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				INTRODUCTION

			

		

		
			
				You can try to explain it all. You can figure out the first two lines of “Badlands” probably came from the 1977 New York City blackout; you can prove there were no fireworks in Asbury Park the year “4th of July, Asbury Park (Sandy)” emerged; you can find the precise book and newspaper passages quoted on The Ghost of Tom Joad; you can trace songs from their earliest drafts; you can talk to people involved every step of the music-making and recording process. Nevertheless, the butterfly can’t quite be pinned down. How did Bruce Springsteen write and record all those songs? Thankfully, that question can’t be fully answered, even by Bruce Springsteen. 

				All that said, this book goes a long way towards unraveling the inspirations and creative process behind Springsteen’s songs and recordings, with entries on every officially released studio track between 1973’s Greetings From Asbury Park, N.J. and 2020’s Letter to You. Among many other sources, it draws from 55-plus hours of new interviews I conducted with Springsteen’s collaborators —musicians (E Street Band members Roy Bittan, Max Weinberg, Nils Lofgren and Soozie Tyrell, plus Tom Morello and many more) producers (Mike Appel, Chuck Plotkin, Brendan O’Brien and Ron Aniello) and engineers (Jimmy Iovine, Toby Scott and many others) from every phase of his career. Other key resources included my five interviews with Springsteen himself (all conducted between 2004 and 2016 for Rolling Stone) and raw transcripts of other Springsteen interviews, including many previously unpublished quotes, shared with me by incredibly generous colleagues. (All of my own fresh interview quotes are presented in present tense: “Roy Bittan says . . .”) For a full list of interviewees and sources, see page 317.

				The power of Springsteen’s live performances, with or without the E Street Band (but especially with them) is such that they tend to overshadow the studio recordings—sometimes even in the mind of their creator. This book, however, is a chronicle of Bruce Springsteen as a recording artist, not just a songwriter, and digging in hard on the studio process provided some essential insights. (Springsteen’s rhythm guitar is more of a driving force behind his recordings than most listeners might realize, for instance: the brilliant mix engineer Bob Clearmountain tells me that Springsteen refers to his electric rhythm parts as “the primal scrub.”) The focus on Springsteen’s own compositions and official 

			

		

		
			
				studio releases does mean there are a few omissions here: from great songs like “Seeds” and “Light of Day” that are as yet unheard in studio recordings, to the entire Seeger Sessions album, to the many bootlegged studio tracks that still haven’t been released. 

				At the beginning of the book, we find Springsteen unburdened by doubt, a twenty-two-year-old laying down his first album without hesitation. Soon, his process grows as tortured as it is productive: the number of classic or near-classic songs he wrote, recorded and tossed away between 1977 and 1984 is astounding. (Thanks to his boxed set Tracks, and subsequent expanded album reissues, many of those songs have seen belated official release, and are included in this book.) By the 21st century, Springsteen recovers his initial nonchalance, writing with purpose and certainty, and recording quickly. 

				Many of the anecdotes in this book capture a vanished pre-digital era, when the record industry could allow a young artist to record for months on end, live in the studio with his road-tested band—when, as on “Something in the Night” and “Born in the U.S.A.” a gesture from a frontman to his drummer could result in a spontaneous musical moment captured forever. 

				I was fortunate enough to spend many hours talking to Weinberg, the kind of drummer who remembers the exact details of those gestures—and just about everything else—forty years down the road. The importance of Springsteen’s musicians, the E Street Band chief among them, comes through over and over here—Bittan, his keyboardist since 1974, had many revelations to offer on how he and the rest of the band helped the songs take shape. 

				Reevaluating Springsteen’s catalog, song by song, offers a reminder of the essential seriousness of his project (producer Chuck Plotkin tells me that Springsteen approached it all with the gravity of a “brain surgeon”), and of the near-constant internal battles waged along the way. The moments of joy and triumph in his music are hard-fought, and oftentimes not what they seem. “White Americans seem to feel that happy songs are happy and sad songs are sad,” James Baldwin once wrote, “and that, God help us, is exactly the way most white Americans sing them.” For Springsteen, that was never a problem. 

				Brian Hiatt, New York, 2019

			

		

		
			
				Previous spread: Frank Stefanko portrait of Bruce Springsteen, 2017.

