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A NEW JERSEY BOY


DUTCH ORIGINS

Springsteen is of Italian, Irish, and Dutch descent. The Boss’s ancestors include Casper Springsteen and his wife Geertje, who were both born in Groningen, circa 1620, and left the United Provinces several years later for New Netherland (a Dutch colony between New England and Virginia). Interesting fact: the name Springsteen is derived from two Dutch words, spring and steen, meaning “leap” and “stone.”



New Jersey, to the south of New York State with the Atlantic Ocean to the east, has witnessed the arrival of successive waves of Europeans, starting with the first settlers from the United Provinces of the Netherlands in the 1630s. In the early 20th century, the population of the Garden State, as it is known, was 90 percent white and included large Irish and Italian Catholic communities. Bruce Springsteen belongs to both these groups, as well as to the Dutch community.

Bruce Frederick Joseph Springsteen was born on 23 September 1949 in Monmouth Medical Center, Long Branch, New Jersey, and raised in Freehold, a small town in central New Jersey. He is the son of Douglas Frederick “Dutch” Springsteen and Adele Ann Zerilli. Douglas was descended from the Dutch and the Irish on his father’s side (Frederick H Springsteen, son of Anthony Springsteen and Martha Ann O’Hagan) and from the Irish on his mother’s side (Alice Helena McNicolas), while Adele is of 100 percent Italian descent (her family originated from Campania and Sicily). Bruce’s father was an apprentice in a rug factory and, during the Second World War, he sailed on the Queen Mary to Europe where he took part in the Battle of the Bulge. When the war ended, he returned to Freehold where he had a number of jobs, including as a bus driver. He also worked on the production lines in the Ford factory in Edison, and was a regular in the local bars. “I was not my father’s favorite citizen,”1 Bruce Springsteen writes in his autobiography Born to Run, describing their complex relationship. “He loved me but he couldn’t stand me.”1 Adele, his mother, worked as a legal secretary at Lawyers Title Inc. “My mother showered me with affection,” he adds. “The love I missed from my father she tried to double up on and, perhaps, find the love she missed from my dad.”1

Bruce initially lived with his parents and younger sister Virginia (born in 1950) at his paternal grandparents’ home on 87 Randolph St. In 1955, the family moved to 39 ½ Institute St, then just before the family grew with the birth of Pamela in 1962, they moved to 68 South St. Young Bruce was educated at the St Rose of Lima Catholic school, where catechism classes were followed by English and math. “No matter how much I want to, no matter how hard I try, ‘the way things are’ eludes me,” he writes. “I desperately want to fit in but the world I have created with the unwarranted freedom from my grandparents has turned me into an unintentional rebel, an outcast weirdo misfit sissy boy. I am alienating, alienated, and socially homeless…I am seven years old.”1

For his grandmother’s love

Springsteen’s early inability to fit in can be explained by his overly intense relationship with Alice, grandmother on his father’s side. Traumatized by the loss of her daughter Virginia, who was knocked down and killed by a truck at the age of five, Alice poured all her affection into Bruce, her son’s firstborn. She wanted to protect him from the world, without and within, and in so doing she gradually took the place of the boy’s parents, Douglas and Adele. She was partly responsible for raising him, and let him run free and do what he wanted. So once the family had moved out of Randolph St, young Bruce would return to the sanctuary of his grandparents’ house as often as he could. “It was a place where I felt an ultimate security, full license, and a horrible, unforgettable, boundary-less love. It ruined me and it made me.”1 This all-encompassing love affected other relationships within the Springsteen clan, as well as Bruce’s own emotional balance. “For my grandmother’s love, I abandoned my parents, my sister, and much of the world itself,”1 he writes in his autobiography. This world collapsed in 1965 with the death of his extraordinary grandmother, and the future Boss would spend the rest of his life trying to recreate the feeling of security that had grown from the love she had lavished on him and the notion of total freedom she had inculcated in him.

The Elvis bombshell

When he was almost seven years old, Bruce Springsteen’s first musical bombshell hit him right between the eyes—or rather directly in the heart. On 9 September 1956, he was glued to the TV set like sixty million other Americans, watching Elvis Presley (mistakenly introduced by the actor Charles Laughton as Elvin Presley) perform on The Ed Sullivan Show. Don’t Be Cruel, Love Me Tender, Ready Teddy, Hound Dog—all the magic of rock ’n’ roll! “It was all there in his eyes, his face, the face of a Saturday night jukebox Dionysus, the shimmying eyebrows and rocking band,”1 Bruce writes in his autobiography. The next day, he persuaded his mother to take him to Diehl’s Music on South St and, because she couldn’t buy him a guitar, she rented one instead for $6 a week. New horizons beckoned: “One Saturday afternoon, I brought it home. And I sat on the living room couch. And I unlatched its full alligator case. And I slowly opened it up. And up from the green velvet lining came the sweet smell of a cherrywood cocktail of power, pleasure, salvation, dreams, dreams, dreams.”2 However, Bruce’s fingers were too small to go around the neck of the guitar. Discouraged by the technical difficulties of the instrument, which were insurmountable for the time being, he decided with a heavy heart to take it back to the store. But his day would come.

As more and more American teenagers fell for the charms of rock ’n’ roll and R&B, Springsteen felt a growing desire to become a musician and found himself absorbing the sounds of the late 1950s and early 1960s.

The Beatles revelation

Not long after that, The Beatles entered the life of the Freehold High School student. In January 1964, I Want To Hold Your Hand climbed to No.1 in the Billboard charts; a few days later, on 9 February, the Fab Four took America by storm: 73 million viewers for their first appearance on The Ed Sullivan Show. Another huge bombshell: Springsteen’s second musical revelation after Elvis. From then on, the four Englishmen from Liverpool occupied his every thought: “I lived for every Beatles’ record release. I searched the newsstands for every magazine with a photo I hadn’t seen and I dreamed…dreamed…dreamed…that it was me.”1

Beatlemania swept the United States at the same time as the British Invasion—The Rolling Stones, The Animals, The Dave Clark Five, Manfred Mann, and Herman’s Hermits were monopolizing the top spots in the American hit parades. Representing the Americans, there was Bob Dylan. After quitting the Midwest for Greenwich Village, and following the release of his second album, The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan (1963) and the impact of songs like Blowin’ in the Wind, Masters of War, and A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall, the songwriter had become the symbol of an America that was undergoing a profound transformation, and afforded the status of campus spokesperson.

The first bands

While still in high school, Springsteen earned some pocket money doing various domestic chores, and was able to buy a decent guitar that he would play as often as he could. This was the start of a long and hard apprenticeship on the instrument. Fingers on fire from plucking strings as thick as telephone wire, some unexpected help came in the form of his cousin Frank, an accordionist and guitar player, who taught him the secrets of tuning and guitar chords. The first rock song Bruce mastered was none other than Twist and Shout, a song popularized by The Beatles. Then, for Christmas 1964, his mother contributed half of the $69 he needed to buy his first electric guitar (amplifier included): a Japanese Kent Sunburst with a single microphone that he had spotted at Caiazzo’s Music on Center St. As soon as Bruce got home, he plugged in the little amp: “Its tiny six-inch speaker roared to life. It sounded awful, distorted beyond all recognition. The amp had one control, a volume knob. It was about the size of a large bread box but I was in the game,”1 he later said.

The Castiles

A few chords later, Springsteen started playing with a drummer friend, Donnie Powell, and they were soon joined by other budding Freehold musicians. The group initially called themselves The Merchants before changing their name to The Rogues in early 1965, just before their baptism of fire at the Freehold Elks Lodge on 1 February, which was followed by gigs at various high schools in town. Around June, Bruce Springsteen, on vocals and guitar, became a member of The Castiles, a band set up by George Theiss (another singer-guitarist) who had named it after his shampoo brand! The band had a string of gigs at clubs, high schools, drive-ins, and psychiatric hospitals. On 1 October 1966, the band was hired to play at the Hullabaloo Club, in Middletown, New Jersey. On the same day, Springsteen met someone that would have a decisive effect on his career: Steven Van Zandt, who became known as “Miami Steve” and later “Little Steven.” He was the Shadows’ guitarist (and no relation to Hank Marvin’s band) at the time. Springsteen was introduced to Van Zandt while he was having a short break from performing one night. Steve knew who Springsteen was because by then The Castiles were a well-known band. They got on well, and so began a long and deep friendship between the two musicians.

