indeed: ‘The music on the radio gave me my first real reason for being alive . . . Whenever I heard a new record – now we’re talking about the early to mid-sixties, all that stuff from Elvis to Spector . . . Tamla, Stax, all the British bands – that music sounded so miraculous that it sucked me out of my surroundings and presented me with this sense of . . . wonderment.’

However, if it was Elvis who again provided the parameters for further Pop lessons, it was a very different Elvis from the one he had previously seen on Ed’s primetime weekly bulletin. This was the Hollywood Elvis; the one who sang cheesy fare like ‘Can’t Help Falling In Love’, ‘Viva Las Vegas’ and ‘Follow That Dream’, not the life-affirming promise of ‘Hound Dog’, ‘Blue Suede Shoes’ and ‘Jailhouse Rock’. And though Springsteen would cover all three of these post-army soundtrack songs in the post-River era, it was hearing ‘the British bands’ that banished Movie Elvis from his thoughts.

And once again it took that snake-oil salesman Ed Sullivan to show him the way. For it was on February 9 1964 that Ed turned over his show to four boys from Liverpool with tight trousers and even tighter harmonies, The Beatles. Just eleven weeks after an assassin’s bullet (or three) snatched away JFK, and seemingly the hopes and dreams of a generation, this fab foursome landed on a distant shore and shook the shifting sands of American youth, for good. Like many a contemporary, a stunned Springsteen had been waiting a lifetime for something like this: ‘This was different, shifted the lay of the land. Four guys, playing and singing, writing their own material.’ Indeed, he would spend the next twenty years trying to create a similar explosion in someone else’s soul:

Bruce Springsteen: The Beatles opened doors . . . If any stuff I do could ever do that for somebody, that’s the best . . . Rock ’n’ roll motivates. It’s the big gigantic motivator, at least it was for me . . . That’s the real spirit of the music. You have to click that little trigger, that little mechanism. [1978]

The message had a profound effect on an entire demographic, but in the long run most then-kids got on with living the life their parents had mapped out for them, reserving their little rebellions for their nights out dancing or in relationships with unsuitable suitors (a subject the Jersey devil would explore thoroughly at the sessions for The River). But it took the fourteen-year-old Springsteen over, and stayed with him for the next two decades. His reasoning was simple, but profound: ‘Rock ’n’ roll came to my house where there seemed to be no way out. It just seemed like a dead end street . . . nothing I wanted to do except roll over and go to sleep, or something. And it came into my house – snuck in, ya know – and opened up a whole world of possibilities.’

He had heard the good news, and a connection with some other shadows who passed across his peripheral vision at the public school he now attended; even if many remained immune to the message he heard in the subliminal signals coming through on his mother’s radio. As schoolmate Toni Hentz told biographer Christopher Sandford: ‘He was dirt-poor, wore britches [to school] and liked what we still called nigger music. You can imagine how it set him apart.’ But if such antipathy affected Springsteen, he quickly learnt not to let it show. Because he now had a secret he could call his own: ‘Music . . . provided me with a community, filled with people, and brothers and sisters who I didn’t know, but who I knew were out there. We had this enormous thing in common, this “thing” that initially felt like a “secret”.’

Make no mistake, though, his (and others’) post-Sullivan epiphany placed him (and them) in immediate opposition with the town elders. Because, like it or not, he was stuck in ‘a real classic little town . . . very intent on maintaining the status quo, [where] everything was looked at as a threat; kids were [certainly] looked as a nuisance and a threat’. And the one immediate authority figure he could not avoid on a daily basis was his father, who had gradually seen his own life go down the drain and now thought he saw the mark of Cain on his increasingly wilful son. What he actually saw was a grim determination from his galvanized seed that he would not end up like that:

Bruce Springsteen: It wasn’t until I started listening to the radio, and I heard something in the singers’ voices that said there is more to life than what my old man was doing . . . and they held out a promise – and it was a promise that every man has a right to live his life with some decency and some dignity. And it’s a promise that gets broken every day in the most violent way. But it’s a promise that never ever fuckin’ dies, and it’s always inside of you. But I watched my old man forget that. [1981]