				Opposite: Darkness on the Edge of Town-era contact sheet, Frank Stefanko, 1978, 
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				Blinded by the Light

				When Bruce Springsteen began working on his debut album, he was twenty-two years old, with an entire local career behind him in the shadowlands of New Jersey. “I had a lot of experience before that,” he told me in 2016, “and I had a very clear idea of the kind of musician I wanted to be.” His evolution was quick. His progressive hard rock band, Steel Mill, played its final shows in January 1971. By May 1972, he had grown a wispy beard and was auditioning at Columbia Records as a solo-acoustic singer/songwriter. In between, he crammed in an entire roots-and-soul phase back on his home turf of Asbury Park, mostly as frontman for the Bruce Springsteen Band, backed by the core of what would become the E Street Band. 

				He was Steel Mill’s main songwriter, but those songs were, for the most part, vehicles for sludgy riffs and hippie-boogie jams of extraordinary length. One of their signature pieces, the multipart pseudo-rock opera “Garden State Parkway Blues,” was the auditory equivalent of a drive down that highway’s entire 171 miles. The band built itself around the formidable lead-guitar skills Springsteen first honed as a hard-gigging teenage frontman with his high school band, the Castiles. But Springsteen began to question whether he had a unique vision as a guitar player. “I said, ‘Man, I can play the shit out of this thing, but I don’t know if I have that,’” he told me in 2010. Along the way, Springsteen decided that his goal was to “summon up a world.” “Songwriters do that,” he told me. “There was a select group of guitarists that do it, and those are the very, very, very, very rare exceptions—Hendrix or the Edge. If I want to call up a world, that’s songwriting, songwriting, songwriting, for me. If you’re Frank Sinatra or Elvis, you can call it up with your voice. If you’re not, you’d better think of something else, and I knew I wasn’t.”

				“I felt I’d been gifted with a very, very high-octane journeyman’s capabilities,” he continued, “but I felt that that’s what they were, and if I put those things together really, really thoughtfully and with enormous will and vitality, I can turn all of that into something that transcends what I felt my modest abilities were. The center of it was songwriting, so I delved into that with everything I had. I stopped playing in the band, I began to play just solo acoustically, and shortly thereafter is when I got signed for Greetings From Asbury Park.” He found a producer/manager, Mike Appel, who, via sheer force of will, somehow got him in front of one of the greatest talent scouts in the history of the record business, Columbia’s John Hammond. But in truth, Springsteen had parallel careers going until just a couple weeks before he met Hammond; when he wasn’t recording solo demos in the city with Appel and then-partner Jim Cretecos, he was playing full-band concerts with the Bruce Springsteen Band in New Jersey and Virginia. 

				Appel and Hammond assumed Springsteen would make a solo acoustic album, but Springsteen himself wasn’t so sure. Columbia Records president Clive Davis had his own doubts; the first draft of the album he heard included five songs with Springsteen backed by members of the Bruce Springsteen Band: Vini Lopez on drums, Garry Tallent on bass and David Sancious on keyboards (roadie Albee Tellone dubbed them the Pre-Street Band). There were also five acoustic tracks, including the seemingly endless (actually seven-minute-plus), entirely hookless, nearly melody-free, shaggy-dog acoustic tale “Visitation at Fort Horn.” Davis informed Appel that they needed some songs that could, at least in theory, get radio play. “He said, ‘ask Bruce to write two more, and make sure that they’re with the band,’” says Appel. “‘Let’s take two out, put two in.’” 

			

		

		
			
				“i felt i had 

				been gifted with a very, very high-octane journeyman's capabilities...and at the center of it was songwriting.”

				Bruce Springsteen
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				Unfazed, Springsteen went back to his rhyming dictionary and wrote “Blinded by the Light” and “Spirit in the Night”—reportedly alongside a third song, “The Chosen,” which is still unreleased, even on bootleg. He also removed “Visitation” and two other acoustic songs from the album. “Clive made Greetings from Asbury Park a much better record by simply making that request,” Springsteen told me in 2016. “He did me a great service.” The two new tracks also gave Springsteen a chance to finally team up with a New Jersey saxophonist he’d gotten to know, Clarence Clemons, who had been “missing in action” when Springsteen initially tried to find him for the album. Over the years, Springsteen’s use of Clemons in the studio would get increasingly more precise and controlled, but on “Blinded by the Light,” he’s let loose: Clemons plays R&B licks throughout the entire song.