Bruce Springsteen remained a member of The Castiles until August 1968 (after 30 shows at the famous Café Wha?, in Greenwich Village, and a final appearance at Le Teendezvous, in New Shrewsbury, on 10 August). Meanwhile, he had replaced his Kent guitar with a teal-blue, solid-body Epiphone.


FIRST SINGLE

Bruce Springsteen first set foot in a recording studio, Mr. Music, in Bricktown, New Jersey, in May 1966. With The Castiles—George Theiss (guitar and vocals), Curt Fluhr (bass), Vinnie Maniello (drums), and Paul Popkin (tambourine and vocals)—he recorded two Springsteen-Theiss compositions: That’s What You Get and Baby I. The second song was released in September 2016 on the Chapter and Verse compilation to accompany the launch of his autobiography Born to Run.



Earth

Springsteen then formed a group called Earth with John Graham on bass and Michael Burke on drums, and shortly after, Bobby Alfano on organ. Armed with a new electric guitar, a Gibson Hollow Body, and a Danelectro amplifier, the young Springsteen decided to build on what Cream and The Jimi Hendrix Experience had been doing with psychedelic rock, with a repertoire that included Hendrix’s Purple Haze, Moby Grape’s Omaha, and songs by The Beatles and Rolling Stones, but also, in a completely different spirit, Leonard Cohen’s Suzanne.

As for Springsteen’s Gibson guitar, it was causing him a whole lot of trouble: he found the frets too widely spaced and the neck much longer than he was used to. But the sound it produced more than made up for these minor issues. A fortuitous encounter made him realize that he was playing a somewhat unusual instrument. After a concert, a kid came up with an explanation: “He walked up and congratulated me on the brilliant idea of stringing an old Gibson 6-string bass with guitar strings and playing it as a solo instrument. I nodded coolly while thinking, ‘Holy shit…it’s a 6-string bass!’”1 It was also around this time that he bought a 12-string Ovation and started composing his first acoustic songs, this time influenced by Bob Dylan, the British troubadour Donovan, and Tim Buckley. Indeed, Springsteen was very much inspired at the time by Tim Buckley, emulating his song-writing style and vocal approach, as well as playing a 12-string guitar (because that was the instrument played by Buckley).

Child, Steel Mill, and Dr Zoom and the Sonic Boom

Springsteen scoured the clubs of New Jersey, and in February 1969 set up a band called Child with Danny Federici on organ, Vinnie Roslin on bass, and Vini Lopez on drums. The band was renamed Steel Mill in November 1969.

In the late 1960s, after successfully avoiding the draft and the horrors of Vietnam, Springsteen dropped out of graduate school at Ocean County College and decided to become a professional musician. He was 19 years old. His parents did not approve, but they had already decided to leave New Jersey to start a new life in California. At first, they had considered living in Sausalito (north of the Golden Gate Bridge), home to the hippie counterculture, but then decided to settle in San Mateo. Springsteen stayed behind in the family home in Freehold, where the other members of Steel Mill now lived (until they were evicted), and organized more gigs, notably at the Upstage Club, in Asbury Park, and the Pandemonium in Wanamassa. The group also performed outside New Jersey in Randolph-Macon College, Virginia, in November 1969, and in major venues on the Californian rock scene such as the Avalon Ballroom, the Fillmore West, and The Matrix in January 1970 (as well as the Esalen Institute in Big Sur). In February 1970, a few weeks after the West Coast Tour, Steve Van Zandt replaced Vinnie Roslin on bass for Steel Mill, which became a five-man band with the arrival of singer Robbin Thompson in September. The band found a new name in the spring of 1971 (after Bruce dissolved Steel Mill in December 1970). They became Dr Zoom and the Sonic Boom as new musicians joined the core group of Springsteen, Van Zandt (who switched from bass to electic guitar), and Lopez. They were Garry Tallent on bass, David Sancious on keyboards, Southside Johnny on harmonica, Bobby Williams (also on drums), and The Zoomettes as backing singers.

The Bruce Springsteen Band

Two months later (after giving only two concerts in May 1971), Dr Zoom and the Sonic Boom was dead—long live The Bruce Springsteen Band! Featuring alongside the front man, Van Zandt, Tallent, Lopez, and Sancious were Harvey Cherlin on trumpet, Bobby Feigenbaum on sax, and backing singers Barbara Dinkins and Delores Holmes. As Springsteen explains, it was after Steel Mill that he decided to use his own name for the band and assume sole responsibility, something he says was one of the best decisions he ever made: “I didn’t want to get into any more decision-making squabbles or have any confusion about who set the creative direction of my music. I wanted the freedom to follow my ‘muse’ without unnecessary argument.”1

When it came to the choice of manager to take charge of the destiny of The Bruce Springsteen Band, he hired Carl Virgil West, who had managed Child, Steel Mill, and Dr Zoom and the Sonic Boom. Carl “Tinker” West was a Californian who had come to the East Coast in the early 1960s to set up a surfboard manufacturing company (Challenger Eastern Surfboards). “We needed a place to rehearse, and he said we could rehearse there [at Challenger Eastern Surfboards],” explains Bruce. “He got us two speakers and said he would be the manager. We said ‘okay.’ He said he’d just try and get us jobs. He said [it was] ’cause he liked the band.”3

A decisive meeting

Tinker knew a number of artistic directors and producers in New York. One day, in 1971, he asked Springsteen to accompany him to New York to meet Mike Appel, one of the key decision-makers at the Wes Farrell Organization, which was looking for songwriters. “Mike spieled me on who he was and what he could do (publish, produce, manage), and I played him a few songs that were the precursors to the songs I’d write for Greetings from Asbury Park,” Springsteen explains in his autobiography. “Mike expressed some interest.”1

The young songwriter and the New York producer arranged to meet up again after a tour of California. On 14 February 1972, to be precise, Springsteen got back in touch with Mike Appel and played him some of his compositions—enough to fill a whole album—but this time in the presence of Appel’s partner Jimmy Cretecos and the journalist Bob Spitz. Springsteen recalls in his autobiography how, in just a few seconds, he was compared to Bob Dylan, Shakespeare, James Joyce, and even Bozo the Clown. Blown away by the extraordinary talent of this 22-year-old singer-songwriter, Appel said to him: “Bruce, I don’t think you’re going to find anybody who’s going to love your stuff any more than I do.”3 Appel then promptly resigned from the Wes Farrell Organization in March to dedicate himself entirely to his young singer-songwriter. Shortly after, Springsteen signed a contract with Laurel Canyon Productions, the company Mike Appel set up with the producer Jimmy Cretecos on 75 East 55th Street in New York. The contract committed the company to producing Springsteen’s next five albums and selling them to a major label, for which Springsteen would receive 50 percent of the royalties, but none of the publishing rights. Appel’s management approach was modeled on that of Elvis and the Colonel, and it was agreed that they would split everything equally between them.

The die was cast. From then on, the artist’s future would largely depend on Mike Appel and Jimmy Cretecos, whose mission was to get their protégé signed up to a major record label. Bruce Springsteen’s apprenticeship was over. The phase that was now beginning would take him to the pinnacle of the rock world and earn him the well-deserved sobriquet, “the Boss.”

Columbia’s new Dylan

As soon as the contract between Bruce Springsteen and Laurel Canyon Productions was signed, Mike Appel began calling the New York record companies. His first stop was Atlantic Records, to no avail. The producer then tried his luck with Columbia Records (and also Elektra Records). The secretary of the famous talent scout, John Hammond, answered the phone at Columbia Records. An appointment was scheduled for Wednesday, 2 May 1972. “Appel took the chair on my left, the young man with the guitar sat down in the far corner,”4 writes John Hammond in his autobiography. Springsteen started playing It’s Hard to Be a Saint in the City. “He launched into an extraordinary piece filled with street imagery. I heard immediately that he was both a born poet and an extremely good guitar player. I kept a lid on my excitement; I didn’t want Appel to see how impressed I was.”4

That evening, John Hammond asked Sam Hood, the owner of the Gaslight Café, in Greenwich Village, to let Bruce Springsteen perform there; he wanted to see what he was capable of onstage. The following day, he booked Springsteen a small studio at CBS Records: Studio B on 52nd Street. In less than two hours, Springsteen recorded 14 songs. Clive Davis, the record label boss, listened to the tape and immediately shared John Hammond’s enthusiasm. The producer and the record industry tycoon were firmly convinced that they had just discovered the new Bob Dylan, no less! The contract included an advance of $65,000, with a guaranteed minimum of $25,000 and $40,000 for the recording, which would only cost $11,000! Springsteen was therefore able to buy his first Fender guitar and, not long after, his first Harley-Davidson.