The corrosive effect of witnessing a father’s impersonation of a pressure cooker night after night can only be imagined. In 1995 Springsteen suggested it might have been seeing his younger self staring back at him that actually set his father off: ‘Growing up, [it] was difficult for my Dad to accept that I wasn’t like him . . . Or maybe [that] I was like him, and he didn’t like that part of himself – more likely . . . [But] I was a sensitive kid . . . [and] for me, that lack of acceptance was devastating, really devastating.’ The psychological scars were indelible enough to prompt a series of introductions to ‘Independence Day’ on The River tour that were more intense than the performances of the song itself, perhaps because he had something important to communicate that the song merely hinted at:

‘My father was only a little older than I am right now and he´d come home and just sit in the kitchen at night, like he was waiting for something. He´d send away for all these different books like “How To Be An Engineer” or “How To Be . . .” and try to learn how to do something . . . But for some reason, it seemed like he could never find that one thing that was gonna make him feel like he was living, instead of just dying a little bit every day. And it seems like in school, instead of trying to show you, help you find your place, they were teaching you stuff that was just to keep you in your place. I remember every day when I was young, I´d watch my parents, and it used to scare me so much that I tried to think of some way that I wasn´t gonna let it happen to me.’

This evidently wasn’t the only thing that scared Springsteen Junior at night. There was also the small matter of his father’s temper. In 1976, on the verge of pouring those feelings into his own compositions, he would perform a song at most concerts that he first heard on his mother’s radio back in the day, which spoke to him in a way that even The Beatles did not: The Animals’ October 1965 single, ‘It’s My Life’. And he would preface it with a rap that steadily built on a sense of urgency – and implicit violence – layer by layer, line by line, until he would explode into the song itself:

‘I grew up in this small town, lived in this two-family house on Main Street. My Pop, he was a guard at the jail for a while, sometimes he worked in a plastics’ factory [or] in this old rug-mill, until they closed the place down . . .. A lot of times he just stayed home . . . Every night he´d sit in the kitchen, shut out all the lights in the house around nine o´clock, he´d sit there at the kitchen table, used to drink beer all night, smoke cigarettes. I always knew my father´d be sitting there at that kitchen table waiting for me when I came home. Sometimes I´d come in around two in the morning, three in the morning. He´d lock up the front door so we couldn´t come in the front, we used to have to come in around the screen door into the kitchen and I´d stand there in the driveway and I could see him, I could see the light of his cigarette butt through the door . . . and I´d slick my hair back real tight and hope I could get through the kitchen before he´d stop me. And he´d always wait till I was just about in the living room and he´d call my name. Then he´d start asking me where I was getting my money from, what I thought I was doing with myself. He wanted to know where I was going all the time, and we’d start screaming at each other, and my mother’d be coming in from the front room to try and keep us from fighting with each other, and pretty soon I´d be running out the back door, telling him how it was my life and I could do what I wanted . . . It’s a hard world to get a break in.’

That rap was performed at a Red Bank show, when one suspects at least one family member was in the audience and knew whereof he spoke, the long-suffering Virginia, the elder of his sisters. Other nights he could be even more explicit, describing how close he and his father came to exchanging blows. One that Dave Marsh claims he heard began with Bruce talking about how his father ‘used to always come home real pissed off, drunk, sit in the kitchen’, and built up to Bruce expressing just how this made him feel, ‘I just couldn’t wait until I was old enough to take him out once.’ Not that he ever did. Even at seventeen, he was a writer not a fighter. As to whether his father beat the crap out of his young charge, the fortunate son has kept decidedly schtum, though in recent years he has talked about the atmosphere of violence. In 1987, he told Musician’s esteemed editor, ‘The side of my work that is angry comes from that sense of [a] wasted life; so to a certain degree there’s a revenge motive going on’, a highly curious way of putting it. Later on, he would tend to drop into therapy-speak when suggesting how such experiences infused much of his work, post-Darkness:

Bruce Springsteen: I lived in a house where there was a lot of struggle to find work, where the results of not being able to find your place in society manifested themselves with the resulting lack of self-worth, with anger, with violence. And as I grew up, I said, ‘Hey, that’s my song’ . . . I still probably do my best work when I’m working inside of those things, which must be because that’s where I’m connected. That’s just the lights I go by. [1996]

If feelings of anger and violence took a long time to manifest themselves in song, he learned to feel differently about himself the minute he picked up an instrument: ‘When you’re young, you feel powerless . . . Your house, no matter how small it is, it seems so big. Your parents seem huge. I don’t believe this feeling ever quite leaves you. And I think what happens is, when you get around fifteen or sixteen, a lot of your fantasies are power fantasies . . . You don’t know how to channel that powerlessness – how to channel it into either a social concern or creating something for yourself. I was lucky. I was able to deal with it with the guitar.’