				Tallent and Sancious were in Richmond, Virginia, at the time “Blinded” was recorded, so Springsteen and drummer Vini Lopez were the only musicians around from the previous sessions. Springsteen overdubbed an assertive bass guitar part himself, while a skilled session player, Harold Wheeler, played some way-down-in-the-mix piano. “Blinded by the Light” is, incredibly, the only track on Greetings from Asbury Park, N.J. where Springsteen plays any electric guitar at all. In the earlier sessions, Appel banned the instrument, arguing that they were making a folk album. “I got signed in the pack of new Dylans,” Springsteen told me, “but I could turn around, kick-start my Telecaster and burn the house down. It’s an ace in the hole.” 

				In the opening bars, Springsteen plays a clever little chordal lick that could have been emphasized more. “When the record came out,” recalls Appel, “I said, ‘You know what? We should have stopped the record and had a little break in it, and gotten that riff again.’ I said, ‘Hindsight, Mike. 20/20 hindsight.’” The electric rhythm guitar part that follows is strikingly similar to the intro of the Doobie Brothers’ “Listen to the Music,” which came out in September 1972, right around the time Springsteen recorded “Blinded.” (Appel hears the resemblance but says that, to the best of his knowledge, it’s a coincidence.)

				As with other tracks on Greetings, “Blinded by the Light” was a coded autobiography, crammed with so many words and images that, as Springsteen later joked, his rhyming dictionary was “in flames, it’s hot in my hands.” The madman drummer in the first line is Lopez, whose temper earned him the nickname “Mad Dog.” When Manfred Mann had a worldwide smash with the song in 1976, they were unwittingly singing about a guy from New Jersey who had been tossed out of Springsteen’s band two years earlier. “Indians in the summer” is a reference to Springsteen’s teenage Little League team, as confirmed in an August 31, 1961, edition of The Freehold Transcript newspaper that mentions Springsteen’s name and the Indians’ winning record. Even the line about catching the clap was based on “a little road experience, unfortunately,” as Springsteen said in his 2005 Storytellers episode.

				The song’s best lyric, Springsteen said, arrives at the end, where he tries to justify staring at the sun: “That’s where the fun is.” “That was where I wanted to go,” he said in 2005. “I wanted to get blinded by the light. I wanted to do things I hadn’t done and see things I hadn’t seen . . . So it was really a young musician’s tale, kind of a litany of adventures.” In Manfred Mann’s hit cover, the word “deuce” in the chorus sounds an awful lot like “douche”; Springsteen’s better-enunciated version didn’t chart at all. “Maybe I should’ve changed that word,” he said.

			

		

		
			
				Previous spread: The journeyman, 1974.

				Opposite: Portrait mode, 1973. 

				Below: Springsteen midway through a performance at the Schaefer Music Festival, New York City, August 3, 1974.
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				Growin’ Up

				By 1972, the Asbury Park music scene had largely imploded, and Springsteen was living among its ruins. The Upstage, the all-night club where he met many of his future collaborators, was no more. Even its bohemian founder, Tom Potter, a one-time hairdresser, had left town after a split with his wife. Springsteen and a couple of friends were paying sixty dollars a month for the Potters’ bizarrely decorated former apartment, which looked like “the backseat of Tom Waits’ Cadlllac,” as he wrote in his memoir, with a red-on-black color palette and “thousands of bottle caps glued to the kitchen ceiling.” 

				The apartment was on the third floor above the Potters’ abandoned beauty parlor, complete with a row of hair-dryer chairs. Springsteen kept a piano in the back of the parlor, which connected to the apartment through a false wall. “I’d go down there at night when it was quiet,” Springsteen told the writer Robert Santelli in 2017. “It was a little spooky, but I would start to work on these songs. At the time, I was very influenced by [Bob] Dylan and a lot of other writers, Tim Buckley . . . so I said, ‘I’m going to be a poet’—I hadn’t read any poetry, but I’m going to be a poet! . . . I was using this very intense poetic imagery, which now, looking back on it, doesn’t feel like poetry but rather an insane, crazed sort of lyricism.”

				Springsteen told Appel that, because he wasn’t playing out much, he’d try to go to sleep “at normal people hours” during this period, but found himself bolting awake around two or three o’clock in the morning. “He was writing his fool head off because he got jolted from his sleep,” says Appel, “and propelled to write those lyrics. I’d say, ‘God Almighty. It’s hard to think that if you were in your waking state, and concentrating on what to write about, that you would write like that.’”

				Springsteen appears to have taken the music for “Growin’ Up” from a song he demoed in early 1972 called “Eloise,” which had an identical guitar part and melody but far more forgettable lyrics. Early drafts of the “Growin’ Up” lyrics show some changes along the way; he originally hid in the “mother breast” of the crowd rather than its “clouded wrath”; his companion was originally the graduate of a “sweet shop” rather than a jukebox; he cut some lines about getting busted in Tijuana, Mexico. Also, the lines about “a silicon sister” from “Blinded by the Light” were originally part of “Growin’ Up,” but he crossed them out.