For Springsteen Addicts

On 20 July 1969, while Springsteen and Steel Mill were getting ready to perform in the Pandemonium, a Jersey Shore club, some of the customers in the room decided that they would rather watch the TV broadcasting the historical event of the decade: the first moonwalk. The atmosphere quickly turned sour and the musicians were manhandled out of the club!




When Tinker discovered Springsteen in the Upstage Club, he tried to set him up with Janis Joplin’s band, who were looking for a guitarist at the time. But he got nowhere.






PORTRAIT



MIKE APPEL: THE MAN WHO DISCOVERED THE BOSS

Mike Appel had already made a name for himself on the New York music scene when he met Bruce Springsteen in November 1971. He had just had an unexpected hit with Doesn’t Somebody Want To Be Loved (No.6 in the Billboard charts in February 1971), a song that he cowrote with Jimmy Cretecos and Wes Farrell for David Cassidy and The Partridge Family.

Mike Appel was born in Queens, New York, on 27 October 1942 and, like Bruce Springsteen, had Irish Catholic roots on his mother’s side. His father was Jewish; a real estate agent who had made his fortune from the economic boom on Long Island in the 1950s. Appel converted to the new religion of rock ’n’ roll, thanks mainly to Chuck Berry and Carl Perkins, and set up his first band (The Humbugs) at the age of 16, followed shortly after by his baptism of fire in a recording studio. In the following years, he continued his apprenticeship in various groups, notably The Balloon Farm (named after Andy Warhol’s club) with whom he recorded Farmer Brown’s Ole Mill Pond and A Question of Temperature for Laurie Records. The latter made it into the US Top 40 in February 1968.

Springsteen and Laurel Canyon Management

After a period in the Marines that left its mark on him, Mike Appel went back to the music world, not just as a songwriter but also as a producer at H&L Music, the production company founded by songwriters Hugo Peretti and Luigi Creatore (who were responsible for creating hits with the likes of Sam Cooke, The Isley Brothers, and Elvis Presley). It was around this time that Appel struck up a friendship with the songwriter Jimmy Cretecos whose song, Lay a Little Lovin’ On Me (cowritten with Jeff Barry and Robin McNamara) was his ticket into the Wes Farrell Organization. In turn, Appel was also hired by Wes Farrell’s company, where he worked with the Osmond Brothers and the pioneering heavy-metal trio Sir Lord Baltimore on the Kingdom Come album (December 1970).

In November 1971, almost a year after the release of Kingdom Come, Mike Appel received a call from Tinker, suggesting that he meet a young singer, guitarist, and songwriter. “Springsteen comes up to the writers’ room of the Wes Farrell Organization,” Appel recounts. “He was wearing ripped-up jeans and a T-shirt. He said he wanted to get an album deal with a major label. I remember he looked at me and said, ‘I’m tired of being a big fish in a little pond.’ ‘Fine,’ I said, ‘let’s hear what you’ve got.’ So he sat down at the piano and played only two songs. The first was the most boring thing I’d ever heard in my entire life. But the second had something. It was a song about dancing with a girl who was deaf, dumb, and blind with a lyric that included, ‘They danced all night to a silent band...’ It was a very weird line and stuck in my head, as did the way he sang, with an intensity I couldn’t believe.”3

Nevertheless, Mike Appel suggested to Springsteen that he compose some new songs and come back to see him, which is what Springsteen did in February 1972, with It’s Hard to Be a Saint in the City, Henry Boy, and The Angel. This time Appel was convinced, and decided to sign him. Better still, in March 1972, he quit the Wes Farrell Organization and set up Laurel Canyon Productions with Jimmy Cretecos to produce Springsteen, Laurel Canyon Management to manage him, and Sioux City Music Inc. for his songwriting.

Discord and reconciliation

In the weeks after the contract was signed between the Laurel Canyon Companies, Sioux City, and Bruce Springsteen, a meeting was set up with John Hammond. The audition was a huge success: Springsteen became a Columbia artist. Appel subsequently coproduced the first three albums, Greetings from Asbury Park, N.J., The Wild, the Innocent, and the E Street Shuffle (with Cretecos), and Born to Run (with Springsteen and Jon Landau). It was during the Born to Run sessions that Springsteen decided to change tack and invite Jon Landau, the journalist who had previously praised Springsteen’s work in his column in The Real Paper of Cambridge (Massachusetts), to join his team as coproducer and manager. As a result, Mike Appel lost overall control of his protégé. It was an artistic split, but also a breach of contract between the artist and Laurel Canyon-Sioux City. A long legal battle ensued (see Toward Purity and Austerity, here) before an agreement was reached in 1977 (which meant that Darkness on the Edge of Town could then be recorded). The two men were only reconciled in November 2009, when Bruce Springsteen invited his ex-producer to the final show of his Working on a Dream Tour. By then, Appel had long since left the music scene. He and Marc Eliot coauthored the book Down Thunder Road: The Making of Bruce Springsteen.



ALBUM

GREETINGS FROM ASBURY PARK, N.J.

RELEASE DATE

United States: 5 January 1973

Reference: Columbia Records – KC 31903






• Blinded by the Light

• Growin’ Up

• Mary Queen of Arkansas

• Does This Bus Stop at 82nd Street?

• Lost in the Flood

• The Angel

• For You

• Spirit in the Night

• It’s Hard to Be a Saint in the City

Outtakes:

• Arabian Nights

• Visitation at Fort Horn

• Jazz Musician

• Lady and the Doctor

• Cowboys of the Sea

• Two Hearts in True Waltz Time

• Street Queen

• The Chosen





THE ALBUM OF AN EVOLVING SINGER-SONGWRITER


THE WHOLE ALBUM LIVE

Springsteen and the E Street Band played the whole of Greetings from Asbury Park, N.J. live for the first time on 22 November 2009, at the HSBC Arena in Buffalo, New York.



What is the musical flavor of Bruce Springsteen’s first album? Clive Davis and John Hammond heard a folk singer who sounded like Bob Dylan in his early days, or contemporary artists such as James Taylor and Jackson Browne, despite Springsteen’s previous stage experiences with more rock ’n’ roll-style bands. “He’s much farther along, much more developed than Bobby [Dylan] was when he came to me,”5 Hammond remarked. However, Springsteen did not want to be cast in the role of “folky” singer-songwriter that was expected of him; he wanted to work with a band. A compromise was eventually reached. “On Greetings I managed to bring in my homeboys Vini Lopez, Davey Sancious, and Garry Tallent,” he explains in his autobiography Born to Run, “with a cameo performance by Steve Van Zandt shaking my Danelectro amp’s reverb unit at the intro to Lost in the Flood. Steve was to be on the record but we opted out of electric guitar in my concession to the singer-songwriter I was signed to be.”1 In other words, Greetings from Asbury Park, N.J. is a record by a young rock musician transformed into a folk-rock songwriter, and not the other way round.

Springsteen began writing his album in early 1972, just after signing with Mike Appel and Jimmy Cretecos: “I went home and started to work on the songs for Greetings from Asbury Park, N.J.”6 It came easily to him, as his producers were expecting a mostly acoustic record: “From the late ’60s on, I always had a notebook full of acoustic songs,”6 he explains. He found inspiration at the back of a former beauty salon under his Asbury Park apartment. “There I had an Aeolian spinet piano my aunt had given me, and amid the old hairdryers and washing sinks, I wrote the songs that comprised Greetings.”6 He would later state that this was the only album where he worked on the words first, then the music. “I never wrote in that style again,”6 he said.

Nine songs: the start of the epic adventure

The nine songs on this first musical confession were largely autobiographical—a young songwriter from New Jersey expressing what was on his mind as he set out to conquer New York. “That record reflects the mood I was in at that particular time,” he said in 1974. “You know, the fact of having to come into the city from where I was living, and I didn’t have a band, so it all contributed to that kind of down feel. But toward the end of the record I started pulling out of it with songs like Spirit in the Night, which started to get into a whole different feel.”7 His still raw memories of adolescence pervade the album, from Blinded by the Light, to the numerous references to New Jersey, to It’s Hard to Be a Saint in the City, where there are implicit references to his Catholic education and his love-hate relationship with the big city. Does This Bus Stop at 82nd Street? alludes to his difficult relationship with his father and his early days as a songwriter, as does the aforementioned Spirit in the Night.