After his second Ed Sullivan epiphany, he again picked up that iconic instrument. This time he didn’t look half as dumb, while his fingers could now grip the neck. In fact, he held on for dear life as he set about learning the most important lesson, ‘Dig yourself’. It was a process that initially led him inward: ‘When I got the [first] guitar, I wasn’t getting out of myself. I was already out of myself. I knew myself, and I did not dig me. I was getting into myself.’ Post-Darkness, he went further, venturing to suggest: ‘When I started to play, it was like a gift. I started to feel alive. It was like some guy stumbling down a street and finding a key. Rock ’n’ roll was the only thing I ever liked about myself.’

If The Beatles represented the vanguard, by the summer of 1964 there were whole battalions of British beat-groups flying the flag, overwhelming America’s airwaves. And if he quickly learned to embrace The Beatles and the Stones, whose own Ed Sullivan debut in October of that year was equally seismic, he also explored obscurer byways of the British sound. As 1976 covers of ‘It’s My Life’ and ‘We Gotta Get Out Of This Place’ explicated, he was a huge fan of The Animals long after ‘The House of the Rising Sun’ closed its doors. In 2004, he was still championing ‘the class-conscious music of The Animals . . . I didn’t have a political education when I was young . . . It was something that, in truth, I [only] came to through popular music.’ In 2012 he devoted a large chunk of a keynote speech at South By Southwest to lauding the Geordie lads:

Bruce Springsteen: To me, The Animals were a revelation. The first records with full blown class consciousness that I had ever heard. ‘We Gotta Get Out Of This Place’ had that great bass riff, that . . . was just marking time. That’s every song I’ve ever written. That’s all of them. I’m not kidding, either . . . It was the first time I felt I heard something come across the radio that mirrored my home life, my childhood. And the other thing that was great about The Animals was there were no good–looking members . . . They put [Burdon] in a suit, but it was like putting a gorilla in a suit . . . Then they had the name . . . unforgiving and final, and irrevocable . . . the most unapologetic group name until the Sex Pistols came along. [2012]

He was also, by his own admission, ‘nuts about’ Manfred Mann and The Searchers. And, though he only namechecked ’em once in those seventies interviews, he was clearly an early fan of Them, Van Morrison’s band of Belfast bruisers who gave American garage bands three of their most essential anthems, ‘Gloria’, ‘Baby Please Don’t Go’ and ‘I Can Only Give You Everything’. Springsteen’s initial singing duties in his first proper band, The Castiles, would be on a Them US A-side (‘Mystic Eyes’). And at 1978 concerts he managed to namecheck one Them classic (‘Lonely Sad Eyes’) while parodying the spoken intro of another (‘If You and I Could Be As Two’), during the positively Morrisonesque ‘Sad Eyes’ sequence to ‘Backstreets’: ‘I remember you standing on the corner, with your hair all up, in that pretty new blue dress that your baby bought you . . . Standing there with your sad eyes, your lonely, lonely, lonely, sad eyes . . .’.* For now, though, the young Bruce was content to learn the three chords to ‘Gloria’, only mimicking the guttural snarl of an Eric Burdon, a Paul Jones or a Van Morrison in the isolation of his own bedroom.

When he did attempt to join his first high-school band, around 1965, it was as a guitarist, pure and simple. Apparently called The Rogues, they gave him a harsh lesson in economics: ‘I got thrown out of my first band because they told me my guitar was too cheap.’ But it was all he – or, more accurately, his mother – could afford. He certainly couldn’t afford to smash up a guitar at the end of a gig. Imagine then his shock when he saw his first British rock band in the flesh, if it really was The Who at Asbury Park. He later claimed how sometimes onstage he would ‘remember being at a Who concert at Convention Hall in Asbury Park in ’65 . . . Maybe there’s a fifteen year-old kid who’s [also] thinking of playing the guitar . . . I want to inspire that guy.’