				The piano solo is the album’s first spotlight on Sancious, then an eighteen-year-old musical prodigy who had been one of the few black faces at the Upstage. “Wow, I haven’t heard that in years,” says Sancious, listening to the solo in spring 2018. “We’re on D minor and we’re going to F, but there’s a universe of possibilities in just that simple thing, and he just told me, ‘play what you feel.’”

				Again, Springsteen locates a single pivotal moment in the song, in this case when he finds the “key to the universe” in an old car. “That was important,” he said onstage in 2003, “’cause that’s what I was trying to do. I found so much in culture that was considered to be transient and trash. I felt that I heard a world of pain and pleasure and beauty and darkness, all coming out of those little records on the radio, and I knew that it was there. I wanted to find my key to that—the idea is that it’s there, even in this town, if I look hard enough, you know?”

				And as for that wrathful crowd: “I grew up feeling it was a hostile and pretty nasty world out there,” he said. “And that I was broken, but that I was still magic, you know? And that’s what you feel in this song, There’s the insistence on a certain sort of magical fantasy, almost. Which can be, at a certain moment, when you’re young, pretty life-sustaining.”

			

		

		
			
				Opposite: Bathed in light, Bruce performs at the Trenton War Memorial, Trenton, New Jersey, November 29, 1974. 

			

		

		
			
				“I GREW UP FEELING IT WAS A HOSTILE AND PRETTY NASTY WORLD OUT THERE. aND THAT I WAS BROKEN, ”

				Bruce Springsteen
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				Mary Queen of Arkansas

				Of all the songs Springsteen played at his Columbia Records audition, Hammond was least impressed by “Mary Queen of Arkansas,” which he found to be “pretentious.” That’s one of the nicer things people have said over the years about the song, one of the two solo tracks on the album; critic Robert Christgau called it a “turgid unaccompanied-acoustic horror.” The version Springsteen demoed in a Columbia studio the day after he met Hammond is superior to the album cut, with a less agitated vocal and an amusing alternate lyric in which he’s “a change man at your laundromat.” When Springsteen sings that Mary is neither “man enough” nor “woman enough,” his meaning should have been somewhat clear, but he didn’t reveal until 2014 that he was writing about “a man in love with a transvestite.” “Didn’t think about that one before, did you?” he said onstage. “Go back and listen to those lyrics.”

				Springsteen recorded “Mary,” and the rest of the album, with a brand-new Martin D-28 acoustic guitar borrowed from Larry Alexander, a young assistant engineer at 914 Studios. “Bruce didn’t really have a great guitar,” says Alexander, who still owns the instrument. “I drove home, got my guitar, let Bruce borrow it.” They would record at 914, a budget studio next to a diner in Blauvelt, New York, until 1974. 

				Does This Bus Stop at 82nd Street?

				Partially dashed off on an actual New York City bus headed to 82nd street, where a friend of Springsteen lived, it’s a more-or-less straightforward account of what the young singer saw through the window that day in 

			

		

		
			
				Below: Back to back with bandmate Clarence Clemons at the Trenton War Memorial, Trenton, New Jersey, November 29, 1974. 

				Opposite: Springsteen and the band pose for

				photos in Long Branch, New Jersey,

				August 29, 1973. (L–R: Clarence Clemons,

				Danny Federici, Bruce, Vini Lopez, Garry

				Tallent, David Sancious). 
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				1972: pimps in their shorts and long sweat socks; marquees advertising porn movies; glamorous city women who reminded him of Joan Fontaine, a movie star from his childhood. The series of snapshots is beguiling enough to hide the fact that the song has no chorus and is barely more than two minutes long. It was perfectly satisfying in its solo acoustic version at the Columbia studio; the band adds so little that you can begin to understand why Hammond and Appel initially pushed for a solo acoustic album. “I said, ‘Anybody who writes lyrics like this doesn’t need a band,’” says Appel. “Especially on the first album, this should be just you, Bruce Springsteen.’ And he said, ‘Well, I agree with you partially, but I think I should try some with the band.’ I said, ‘You know what? Go ahead and try it.’”