However, four songs escape this introspective feel. Mary Queen of Arkansas may have historical connotations, while Lost in the Flood evokes the war in Vietnam; For You is both sentimental and heroic; and The Angel tackles for the first time a theme that would become central to the New Jersey songwriter: the imagery of the open road and the freedom it offers. The strong imagery, notably in Blinded by the Light and Mary Queen of Arkansas, is inherited as much from the Beat Generation poets (Jack Kerouac and Allen Ginsberg) as it is from Bob Dylan.

The first album of a promising career

Greetings from Asbury Park, N.J. was available in American record stores from 5 January 1973 (outside the United States, Columbia was distributed by CBS Records). Springsteen was stunned when he first saw his record: “Somebody brought down a copy of Greetings from Asbury Park, N.J., and pulled it out of the sleeve. It was on that red Columbia label and, to me, it was like an impossibility, because I pulled Highway 61 Revisited [by Dylan] out of that sleeve with the red label on it. Seeing my name on that red label was quite miraculous.”7 The decision to release the album after the Christmas vacation—a particularly lucrative period for the record industry—seems surprising to say the least, because no one at the record company really expected the album to succeed. So, it is all the more astonishing that Columbia actually accompanied the release of the record with a genuine promotional campaign. An article about the campaign appeared in Rolling Stone magazine in April 1973: “A member of the press would get a phone call from the publicity department at Columbia and be told he would receive an advance copy of a record by a new artist (not unusual), and after he had a chance to listen to it, President Clive Davis would appreciate a call to get his reaction (highly unusual). Meanwhile, visitors to the CBS Building encountered publicity personnel and suited executives alike greeting people with the question, ‘Hi…have you heard Bruce Springsteen yet?’”8 Bruce Springsteen and Columbia nevertheless had to wait several months before a favorable review appeared, once again thanks to the essential Rolling Stone magazine (and penned by the inimitable Lester Bangs): “He’s been influenced a lot by The Band, his arrangements tend to take on a Van Morrison tinge every now and then, and he sort of catarrh-mumbles his ditties in a disgruntled mushmouth sorta like Robbie Robertson on Quaaludes with Dylan barfing down the back of his neck. It’s a tuff combination, but it’s only the beginning.”9

While Greetings from Asbury Park, N.J. was musically promising, it initially only achieved modest commercial success, selling just 25,000 copies (or 23,000, depending on the source) in the first year of its release. It was not until 1975, thanks to the huge impact of Born to Run, that it entered the Billboard charts. It has since been certified gold in 1978, then multi-platinum in 1992.

The sleeve

Once the songs on Springsteen’s first album had been recorded, Columbia Records’ idea was to present him to the press and public as a new artist from the New York scene. However, the songwriter from Freehold was determined to emphasize his connections with New Jersey, where he had been born 23 years earlier. His idea came in the form of a postcard that he had purchased while walking along the pier in Asbury Park. Written on it were the words “Greetings from Asbury Park N.J.” and inside the letters A S B U R Y P A R K were illustrations of the town, including the pier, the beaches, and the ocean. Against Mike Appel’s better judgment, Bruce Springsteen presented his project to Columbia. “Like the main reason I put it on that first album (as the title) was because they were pushing for this big New York thing—this, this big town,” Springsteen admitted to Ray Coleman of Melody Maker in November 1975. “I said, ‘Wait, you guys are nuts or something. I’m from Asbury Park, New Jersey. Can you dig it? NEW JERSEY.’ I wasn’t too cool. I said, ‘I want this on the album cover.’”10 Finally, Columbia’s artistic director John Berg took the young songwriter’s side and work began on the album cover that Springsteen wanted.

On the back, a photograph of the smiling young songwriter appears inside the printed image of a stamp. The photograph was taken by Fred Lombardi. Inside, an insert made to look like a postcard features handwritten credits for the album.


The handwritten credits on the album insert contain some spelling mistakes: Lahav is spelled Lehav; Clemons, Clemmons; and Garry, Gary.



The recording

Laurel Canyon received an advance of $65,000 from Columbia Records and allocated $40,000 to the production of Bruce Springsteen’s first album, which ultimately cost only $11,000 to make. The studios chosen for the recording were 914 Sound Recording Studios, 34 Route 303, in the hamlet of Blauvelt, in Rockland County (whose dialing code was 914 until 2000), 30 miles (48km) from New York. Mike Appel and Jimmy Cretecos had already worked there. “We were very friendly with Brooks Arthur [the owner and recording engineer] and thought it would be a good studio, away from the New York studios where you’d have people coming in for the next session and you’d have to get out whether you were finished or not. Up there we had a kind of freedom.”3 However, the 914 Sound Recording Studios were not exactly state-of-the-art: they had been installed in an old garage with fairly mediocre acoustics and a leaking roof. A real “crapper,”11 Springsteen would later say—a rather harsh opinion because he nevertheless recorded his song Born to Run there in 1974.

In Down Thunder Road: The Making of Bruce Springsteen, the book he wrote in collaboration with Marc Eliot, Mike Appel points out that, contrary to what people have said, the Greetings from Asbury Park, N.J. sessions did not begin in June 1972, but in the August, and carried on into September. Mike Appel and Jimmy Cretecos were the producers; there was a union engineer from Columbia Records and another recording engineer, Louis (sometimes spelled Luis) Lahav, who had been a paratrooper in Israel before coming to America and getting to know Appel and Cretecos. Lahav, a former assistant at A&R Studios, recalls the first time he met the future Boss: “One day, in 1973, a producer named Mike Appel brought a young and practically unknown artist to the studio, with whom I immediately fell in love. It was Bruce Springsteen and we made two records almost right on the spot.”12 Larry Alexander was also present as Lahav’s assistant. Alexander would go on to have a brilliant career, working with artists such as David Bowie, Diana Ross, Steely Dan, and Paul McCartney, to name but a few. Right from the very first session, the atmosphere was tense because Columbia Records insisted on using its own recording engineer, maintaining that he absolutely must be involved in the recording process. Mike Appel saw things differently and moved heaven and earth to get Louis Lahav on the job. Finally, after many exhausting negotiations, witnessed by a perplexed Springsteen who was patiently waiting to get down to work, the decision was made to leave Lahav on the console, but pay the Columbia recording engineer his full salary to sit in a corner reading the newspapers.

A difficult delivery

Although Mike Appel has stated that recording began in August, Springsteen did start recording some solo acoustic tracks, probably on 7 June. The first versions of Street Queen, Arabian Nights, Growin’ Up, and Lady and the Doctor were completed around that date. But as Springsteen felt the need to play as a band, he brought his musicians together at the end of June with his producers’ approval. He subsequently carried on recording acoustic versions alone. When everyone listened to the results, two conflicting camps emerged: Hammond and Appel were determined to have a mainly acoustic album whereas Springsteen and Cretecos preferred more of a rock style. As explained earlier, they came to a compromise: half of the album would be with the band (Growin’ Up, Does This Bus Stop at 82nd Street?, Lost in the Flood, For You, It’s Hard to Be a Saint in the City) and the other half would be mostly solo (Mary Queen of Arkansas, The Angel, Jazz Musician, Arabian Nights, and Visitation at Fort Horn).

On 10 August, Appel and Cretecos sent a copy of the album to Columbia for approval. They were confident of the outcome. Clive Davis listened to it and, to their great surprise, the tape was immediately returned to sender. The tape was accompanied by a note explicitly stating that Davis did not think the album contained any hits or anything that could be played on the radio. There was only one thing for it: over the next few days, Springsteen composed Spirit in the Night and Blinded by the Light, which were then recorded and included with the other songs on the first album. As a result, Jazz Musician, Arabian Nights, and Visitation at Fort Horn were definitively excluded from the tracklisting. Although the recordings appear to have been spread out from June to October, in actual fact it took only three weeks to complete the main versions of the songs for the album over two concentrated periods in June and September (the last overdubs were done on 26 October).

Big Man and the others

For Blinded by the Light and Spirit in the Night, Springsteen called on Clarence “Big Man” Clemons, the irreplaceable sax player who would be one of the figures forever associated with what became the E Street Band.

At Columbia’s request, Steve Van Zandt was not involved in the recording (although he had a prior commitment anyway as a sideman with The Dovells). The other musicians accompanying the future Boss in the studio were Vincent Lopez (who would become known as Vini “Mad Dog” Lopez) on drums, Garry Tallent on bass, and David Sancious on keyboards, all of whom had previously played with Dr Zoom and the Sonic Boom (Lopez had also been in Child and Steel Mill). Sancious and Tallent were not available in September, as they were busy at Alpha Sound Studios, in Richmond, Virginia, so Harold Wheeler helped out on piano for Blinded by the Light and Spirit in the Night, while Richard Davis stepped in to play double bass for The Angel.