Actually, the first documented time The Who played the Convention Hall was in the summer of 1967, by which time Springsteen had found an all-American hero to replace Elvis in his pantheon of inspiration, and had embraced all three electric albums with which Bob Dylan revolutionized popular music and turned lightweight pop into solid rock. Bruce famously recalled his introduction to the nasal tones of Electric Bob when personally inducting the great man into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame in January 1988:

Bruce Springsteen: The first time that I heard Bob Dylan, I was in the car with my mother and we were listening to WMCA, and on came that snare shot that sounded like somebody’d kicked open the door to your mind . . . ‘Like a Rolling Stone’. And my mother, she was no stiff with rock ’n ’roll, she used to like the music, she listened, she sat there for a minute and she looked at me and she said, ‘That guy can’t sing’. But I knew she was wrong. I sat there and I didn’t say nothin’, but I knew that I was listening to the toughest voice that I had ever heard. It was lean and it sounded somehow simultaneously young and adult. And I ran out and I bought the single and I ran home and I put it on, the 45, and they must have made a mistake in the factory because a Lenny Welch song came on. The label was wrong. So I ran back, got it and I came back and I played it. Then I went out and I got Highway 61 [Revisited] and that was all I played for weeks; looked at the cover with Bob in that satin blue jacket and the Triumph motorcycle shirt. And when I was a kid, Bob’s voice somehow thrilled and scared me, it made me feel kind of irresponsibly innocent, and it still does, when it reached down and touched what little worldliness a fifteen-year-old kid in high school in New Jersey had in him at the time. [1988]

This vivid account of that day is slightly at odds with versions previously given on The River tour. At a November 1980 show he claimed that, because all he had in the car was ‘this junky speaker, I couldn’t hear what all the verses were. I couldn’t hear all the words. But I remember when he got to the chorus, I always remember that line that just asked, “How does it feel to be on your own?”’ It articulated in one cogent phrase the rebellious spirit of the music he’d been listening to since he turned into his teens:

Bruce Springsteen: If you were young in the sixties and fifties, everything felt false everywhere you turned. But you didn’t know how to say it . . . Bob came along and gave us those words . . . Man, ‘How does it feel to be on your own?’ And if you were a kid in 1965, you were on your own. Because your parents – God bless them – they could not understand the incredible changes that were taking place. You were on your own, without a home. [2012]

‘Like a Rolling Stone’ (and the album it introduced, Highway 61 Revisited) certainly had as pronounced an effect on American popular song, and culture, as had Elvis and The Beatles on Ed Sullivan. For one, as Bruce went on to explain at Dylan’s induction, it demonstrated someone who ‘was a revolutionary. The way that Elvis freed your body, Bob freed your mind and showed us that just because the music was innately physical, did not mean that it was anti-intellect. He had the vision and the talent to make a pop song so that it contained the whole world. He invented a new way a pop singer could sound, broke through the limitations of what a recording artist could achieve, and . . . changed the face of rock ’n’ roll forever and ever.’

For the next year and a half Bruce immersed himself in All Things Dylan. He also undoubtedly soaked up the various Byrds cover versions that AM disc jockeys generally found easier to stomach; and presumably Them’s stunning recasting of ‘It’s All Over Now Baby Blue’, to which he later tipped a hat with the Bruce Springsteen Band’s February 1972 rendition. But, as he fully admitted to Crawdaddy founder and Dylan authority Paul Williams, he never felt the slightest inclination to venture back into Dylan’s pre-electric phase. His reneging from folk music was the point at which this apostate tuned in:

Bruce Springsteen: I listened to Bringing it All Back Home, Highway 61, Blonde on Blonde. That’s it. I never had his early albums and to this day I don’t have them, and I never had his later albums. I might have heard them once, though. There was only a short period of time when I related; there was only that period when he was important to me, where he was giving me what I needed . . . I was never really into the folk or acoustic music thing. The one thing I dug about those [electric] albums was . . . the sound. Before I listened to what was happening in the song, you had the chorus and you had the band and it had incredible sound, and that was what got me. [1974]