				Especially here and on “Blinded by the Light,” Lopez’s playing is highly idiosyncratic; instead of playing a steady beat, he smashes through nonstop fills, syncing with Springsteen’s guitar, almost as if he’s strumming one himself. “You almost forget about the fact that you’re supposed to be playing drums,” Appel recalls telling Lopez (as praise), “and you consider yourself like some guitar or a keyboard, and you’re going to do whatever you feel like, and the strict rhythm be damned. Keith Moon, that’s who you’re closest to.” 

				Springsteen said onstage in 2003 that “Does This Bus Stop” wouldn’t have worked without one of its final lines, the one that promises that “there’s still hope.” “That’s the song,” he said. “Without that, the song doesn’t get on the album. Somebody once said that you just need one good line that takes you where you want to go, and the other stuff is kinda getting there. And I think that’s true.”
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				Lost in the Flood

				Aside from “Spirit in the Night,” no song on Greetings feels more closely tied to the next four decades of Springsteen’s writing than “Lost in the Flood.” The first of the many Vietnam veterans Springsteen would write about appears here, as does the first hint of his arena-bound penchant for musical drama, storytelling lyrics and social commentary. The track is just voice and piano until Springsteen bites down on the line about Jimmy the Saint—and the band comes slamming in like an exclamation point. It’s the first of many such moments in the catalog. 

				The song starts with an ominous rumble: Steve Van Zandt’s only contribution to the album, man-handling Springsteen’s guitar amplifier. “I punched the amp,” Van Zandt told me. “In those days, they had a built-in reverb, and it made a sound like thunder or something. It was a cheap special effect.” The effect was probably supposed to be an explosion, much like the one at the beginning of Tim Buckley’s 1967 antiwar song “No Man Can Find the War,” foreshadowing the similar subject matter.

				An early handwritten draft of the lyrics sheds light on some of the song’s foggier corners, although it fails to clarify whether the gunner in the first verse might be the same person as stock-racing Jimmy the Saint in the second. In the original first verse, our returning veteran realizes that “times have painfully changed,” which makes it more clear that the “wolfman fairies” in drag (not to mention the fantasy images of pregnant nuns at the Vatican) are seen entirely through the character’s eyes: the wolfmen are almost certainly just a bunch of hippies. There are also references in the draft to Noah and an ark parked on Main Street, just in case the apocalyptic nature of the flood imagery wasn’t evident. In the finished song, the third verse is a mini movie, with the violence of a New York City gang shootout mimicking the war overseas. 

				It’s one of Lopez’s most forceful performances on record, but the arrangement doesn’t have any acoustic guitar, let alone the electric punch it badly needs. “We wanted everything to be sparse even with the band,” says Appel. “What happened is, that thinking still permeates those sessions, and permeated the final sounds and the mixes, and all the rest of it.” It’s almost certainly an uncredited Springsteen pounding out the simple piano chords at the song’s spine, while Sancious unleashes doomy organ runs behind him. “You gotta feel like you’re lost in the flood,” says Sancious, “and you gotta express that musically. You have to take your feelings and you have to pretend. Its like acting. You’re taking on a personality of someone in a story.”

				After sitting unplayed for twenty-two years, “Lost in the Flood” finally reached its full potential in 2000, when Springsteen broke out a gargantuan, hard rock arrangement with the latter-day E Street Band.

				The Angel

				In a 1974 interview, Springsteen bragged of writing this acoustic vignette about a motorcyclist and a young girl in a mere fifteen minutes and called it “one of my favorites, because it’s one of the most sophisticated things I’ve written.” Even at the time, he was nearly alone in his admiration for the song, although it’s aged a little better than “Mary Queen.” There’s a neat image of a highway jammed with clunky Volkswagen vans (filled, perhaps, with broken heroes) while the Angel zooms past them, nimble and free, on his motorcycle. Session musician Richard Davis, who also appeared on one of Springsteen’s favorite albums of all time, Van Morrison’s Astral Weeks, plays stand-up bass on this track, using a bow that creates a cello-like effect. 

			

		

		
			
				“YOU GOTTA FEEL LIKE YOU'RE LOST IN THE FLOOD...AND YOU GOTTA EXPRESS THAT MUSICALLY.”

				DAVID SANCIOUS
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				Opposite: A triumphant year: Bruce posing backstage, 1974.

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				21 

			

		

		
			
				greetings from asbury park, n.j.

			

		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				22 

			

		

		
			
				greetings from asbury park, n.j.