Technical details

The 914 Sound Recording Studios were founded by the producer and recording engineer Brooks Arthur, in October 1970, as a subsidiary of A&R Studios. Brooks, who produced and collaborated with artists such as Van Morrison, Neil Diamond, and The Shangri-Las, set up the studios in partnership with Phil Ramone, Donald Frey, and Art Ward; he retained 50 percent of the shares and the three others held the remaining 50 percent between them. Hank Cattaneo built the studio on the site of an old garage. Besides Springsteen, other artists who worked at the studio included James Taylor, Blood, Sweat & Tears, Dusty Springfield, the Ramones, and Janis Ian—who recorded the 1974 album Between the Lines there (featuring the hit At Seventeen), which reached the top spot on the Billboard album chart in September 1975. The 914 Sound Recording Studios closed in 1978, after Springsteen had recorded his first two albums as well as part of Born to Run there.

On the technical side, the console, built by Neil Monsey, had 32 inputs and outputs, each equipped with a Melchoir equalizer. The tape recorder was a Scully 288 Series 16-track, 2-inch, connected to a DBX, while the monitors were a pair of huge Altecs. For the reverb, there were two echo chambers: an EMT 140 plate and an AKG BX-10. Brooks says that he recorded Springsteen’s vocals using a Neumann U47 microphone.

The instruments

For this first album, Springsteen recorded mainly with an acoustic guitar. Given the mediocre quality of his own instrument, Larry Alexander, the assistant recording engineer, says that he lent Springsteen his own Martin D-28. As for the electric guitar used on Blinded by the Light, the question is whether in September 1972 Springsteen already had his Telecaster with the Esquire neck, which was the 1950s model purchased from Phil Petillo (see The Instruments). This is far from certain because, although in his autobiography Springsteen mentions using it in January 1973, he does not state when he purchased it. He could have used his Gibson Les Paul Gold Top which he played when he was with Steel Mill and The Bruce Springsteen Band. However, it does not sound like the Gibson. He may also have used a 12-string guitar to record Does This Bus Stop at 82nd Street?, probably the Ovation that he bought in 1969. As for the amplifier, he says in his autobiography that he had a Danelectro amp, the one that Steve Van Zandt shook for the intro to Lost in the Flood. Finally, Springsteen plays the bass on two tracks: Blinded by the Light and Spirit in the Night. The guitar is a 1963 Fender Precision Bass (Serial #L64990) which The Balloon Farm used to record their 1968 hit A Question of Temperature, a song composed by none other than Mike Appel who was also lead vocalist and guitarist. The guitar belonged to Jay Saks, the band’s bass player.


For Springsteen Addicts

Coincidentally, Laurel Canyon Productions, at 75 East 55th St, in Manhattan, was in the same building as the office of Albert Grossman, Bob Dylan’s manager. “He was always very polite but on Mars,” Mike Appel recalls. “Albert was out there somewhere. But we did have something in common: the only toilet bowl shared by Dylan and Springsteen.”3





BLINDED BY THE LIGHT

Bruce Springsteen / 5’02

Musicians

Bruce Springsteen: vocals, acoustic guitar, electric guitar, bass

Harold Wheeler: piano

Clarence Clemons: saxophone, backing vocals

Vini “Mad Dog” Lopez: drums

Unidentified musicians: organ, tambourine

Recording

914 Sound Recording Studios, Blauvelt, New York State: 11 September 1972

Technical team

Producers: Mike Appel, Jim Cretecos

Recording engineer: Louis Lahav

Assistant recording engineer: Larry Alexander


COVER

Blinded by the Light became a huge hit for the English rock group, Manfred Mann’s Earth Band. Their version went to No.1 in the United States in December 1976 (and No.6 in the United Kingdom in August 1976). Was this down to a change of lyrics? “Cut loose like a deuce [the 1932 Ford hot rod]” in the original was replaced by Chris Hamlet Thompson singing “revved up like a deuce,” which many listeners heard as douche! Springsteen was clearly amused: “I have a feeling that that is why the song sky-rocketed to No.1.”13 But the excellent rendition by Manfred Mann should not be underestimated. A must-listen.



Genesis and lyrics

Blinded by the Light did not originally feature on Greetings from Asbury Park, N.J. Like Spirit in the Night, Bruce Springsteen wrote the song after Clive Davis rejected the album in its initial form because he felt that it did not contain any potential hits. “I […] came home, busted out my rhyming dictionary, and wrote Blinded by the Light,”1 Springsteen explains in his autobiography. The song was largely inspired by the melody of the demo track Henry Boy that he had recorded in June 1972 at Mediasound Studios, in New York, and which features on the 2016 Chapter and Verse compilation album.

This opening track of Springsteen’s first album is an impassioned rereading of his own adolescence. He explains this in detail on the DVD VH1 Storytellers—On Stage: “So it was really a young musician’s tale. Kind of a litany of adventures and it was rather on the autobiographical side.”13 He goes on to explain the title of the song: “I wanted to get blinded by the light, I wanted to do things I hadn’t done and see things I hadn’t seen.”13 It is obvious that the boy from New Jersey wanted to burn his bridges, sling his guitar over his shoulder, and set out to conquer New York.

The verses also draw on the songwriter’s own experience. The expression “madman drummers” explicitly refers to Vini Lopez, the E Street Band drummer, known as “Mad Man” (then “Mad Dog”), while “Indians in the summer” alludes to the songwriter’s favorite baseball team when he lived in Freehold. “Teenage diplomat” is a reference to himself, with “a boulder on my shoulder”—a symbol of oppression. He also includes memories of the YMCA and his first sexual stirrings (“the adolescent pumps his way into his hat”). Inevitably, this invites comparisons with Bob Dylan’s Bringing It All Back Home and Highway 61 Revisited. “And go-cart Mozart was checkin’ out the weather chart to see if it was safe to go outside” could have been borrowed from the couplet: “You don’t need a weather man to know which way the wind blows” in Dylan’s Subterranean Homesick Blues.

Blinded by the Light (in a shortened 3’58 version) was released as a single with The Angel on the B-side in February 1973 but did not make it into the Billboard charts. Why February, which is traditionally a bad month to launch a record? “Because they [the record company] didn’t believe it had a chance to go Top 40,” explains Mike Appel. “And they were right.”3 However, that did not stop Bruce Springsteen performing the song regularly onstage—the first time was most probably at the Captain’s Garter in Neptune City, New Jersey, on 30 January 1972.

Production

Jon Landau, a journalist at Rolling Stone magazine, was listening to his car radio when he was grabbed by a particular song: “Blinded by the Light, one of the cuts on Greetings, was on,” he recounts. “I didn’t know who it was, but I thought it was a great song and a great singer, an exciting record. It sounded like—a bit like The Band, the group The Band. I wondered, who was that? It was identified at the end. I made a mental note.”3 Good job too, because, thanks to this track, not that long after Landau would meet the singer in question, become his manager, and go on to coproduce many of his albums. Blinded by the Light unquestionably already had this immediately recognizable force and resonance that would soon become known as the Springsteen sound. Rather surprising, perhaps, because the only musicians present at the recording session on 11 September were Springsteen himself, Vincent Lopez, Clarence Clemons, and Harold Wheeler, a musician who was not part of the songwriter’s inner circle. Springsteen poured all his talent and energy into this piece, showing such conviction that it left no one indifferent. Hence Jon Landau’s reaction.

The introduction is structured around three guitars: the first, an electric guitar, starts with a country-rock lick; the second, an acoustic guitar (the Martin D-28); then a third, electric again, for the solo parts. Was Springsteen using his Fender Telecaster with the Esquire neck? It’s hard to tell. The introduction continues with the drums, bass, piano, and saxophone coming in. This is followed by a short liaison in which the electric guitar adopts a rhythmic pattern similar to the one used on The Doobie Brothers’ smash hit Listen to the Music, which was released in early September 1972 (listen from 0’12 onward).

Springsteen then attacks the first verse with a warm voice, not yet perfectly mastered or polished, but already unique and luminous. When the record was released, critics rushed to compare him to Bob Dylan, but the resemblance is definitely not in the voice; Springsteen was a real singer, and Dylan, without wishing to be pejorative, was more of a storyteller than a singer. However, there is an obvious Van Morrison influence, notably from the Wild Night track on the Tupelo Honey album (1971). In the chorus, Clarence Clemons supports the lead vocal with his powerful voice, and Springsteen harmonizes with him in the last line (at 1’33).