By the time he was picking up the likes of Blonde On Blonde, an expensive double-album in a fold-out sleeve, Bruce finally had a little money of his own, which he’d earned from playing locally as the rhythm guitarist in The Castiles, named after a dodgy brand of cigarillos. He had apparently reached at least some kind of rapprochement with his bemused parents, one that enabled him ‘to play weekends somewhere and make a little extra dough . . . which is what my parents used to say that I could do. That was allowed.’ At the same time he had started doing some intensive homework, though not the kind his parents still hoped for: ‘I remember going to see bands when I was a kid, watching the musicians from real close up, studying the way they moved their hands, then going home and trying to copy them.’ He had got himself into The Castiles after he spent an intensive forty-eight hours learning how to replicate the guitar on ‘The Last Time’, the Rolling Stones’ breakthrough single – which was in itself quite a trick, because the guitar had been double-tracked.

The Castiles were the quintessential high-school band, with Springsteen the junior member content (for now) to stay in the background. But that diffident demeanour was revealed to be largely a front the minute they stepped out to perform. As bassist Curt Fluhr has recalled, ‘Put him onstage with a guitar and he lit it up. It was like somebody had plugged him in.’ They provided him with his first band of brothers; though the Castiles’ frontman, George Theiss, was more interested in impressing Bruce’s elder sister than becoming his blood brother.

Remarkably, given how such bands rarely retained their shape for very long when cars and girls entered the frame, The Castiles lasted from 1965 right through August 1968. In May 1966 they even cut a record; albeit just for themselves. The two-sided single, ‘Baby I’ b/w ‘That’s What You Get’, meant to demonstrate the something they’d got, was a curiously half-assed affair. Both songs, according to their indulgent manager Tex Vinyard, were ‘written in the back seat of a car . . . on the way to the studio . . . at the Bricktown Mall shopping centre. George and Bruce wrote those. It was a rainy Sunday. [And] we had no extra strings, so through two-thirds of the songs there’s no E string.’ Further compromises were required when they got there, as Springsteen himself recently revealed:

Bruce Springsteen: It was a tiny little room . . . and they couldn’t stand any volume whatsoever going into the microphones. We had to turn all our amps to the wall and literally put covers over them . . . The recording studio was not set up in those days for any kind of overdrive; they just simply weren’t ready to record rock bands in Bricktown, New Jersey in 1965 [sic]. But it was a big deal. [2010]

It has to be said that even in the unprepossessing pantheon of first formative efforts by later legends, The Castiles’ offering is particularly wretched. And if it convinced a young Springsteen that maybe they should get more serious, he was always fighting an uphill battle. He did at least convince the others to let him sing some songs: ‘Everybody in the band felt that I couldn’t sing at all. I think I got to sing one Dylan song. Over the years I started to sing a little bit more, [until] eventually . . . we ended up splitting . . . the vocals.’ It proved a wise move, because as Vinyard notes, ‘Soon, we let Bruce sing “Mystic Eyes” and The Who’s “My Generation”. That’s how we got the booking in New York.’ He is referring to a brief residency at the fabled Cafe Wha? in Greenwich Village, which was probably the full extent of the others’ musical ambitions. For Bruce, though, it was just a beginning:

Bruce Springsteen: When I started I wanted to play rhythm guitar in a local band. Just sit back there, play rhythm guitar . . . I didn’t wanna sing, just get a nice band and play rhythm. But I found out . . . that I just knew more about it than other guys that were in the band. So I slowly just became the leader. [1975]

The Castiles had run their natural course by the spring of 1967, as the prospect of graduation loomed and real life could begin. But still they persevered. By now, it was clear that Springsteen had no intention of giving up on his dream, even when he became a target for conformists to rag on, verbally or physically. As he informed The Advocate in 1995, ‘I was brought up in a small town [where] anybody who was different in any fashion was castigated and ostracised, if not physically threatened . . . Me and a few other guys were the town freaks – and there were many occasions where we were dodging getting beaten up ourselves.’