The piece continues with alternating verses/choruses, a bridge at 2’37, and a coda starting at 4’29. The overall result is positive, with Springsteen performing the three guitar parts, the bass, and the vocals himself. He is supported by a piano accompaniment that is unfortunately buried too deep in the mix. It is performed by the excellent Harold Wheeler who also worked with Burt Bacharach and Nina Simone, among others. Clemons contributes some very R&B parts on the saxophone and Vini Lopez is solid on the drum part which, sadly, sometimes sounds a bit “cardboard cutout” because the sound recording is too dry. Note: A tambourine can be heard from 3’22, while a sustained note on the organ appears from the first verse (at 0’36).



GROWIN’ UP

Bruce Springsteen / 3’05

Musicians

Bruce Springsteen: vocals, acoustic guitar

David Sancious: piano

Garry Tallent: bass

Vini “Mad Dog” Lopez: drums

Recording

914 Sound Recording Studios, Blauvelt, New York State: 7 and 27 June 1972

Technical team

Producers: Mike Appel, Jim Cretecos

Recording engineer: Louis Lahav

Assistant recording engineer: Larry Alexander


For Springsteen Addicts

Bruce Springsteen surprised the crowd when he invited a young fan up onstage to play Growin’ Up with him at a concert in Brisbane, Australia, on 16 February 2017.




COVER

David Bowie recorded a superb version of Growin’ Up in 1973, with Ronnie Wood on guitar, during the Diamond Dogs sessions. Bowie was the first artist to do a cover of a Springsteen song. The recording featured as a bonus track on the rerelease of Pinups in 1990.



Genesis and lyrics

Growin’ Up is one of the three songs (along with It’s Hard to Be a Saint in the City and Mary Queen of Arkansas) that Bruce Springsteen successfully performed for John Hammond at Columbia Records. Once again, he wrote and recorded the song under the benign influence of Bob Dylan. Like the composer of Chimes of Freedom and Like a Rolling Stone, he employed a whole range of metaphors to partially lift the veil on his adolescence. “I hid in the clouded wrath of the crowd/But when they said, ‘Sit down,’ I stood up.” This first refrain is probably the one that best summarizes the teenager’s feelings as a high school student in Freehold—an uncontrollable but healthy need to rebel and not conform. This is indeed what he sings in the second verse: “I broke all the rules.”

In fact, throughout the song, Bruce Springsteen, who claims he went straight from childhood to adulthood, expresses his refusal to fit the mold and accept the authority of his elders. He says he was the “cosmic kid” who “found the key to the universe in the engine of an old parked car.” What could be more typically rock ’n’ roll? Bruce Springsteen has performed Growin’ Up around 600 times, starting with the Captain’s Garter show, in Neptune City, on 30 January 1972.

Production

The first studio take was on 3 May 1972. Springsteen recorded a demo of several songs for Columbia Records (these appear on the Tracks box set, which was released in 1998). Then in June he traveled out to 914 Sound Recording Studios, probably for two sessions on 7 and 27 June. It is the 27 June version that features on the album, and it was probably the first song that he recorded in the 914 Studios. He brought in Garry Tallent and David Sancious, two ex-members of Dr Zoom and the Sonic Boom, and also Vini “Mad Dog” Lopez, a former member of Steel Mill, to accompany him.

Growin’ Up is structured around three verses and three refrains. David Sancious on piano gets the track rolling. His lyrical playing, which was influenced by R&B, works wonders (particularly his solo at 1’42). He is accompanied by two acoustic guitars in stereo. The drum and the bass come in at the third line to provide dynamic country-rock-style support, backed by a tambourine in the first refrain (at 0’45). Bruce’s rendition already displays the force that would make him one of the great singer-songwriters of his generation.



MARY QUEEN OF ARKANSAS

Bruce Springsteen / 5’20

Musician

Bruce Springsteen: vocals, guitar, harmonica

Recording

914 Sound Recording Studios, Blauvelt, New York State: 26–27 June 1972

Technical team

Producers: Mike Appel, Jim Cretecos

Recording engineer: Louis Lahav

Assistant recording engineer: Larry Alexander


For Springsteen Addicts

On 22 April 1984, a promotional disc including a live version of Mary Queen of Arkansas, recorded on 31 January 1973 at Springsteen’s first show at Max’s Kansas City in New York, was sent out to radio stations to celebrate the 500th broadcast of the radio show the King Biscuit Flower Hour.



Genesis and lyrics

Who was Bruce Springsteen thinking of when he wrote Mary Queen of Arkansas? Particularly intriguing is the sentence: “You’re not man enough for me to hate or woman enough for kissing.” The songwriter kept everyone wondering until 2014, when he confided that the subject of the song was the love a man felt for a transvestite. Looking at the title, the song could also have been influenced by Charles Jarrott’s film Mary, Queen of Scots, starring Vanessa Redgrave. The movie, which Springsteen would have seen when it was first screened in New York in February 1972, recounts the dramatic destiny of the Scottish queen who was beheaded in 1587. Springsteen was raised a Catholic, so this lyric may also be a reference to Mary, the mother of Jesus, or perhaps it simply refers to a woman that the narrator once loved despite their many relationship problems: “I don’t understand how you can hold me so tight and love me so damn loose,” sings Springsteen at the end of the song. In one way or another, it is the story of an impossible love. A love seen as a dangerous game, with the narrator comparing himself to a “lonely acrobat” for whom “the live wire is my trade.”

Production

Mary Queen of Arkansas was one of the demos recorded by Phil Giambalvo on 3 May at CBS’s Studio B on 52nd St (and features on the Tracks box set from 1998). “Springsteen immediately impressed me,” the recording engineer said. “He was cordial, friendly, and a little awed at being at the CBS studios.”14 Although John Hammond was not hugely keen on this version, it has a particular charm, probably more so than the one that Bruce produced for Louis Lahav’s microphones on 26 and 27 June.

On 26 June, Springsteen laid down the vocals and the acoustic guitar. The next day, he overdubbed his superb harmonica part. He starts with an introduction on his Martin D-28, creating a rhythmic effect with the palm of his right hand (at 0’08). The harmonica heightens the atmosphere with melancholic flourishes, along with a deep reverberation from the EMT 140 plate. Springsteen’s voice gently resonates warmth. He pours his heart and soul into telling his story. Springsteen was definitely talented; Appel and Hammond were not mistaken.



DOES THIS BUS STOP AT 82ND STREET?

Bruce Springsteen / 2’05

Musicians

Bruce Springsteen: vocals, acoustic guitars

David Sancious: piano

Garry Tallent: bass

Vini “Mad Dog” Lopez: drums

Recording

914 Sound Recording Studios, Blauvelt, New York State: 26–27 June, 12 July 1972

Technical team

Producers: Mike Appel, Jim Cretecos

Recording engineer: Louis Lahav

Assistant recording engineer: Larry Alexander

Genesis and lyrics

Does This Bus Stop at 82nd Street? is another song drawn from the songwriter’s personal experience. It was a memory of his father who was a bus driver and with whom he was often at odds. “There were two things that were unpopular in my house,” Springsteen once mused. “One was me, the other one was my guitar.”10 There was a huge gulf between Douglas Springsteen and the young musician who dreamed of turning professional. But, beyond this family allusion, Does This Bus Stop at 82nd Street? also recalls the journey that Bruce Springsteen used to make from New Jersey to New York to see his girlfriend. The images roll slowly by as the bus makes its way to 82nd Street: they include the actress Joan Fontaine, the heroine of Hitchcock’s Rebecca (on an ad in a downtown train), “Tainted women in VistaVision/[who] Perform for out-of-state kids,” and “Mary Lou [who] found out how to cope.” All are mini-portraits of the city world. Finally, the bus arrives at its destination and everything is wonderful because “Uptown in Harlem [the Spanish rose] throws a rose/To some lucky young matador.”

Production

Does This Bus Stop at 82nd Street? was one of the demos Springsteen recorded on 3 May at CBS Studios. But, unlike Mary Queen of Arkansas, where the demo version was arguably better than the album version, this time the Greetings version achieves an unparalleled breadth. Where Bruce Springsteen struggled to keep the tempo on the demo (which features on the 1998 Tracks box set), on this version he keeps to the beat, surrounded by his musician buddies. Vini Lopez and Garry Tallent’s rhythm section breathes welcome strength and energy into the piece, although “Mad Dog” slightly overdoes it.

David Sancious contributes to the texture of the piece with a piano accompaniment that once again has been under-mixed, while Springsteen takes on lead vocals, as well as two rhythmic acoustic guitar parts, most probably with the 12-string Ovation that he bought in 1969 and Larry Alexander’s Martin D-28, a 6-string guitar.

The album version most likely emerged from the 27 June and 12 July sessions.



LOST IN THE FLOOD

Bruce Springsteen / 5’14

Musicians

Bruce Springsteen: vocals

David Sancious: keyboards

Garry Tallent: bass

Vini “Mad Dog” Lopez: drums

Steve Van Zandt: special effects

Recording

914 Sound Recording Studios, Blauvelt, New York State: 27 June, (?) July 1972

Technical team

Producers: Mike Appel, Jim Cretecos

Recording engineer: Louis Lahav

Assistant recording engineer: Larry Alexander


For Springsteen Addicts

Bruce Springsteen has played Lost in the Flood onstage on very few occasions. One notable performance was on the Vote for Change Tour (September to October 2004), which was organized by America Coming Together to encourage Americans to register on the electoral lists, especially in the swing states, and vote (preferably for the Democrats).



Genesis and lyrics

Lost in the Flood sees Bruce Springsteen following on from the tradition of the great American singer-songwriters of the 1960s and 1970s, first and foremost of whom was Bob Dylan. Indeed, there is something dramatic about this song and its vision of society that is reminiscent of the oppressive, broken atmosphere of Dylan songs such as My Back Pages and Desolation Row. Springsteen demonstrates his originality as a songwriter here by telling three stories that come together as one. In the first part, a “ragamuffin gunner” who is back from Vietnam beholds an abandoned town on the brink of chaos with “Nuns [...] pregnant, pleadin’ immaculate conception” and “everybody wrecked on Main Street from drinking unholy blood.” In the second part, Springsteen introduces Jimmy the Saint (the Vietnam veteran transformed?) who is a fan of stock car racing, a passion that will eventually lead to his annihilation. Finally, the third part depicts New York city dwellers who have lost touch with reality: “Eighth Avenue sailors in satin shirts,” the “Bronx’s best apostle stands with his hand on his own hardware,” then “five quick shots” and “the cops come up for air.” What does all this mean? Did the GI escape death in Vietnam only to meet his end in the urban jungle of New York?

Production

A clap of thunder, in stereo, opens Lost in the Flood. The sound is created by Steve Van Zandt, in his sole contribution to the album, by shaking Springsteen’s Danelectro amp to make it reverberate. While the song itself was probably recorded on 27 June, this effect seems to have been overdubbed toward the end of July.

This superb song is partly dominated by David Sancious’s piano: Springsteen, with no instrument to play on this piece, was free to concentrate fully on his vocal performance. And what a performance! Instinctively, through his entire body, he expresses his emotions with conviction and sensitivity. He commands total respect with the mastery that he displays at this early stage of his career.

The rhythm section comes in around the middle of the second verse to accentuate the tension (at around 2’01), with the bass and drum injecting a somewhat heavy and aggressive sound. Besides the piano, David Sancious also lends color to the arrangements with a calliope (from 1’29), then a church organ (at 3’31).



THE ANGEL

Bruce Springsteen / 3’23

Musicians

Bruce Springsteen: vocals

David Sancious: piano

Richard Davis: double bass

Recording

914 Sound Recording Studios, Blauvelt, New York State: 26, 27, and 29 June, 26 October 1972

Technical team

Producers: Mike Appel, Jim Cretecos

Recording engineer: Louis Lahav

Assistant recording engineer: Larry Alexander


For Springsteen Addicts

At the start of the song Springsteen mentions “Hubcap Heaven.” This was the name of a real-life store in Howell, New Jersey. It has since been renamed Hubcap Farm.



Genesis and lyrics

“The Angel is one of my great favorites—conceived, constructed, and completed inside of 15 minutes,” says Bruce Springsteen. “It’s the most sophisticated thing I’ve done.”7 When Springsteen penned the first stanzas of this song, did the songwriter have in mind Laslo Benedek’s The Wild One, featuring Marlon Brando as the leader of a biker gang? What is certain is that Springsteen foregrounds his all-consuming passion for the open road—the ultimate freedom in the United States—as well as for the world of bikers, whose love for their machines is sometimes lethal. There are two heroes here: The Angel, a biker who regards his machine as “a lethal weapon” riding past “nomadic hordes/In Volkswagen vans,” and Madison Avenue who has “eyes like rain.”

Bruce Springsteen sang The Angel for his audition with Mike Appel and Jim Cretecos on 14 February 1972. To date, he has only performed the song onstage three times: on 6 October 1973 at Radnor, Pennsylvania; on 22 April 1996 in London; and for the first time with the E Street Band on 22 November 2009 in Buffalo, New York State.

Production

The Angel is one of the songs that Springsteen recorded on 3 May in the CBS Studios during his audition for Columbia. The album version appears to have been worked on at three sessions on 26, 27, and 29 June. One of the takes features Springsteen accompanying himself on guitar. However, in the album version, David Sancious provides invaluable backup with a delicate and lyrical piano part that replaces Springsteen’s guitar. Then, at the session on the 26 October, the excellent Richard Davis further enriches the end of the piece by playing his double bass with a bow (from 2’38). Davis is an accomplished jazzman who has worked with Sarah Vaughan, Eric Dolphy, and Chet Baker, among others, and has contributed to albums by artists such as Van Morrison (Astral Weeks) and Paul Simon (There Goes Rhymin’ Simon).

Bruce once again gives a remarkable performance; his rendition has an astonishing subtlety and depth, especially for a young man who was only 22 years old. His vocal mastery is perfect, his delivery totally sincere, and he holds the vibrato extremely well. His voice is drawn out and utterly compelling. Amazing artistry. The Angel opens the B-side of the original album.



FOR YOU

Bruce Springsteen / 4’39

Musicians

Bruce Springsteen: vocals, acoustic guitar

David Sancious: piano, organ

Garry Tallent: bass

Vini “Mad Dog” Lopez: drums

Recording

914 Sound Recording Studios, Blauvelt, New York State: 27 June, 26 October 1972

Technical team

Producers: Mike Appel, Jim Cretecos

Recording engineer: Louis Lahav

Assistant recording engineer: Larry Alexander


COVERS

For You was the second Bruce Springsteen composition covered by Manfred Mann’s Earth Band. It is also worth mentioning the successful adaptation by Greg Kihn, who recorded the song for his second album Greg Kihn Again (1977).



Genesis and lyrics

For You is another standout moment on Greetings from Asbury Park, N.J. It is one of the first love songs that Springsteen recorded, inspired by his breakup with Diane Lozito—his girlfriend (see Genesis and Lyrics)—in late 1971. He explained the situation in June 1978: “And I remember I was breaking up with this girlfriend and I went away for a week and I came back and she’d painted all the walls in my room black...That’s not true, I made that, I made that up...actually she’d painted ’em all blue.”15

This is a deeply tragic love story because we sense that the heroine is on the edge of a precipice and has taken the irreversible step, and the narrator can do nothing to help the woman he loves. “I came for you, for you, I came for you/But you did not need my urgency/I came for you, for you, I came for you/But your life was one long emergency,”3 goes the chorus. The drama happens in Chelsea, London. An ambulance arrives and rushes the young woman to hospital, but it is already too late. “So you left to find a better reason than the one we were living for,” Springsteen sings toward the end of the song.

This “suicide ballad” was chosen as the B-side of the second single taken from Greetings from Asbury Park, N.J. (with Spirit in the Night on the A-side). It was released in May 1973 without great success.

Production

For You is one of the songs Springsteen played for Mike Appel, Jim Cretecos, and Bob Spitz on 14 February. When Appel heard it, he was blown away: “Why me?” he wondered. “I mean, I’m sitting there in this big commercial firm knocking my brains out, banging my head against the wall when suddenly this wonderful, talented guy walks into my life.”3 He couldn’t believe his luck.

For You appears to have been recorded on 27 June with the entire band, then finished on 26 October with an overdubbing session, notably involving Steve Van Zandt, who recorded a slide guitar part that was unfortunately rejected by Appel.

The piece is a gentle rock song typical of the Springsteen style. Springsteen contributes lead vocals and an acoustic guitar part, supported by an efficient rhythm section, consisting of Vini Lopez and Garry Tallent, as well as David Sancious’s piano and his organ contribution from the first chorus (at 1’03).