Unfortunately, he was ill-equipped to defend himself, something he had learnt at the tender age of ten, as he revealed to a Berkeley crowd one night in June 1978: ‘You usually stop fighting by the time you’re 18 or 19, I stopped when I was about 10 ’cause I got beat all the time, these hands just were not dangerous weapons, you know. I remember I got in a fight with this guy, I beat the hell out of his hood with my forehead, you know (chuckles). Put dents into the thing.’

The troubled teenager was increasingly drawn to the bright neon lights of the Big City – where this boy could be free – and after those nights at the Wha (and possibly before) he began to bunk off school, hopping a bus to midtown. As he told one audience in January 1985, ‘I grew up in this small town. When I was sixteen, man, I hated that town; it seemed so narrow-minded and small-minded. I used to get on the bus, take Lincoln Transit to New York City. It used to feel so great when I got out at Port Authority. It was like, “Oh, man, nobody owns me up here.”’ He was invisible. No secrets to conceal.

To preserve that new-found sense of autonomy he would sometimes stay out all night, even after he took the bus back from the city: ‘I used to have a sleeping bag stashed out in these woods, under these rocks . . . and sometimes if it got too late, I´d go out there and just unroll it and sleep in my friend’s car, sleep out there under the trees. That spot, sometimes it felt more like my home did than my house did. I guess, everybody needs someplace to go when they can´t go home.’*

If he was ill-prepared for a father’s fury, or fisticuffs with one of Jersey’s more conformist thugs, he was even less ready for military service. Unfortunately for smalltown America, the battle outside a-ragin’ was not only in their homeland, but also in the badlands of Vietnam. The spectre of war loomed over all of his generation, and for him a college education, the one cast-iron way to beat the draft, seemed unlikely. Yet beating the draft was something he knew he had to do – ‘When I was seventeen or eighteen, I didn’t even know where Vietnam was. [I] just knew [I] didn’t wanna go and die!’

The first thing he needed to do was graduate high-school, which he did. His band even played the Seniors Farewell Dance ten days before graduation. But then he began the actual day, 19 June 1967, by skipping the graduation ceremony altogether, only for it to end with his father making one last, futile attempt to bring his son under his command:

Bruce Springsteen: By the end of high school I didn’t have much to do with anybody. I almost didn’t graduate because the kids in my class wouldn’t let me . . . They weren’t gonna let me graduate unless I cut my hair. So on the day of graduation, I left the house and didn’t come back. I went to New York and stayed with a friend in the Village, a guy who dealt drugs . . . So the phone rings and it’s my mother. Don’t ask me how she found out where I was. She’s saying there’s a graduation party over at my house, which I had totally forgotten about, and she wants me to come home. I say, ‘No way. I’m only coming home if there’s gonna be no big fight; I don’t want to come back and go at it all over again with my father. If he’ll promise no big fight, I’ll come home.’ So, she says OK, no fight. Now, I show up with a girl. I don’t know what I could’ve been thinking of, but I show up with this girl and my father opens the screen door. He pulls me inside by the collar with one hand, leaves her outside . . . drags me up to the [bed]room, and takes out all the light bulbs so I’ve got to sit there in the dark by myself. [1978]

Though he had shown absolutely no aptitude for formal education – perhaps because he never quite saw the point, once churlishly complaining ‘they always talked to your head, they could never figure out how to talk to your heart’ – by September 1968 he had enrolled himself at the Ocean County Community College ‘in a liberal arts course’, a situation of which the Jersey Selective Service Board were promptly advised. He was off the hook for now, but as he related in his first-ever interview as a CBS artist, he no more fit in at Ocean County than he did in Freehold:

Bruce Springsteen: I was gonna get drafted and my parents wanted me to go to college. I got there and tried to take psychology, and I kept opening a book and seeing myself in all these different -isms. I thought, I can’t get into that. I realized you go into class and everyone would start talking about what the norm was, and I figured out I didn’t fit into that. So I said, ‘Well, I’ll try something else’ . . . It’s not like it is today, where everyone has long hair. This was long ago. [So] I got sent down to the psychiatrist’s office. He [had] said, ‘I wanna see ya,’ and he said, ‘I gotta tell ya the students been complaining about ya. Tell me what’s the matter.’ ‘Nothing’s the matter.’ He didn’t believe me, so I quit. [1972]

He preferred to castigate his fellow students and their conformist outlook rather than address his own failure to knuckle down and learn. He was still blaming them in 1984 with the world at his feet, ‘I didn’t really fit in. I went to a real narrow-minded school where people gave me a lot of trouble and I was hounded off the campus – I just looked different and acted different, so I left school.’ His parents must have despaired. His father, who had served in World War II, knew only too well that his son was not cut out for ‘fighting off the Vietcong’. And once the Jersey Selective Service Board were notified of his absence from college, he was summoned to a conscription exam in Trenton. Fortunately for him, the reckless side of his character had recently resulted in a ‘roadside jam’ between his motorbike and another vehicle, and he had come off worse. He was judged 4-F, a physical wreck, unfit to serve. He returned home to give his parents the bad news. All his father said was, ‘Good.’

The summer before he arrived at Ocean College the other members of The Castiles finally accepted the inevitable. They had always seen the band as an enjoyable hobby, while their now-leader increasingly viewed music as his Mission in life. They also seemed slightly uncomfortable with the type of material he had started introducing into the set after they all, save the younger Bobby Alfano, graduated from high-school. Covers of Moby Grape’s ‘Omaha’ and The Blues Magoos’ ‘One By One’ sat uneasily with the likes of ‘See My Friends’ and ‘Eleanor Rigby’, two of a handful of songs George Theiss now sang at their shows. In August 1968, the band played two farewell shows in Red Bank and Shrewsbury, and that was that. As George Theiss informed Backstreets, by that time ‘a couple of the guys were going to go to college. I didn’t know what I was going to do. Bruce was already working on his next thing. He was already jamming with the guys he would form Earth with. So . . . he just took on what bookings we had and went on.’

As of the summer of sixty-eight, Bruce Springsteen considered himself a working musician. Which meant, one, he hung out with other musicians and, two, he stopped absorbing influences from the radio and began experiencing them directly, sometimes from seeing successful acts in person (when The Doors came to the Convention Hall in August 1968, Bruce made sure he was there); other times, by sitting and watching the competition at the local afterhours clubs where time did not hang so heavy on his hands. He would later claim his infatuation with Dylan also stopped right about then, telling Paul Williams ‘I was into John Wesley Harding. [But] I never listened to anything after John Wesley Harding.’ (He was not alone.)

At around the same time he tuned out the AM radio station/s that had served as mentor and muse for his entire time as a teenager: ‘AM radio was fine right up until about 1967, when FM came in and started to play long cuts, without any commercials, and you could see the disappearance of the really good three-minute single.’ Springsteen did not immediately mourn this loss. In fact, he seems to have embraced the new gestalt, making his new combo, Earth, the FM equivalent of the strictly-AM Castiles. Modelled along the lines of great British three-piece bands like The Who (sic), Cream and the Jimi Hendrix Experience, Earth may have been devised to make Springsteen its all-singing, all-playing focal point, but the songs of Cream, Hendrix and the Yardbirds would be its credo. (The one surviving set-list contains three Hendrix songs and no less than seven drawn from Cream’s repertoire.)

That he was not quite ready to take on such a heavy burden of musical responsibility was evidenced by the rapid recruitment of a keyboard player, none other than former Castile Bob Alfano. Unfortunately for Bruce, the summary dissolution of that band had led Alfano to make other arrangements, forming Sunny Jim with fellow Castile, Vinny Manniello, so Springsteen could not always rely on Alfano being available. Sometimes he had to make do with a three-piece point of view.

If this arrangement was an unsatisfactory one, so was having to stick to songs Asbury Park audiences knew if he wanted to maintain a live presence on the Jersey shore. And Asbury Park audiences remained an identifiable type, as this homeboy knew only too well. His 1978 description of it as ‘the only beach-greaser town . . . it was like Newark by the sea,’ just about summed it up. (As he often joked, ‘If you got enough gas in your car you carry on to Atlantic City, if not then Asbury will just have to do.’) The loner’s own priorities, though, had not greatly changed: ‘I wanted to play the guitar, wanted to have a good band, and I devoted most of my energy to that. I had a few friends.’