SPIRIT IN THE NIGHT

Bruce Springsteen / 4’58

Musicians

Bruce Springsteen: vocals, bass, conga, handclaps, piano (?), organ (?)

Clarence Clemons: saxophone, backing vocals, handclaps

Vini “Mad Dog” Lopez: drums, handclaps

Harold Wheeler: piano

Recording

914 Sound Recording Studios, Blauvelt, New York State: 11 September, 26 October 1972

Technical team

Producers: Mike Appel, Jim Cretecos

Recording engineer: Louis Lahav

Assistant recording engineer: Larry Alexander


THE FIRST TIME

The first time Springsteen heard one of his songs on the radio he was about to give a concert in Connecticut in 1973. He was on a street corner when a car drew up next to him playing Spirit in the Night. “Your number one rock ’n’ roll dream come true!” the Boss would later recount. “You never forget the first time you hear your song on the radio.”1 And that was just the start.




For Springsteen Addicts

Did Bruce Springsteen write Spirit in the Night with William Butler Yeats’ poem Crazy Jane Talks with the Bishop in mind?



Genesis and lyrics

Bruce Springsteen wrote Spirit in the Night in August 1972 (at the same time as Blinded by the Light) at the request of Clive Davis, who felt there was no hit potential in the album that he had heard so far. The songwriter has said that he was inspired by Joe Cocker when composing the song: “When I wrote the song I had his kind of voice in mind which is something that I rarely do.”10

However, the lyrics to Spirit in the Night are totally in keeping with the universe of the New Jersey songwriter. Mission Man, the song’s main character, tells the story of a group of buddies who decide to go partying one Saturday night. Alcohol, sex, and good music are the name of the game. Mission Man is accompanied by his young girlfriend, Crazy Janey, Wild Billy, G-Man (the FBI agent), Hazy Davy, and Killer Joe. In a 1974 interview, Springsteen says that Hazy Davy’s character was partly inspired by Little John, the protagonist of The Moon Struck One, a track from the Cahoots album (1971) by The Band. A man called David Hazlett has also said that Springsteen nicknamed him “Hazy” back in the days of The Castiles. Wild Billy was the boyfriend of a girl called Diane Lozito with whom Springsteen was madly in love throughout 1971 (see Genesis and Lyrics). She is Crazy Janey in the song.

The night’s revelries take place at Greasy Lake, “about a mile down on the dark side of Route 88 [the highway that crosses Ocean County along the Jersey Shore].” This is “where the gypsy angels go” and “dance like spirits in the night.” The fictional Greasy Lake is based on several real lakes: Shenandoah and Carsaljoakes, near Lakewood, and Topanemus near Freehold. It is so named because the homeless would wash themselves in lakes such as these. Dave Marsh notes that the “Greasy Lake of Spirit in the Night is [Springsteen’s] equivalent of John Ford’s Monument Valley, but he celebrates its inhabitants more than its natural splendor.”16 Interesting fact: in the United States, homeless people are also known as “gypsy angels” and “spirits in the night.”

This ode to youth and New Jersey was released as the A-side (with For You as the B-side) of the second single taken from Greetings from Asbury Park, N.J.


COVER

Spirit in the Night is the third song from Greetings from Asbury Park, N.J. to be recorded by Manfred Mann’s Earth Band.




A NEW LEASE OF LIFE

The 1963 Fender Precision bass guitar originally belonged to Jay Saks of The Balloon Farm and was initially bought by the group’s drummer, Don Henry. It was later sold at Guernsey’s Auctions, in New York, on 2 December 2017.



Production

Like Blinded by the Light, this song was recorded on 11 September with the same lineup: Bruce, Clarence, Vini, and Harold. A single overdub session was added on 26 October. At the time this rapidly written version was being recorded, it would appear that a previous version may have been written the year before. Indeed, when Clarence Clemons was asked about the title of the piece being played in September 1971, when the two men first met at the Student Prince club, he replied: “It was an early version of Spirit in the Night.”17

Whatever the truth of the matter, the Big Man gets the song underway with a heady riff on tenor saxophone. Springsteen wrote a sort of melancholic R&B rock for this track, the most musically accomplished on the album. When Springsteen starts singing, Van Morrison immediately comes to mind again, in particular his 1971 album Tupelo Honey. Although Springsteen was thinking of Joe Cocker while writing this song, he could not help but be influenced by the Irish artist, in terms of both its composition and rendition. Besides being a vocalist, Springsteen is also a very talented multi-instrumentalist. Although he does not play guitar on this piece (unless it is buried somewhere in the mix), he plays the bass part, as he did for Blinded by the Light. For the 11 September session, Mike Appel had been wondering who could replace Garry Tallent, as he was not available that day. Bruce suggested himself, and the four-string parts he recorded that day are of a very high quality, particularly the one on Spirit. He is playing a 1963 Fender Precision that once belonged to The Balloon Farm’s Jay Saks, and he is a perfect match for Vini Lopez’s drums.

Although not credited on the album, Springsteen was probably also on the organ (from 0’08) and the piano—leaving the talented Harold Wheeler to do the bridge (between 3’23 and 4’00). What we do know for sure is that he recorded the congas on the refrains to accompany the handclaps by Clemons and Lopez (example at 1’05). Finally, again with Clemons, he sings the backing vocals in the refrains and the choir vocals that give the instrumental bridge a rather gospel feel (at 2’35).

Despite Mike Appel’s preference for an acoustic rendition, Springsteen was right to insist on recording this song with the band. Spirit in the Night was one of the album’s successes, and a sign of the style and strength of the future Boss’s albums to come.



IT’S HARD TO BE A SAINT IN THE CITY

Bruce Springsteen / 3’13

Musicians

Bruce Springsteen: vocals, acoustic guitar

David Sancious: piano

Garry Tallent: bass

Vini “Mad Dog” Lopez: drums

Recording

914 Sound Recording Studios, Blauvelt, New York State: 26–27 June, 26 October 1972

Technical team

Producers: Mike Appel, Jim Cretecos

Recording engineer: Louis Lahav

Assistant recording engineer: Larry Alexander


For Springsteen Addicts

The director John Sayles used It’s Hard to Be a Saint in the City on the original soundtrack for his movie Baby It’s You (1983), starring Rosanna Arquette.




COVER

This is another song from Greetings from Asbury Park, N.J. that was covered by David Bowie. Bowie recorded it in 1974, but his version was only released in 1989 on the Sound + Vision box set.



Genesis and lyrics

It’s Hard to Be a Saint in the City marks Bruce Springsteen’s debut as a professional musician, as it was thanks to this song that Mike Appel became his manager and John Hammond hired him for Columbia Records. Both men sensed that Springsteen was a real songwriter, capable of reaching large audiences.

The narrator appears to be Springsteen himself, an adolescent from New Jersey who is discovering New York: “I could walk like Brando right into the sun/Then dance just like a Casanova.” The author does not shy away from using witticisms, but what might sometimes be considered clichés should not be allowed to obscure the core meaning: an ambivalent feeling of being simultaneously repulsed and attracted by Manhattan and the multitude of colorful characters roaming the streets. Which impression is the strongest? Springsteen provides the answer when he sings: “I was the king of the alley, mama,” “I was the prince of the paupers,” and “I was the pimp’s main prophet.”

Production

Before the sessions at 914 Sound Recording Studios, Springsteen recorded a demo of this song at CBS Studios, in New York, on 3 May 1972 with Phil Giambalvo on console. The demo version, with Springsteen alone on guitar, inevitably makes one think of Dylan, but Springsteen’s feverish rendition is very much his own, revealing the inner fire that would stay with him throughout his career (the demo version appears on the 1998 Tracks box set). Then, on 26 June, he recorded another acoustic take, this time with Louis Lahav at the controls. The next day, he got his musicians together for a rendition with the band.

The introduction to the piece is structured around Springsteen’s Martin D-28 and David Sancious’s piano, with Vini Lopez marking time on his hi-hat. It is the piano part that is astonishing: a bluesy solo that does not always match the guitar (especially in the second part). The whole band then launches in at a quick tempo, with Vini Lopez and Garry Tallent delivering an excellent rhythm section, arguably the most accomplished on the album. Sancious, meanwhile, accompanies them on his keyboard, with Springsteen on acoustic guitar. Springsteen’s vocals are once again excellent; and he pushes his voice to breaking point, before resuming like a sleepwalker and continuing serenely. Listen to the phrase “And them South Side sisters sure look pretty” (at 2’25); it is very impressive.
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