At this point the one and only thing that set him apart was his dedication. Even the idea of getting a job and settling down gave him the jitters. (When his friend George Theiss got married in 1969, Bruce apparently told him straight out ‘You’ll never make it now.’) Boadwalk habitué Ken Viola told Marc Eliott ‘He was . . . the first person from that scene who never really worked a “day” job. Everybody else did, but not him. He never ate much, he’d crash at people’s places, he’d sleep on the beach. He was always saying he was going to make it as a musician, that was his big thing, “I’m going to make it, I’m going to make it.”’ Springsteen subsequently insisted he did have ‘a few small jobs before I started playing, but when I picked up that guitar, that was when I could walk down my own path.’ [DTR]

All he needed now was some fellow travellers who wanted to share the journey. And, much to his surprise, it turned out there were many like-minded people along the shore. They just needed a place to mingle, and to call their own. That place was The Upstage. It was founded by a local couple with an interest in music themselves, Margaret and Tom Potter (she was the Margaret in Margaret & The Distractions). When they ran into drummer Vini ‘Mad Dog’ Lopez at The Pixies Inn in Farthingdale, one evening in the winter of 1969, they told him straight out, ‘We’re gonna start this club in Asbury, it’s for jamming.’ It was a remarkably visionary ambition. To make the place even less lucrative, they didn’t serve booze, and so had no need of a licence:

Vini Lopez: The Upstage had two segments: it had an eight to twelve thing, for kids; and then, the one to five segment: you had to be 21 to get in, but there was still no alcohol. It was just a coffeehouse . . . It was just downstairs, then they put the upstairs in which was more of a rock-oriented room. Downstairs was more acousticy. It just evolved. It was a place for all the guitar players to knock each other off. When Bruce was there, there wasn’t anything else like that going on. [But] he just commanded the audience. In them days he was a guitar slinger. He just wanted to play music.

Bruce Springsteen: The Upstage Club was an anomaly . . . They served no booze. It was open from eight until five in the morning. I’m not sure how they did it! . . . [But] it was a place where bands came from Long Island, from Pennsylvania, all over, in the summertime – at the end of their gigs, they would go to the Upstage . . . So you saw everybody get up and play, just people from all over. And everyone [wondered] who was gonna be the next gunslinger . . . There were no amps; the amplifiers were in the walls . . . You would plug in, basically, to the wall, and this huge sound would come roaring out . . . No one had to bring any equipment. That was the point . . . You picked up whoever was there and played, and demonstrated your wares for whoever was around . . . I met most of the E Street Band there; and Southside Johnny. So it was a very pivotal place . . . / . . . When I walked in the first night Vini Lopez was on drums, Danny was on organ and it was a revelation because we had good musicians and there were people playing some original music. [2010/1999]

Up until the moment he found The Upstage, Springsteen had been just another lost soul looking for a scene. As he put it in 1975, ‘Straight . . . was all there was at the time. There were groups like the Rah Rahs and the Greasers, and I jumped back and forth, trying to figure out where I fit in, ’till I found out I didn’t fit in. I didn’t dig the scene that either [band] had happening. So consequently I didn’t do anything. I just kinda was.’ Hence the covers bands. It took The Upstage to convince him he could get away with playing his own material; that he would be allowed to stretch out and show everyone his self-loading pistol; and that there were musicians on tap who could play follow the leader.

As Springsteen suggests, the first night there he met Vini Lopez and Danny Federici, two key components in every band he formed between 1969 and 1974. According to Lopez, he had already introduced himself to the Earth frontman at a local Italian-American club, IAMA, when Springsteen enthused about the drummer’s spell in Sonny & The Starfires, a much-vaunted local covers band who regularly triumphed in those ubiquitous battles of the bands. (As Springsteen fondly recalled in a 2012 speech, these comprised ‘twenty bands at the Keyport Matawan Roller Dome in a battle to the death – so many styles . . . overlapping . . . You would have a doo wop singing group with full pompadours and matching suits, set up next to our band, playing a garage version of Them’s “Mystic Eyes,” . . . next to a full thirteen-piece soul show band.’)

Lopez told the young Bruce about this new club, ‘and ‘bout a month later me and Danny walk in and there he is playing, and we got up and jammed and we made a band.’ It would seem Springsteen probably went to The Upstage looking to make a specific connection. But even he can’t have imagined that pretty
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