			

		

		
			
				For You

				Just before Christmas 1971, Springsteen had his heart broken by a troubled blonde “surfer girl.” In his memoir, Born to Run, he called her “a drug-taking, hell-raising wild child . . . so alive, so funny and broken . . . She stirred up my Catholic school-bred messianic complex.” Soon afterward, he wrote “For You,” a story about trying to save a tormented girlfriend who has “barroom eyes.” The song appears to end in his lover’s death, while Springsteen’s real relationship ended when he learned she was cheating with various out-of-town rock stars (probably the “carpetbaggers” he mentions in the song) and he took up with her roommate. The song feels inappropriately frantic on the album; the solo piano versions Springsteen would later play live better suit the anguish in the lyrics. (When Van Zandt visited 914 Studios, he recorded some slide guitar overdubs on “For You,” but Appel rejected them as “too busy,” Van Zandt told me.)

				Spirit in the Night

				Before his adventure with his troubled blonde girlfriend, Springsteen had a memorable night in summer 1971 with a sixteen-year-old brunette named Diane Lozito, who would become his girlfriend the following year. She was dating a guy named Billy who liked to party; Springsteen nicknamed him Wild Billy. “One night at the beach, when Billy and the others were drinking, Bruce and I tucked around a rock and started kissing,” Lozito told an interviewer in 2008. “Then I said, ‘It’s time to go,’ because I was so scared of getting busted by Billy.” The next day, Springsteen showed her a lyric he wrote about a “lonely angel.” 

				Springsteen immortalized (and romanticized) every detail of that evening in “Spirit in the Night.” Assuming that Lozito had her chronology correct, he had at least one line of the song completed a year before Clive Davis made his request for potential hits. Musically, the R&B of “Spirit” “pointed toward my next record already, toward the Wild, the Innocent,” as Springsteen told me in 2016. The song has some faint, possibly coincidental similarities to Aretha Franklin’s “Spirit in the Dark”—and Springsteen reportedly acknowledged taking some lyrical inspiration from the Band’s 1971 song “The Moon Struck One,” in which a character is “really hurt . . . lying in the dirt.” Springsteen, who had been infatuated with the Joe Cocker-led Mad Dogs and Englishmen live album, also said that he wrote “Spirit” with Cocker’s not entirely un-Springsteen-ian voice in mind. 

				The song was a showcase for Clemons, who carried the song’s riff, Springsteen’s first great one. Clemons often insisted that the first time he jammed with the Bruce Springsteen Band, in 1971, they were playing an “early version of ‘Spirit in the Night.’” “The music brought us together so strongly,” Clemons said in 2010 at a lunch with Rolling Stone editors. “It was so real, and it felt like everything I wanted to say and how I wanted to say it. We just fit like a hand in glove.” 

				“Spirit in the Night” would become an E Street Band staple, but just as with “Blinded by the Light,” Springsteen plays multiple instruments on the album version, backed by Lopez, Clemons and session pianist Wheeler. It’s still the most realized production on the album, complete with Clemons’s rich backing vocals on the chorus. For Appel, it was also the moment when he finally understood why Springsteen wanted to work with a band. “This saxophone player is playing these cool riffs, and Bruce is writing songs that capture those riffs in the right musical environment,” he says. “I thought, oh, Mike Appel, you were wrong—this is gonna work out.”

			

		

		
			
				“THE MUSIC BROUGHT US TOGETHER SO STRONGLY. WE JUST FIT LIKE A HAND IN A GLOVE.”

				CLARENCE CLEMONS

			

		

		
			[image: ]
		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				greetings from asbury park, n.j.

			

		

		
			
				It’s Hard to Be a Saint in the City

				The swaggering imagery of this song had a mesmeric effect on listeners when Springsteen played it solo as an audition piece in 1972. “I was just so thunderstruck by the words,” says Appel, who’s particularly fond of the part about a “Harley in heat,” saying, “I was transfixed.” It was the first song 

				Springsteen played for Hammond, and the moment he finished, the executive welcomed him to Columbia Records. “I just couldn’t believe it,” Hammond told a journalist in 1973.

				“Saint in the City” is highly effective as a full-band rock song, driven by some inventive hi-hat work from Lopez. It’s probably Sancious’s strongest track on Greetings, beginning with a wild, bluesy solo in the intro that dips into full-on jazzy dissonance. “Wow, that’s nuts,” Sancious says in 2018, listening to the track, which he recorded at the age of eighteen. “That’s pretty adventurous for us to do back then as teenagers.”

				The song’s lyrics are pure braggadocious jive, a suburban kid’s fantasy of conquering New York City, becoming the “pimp’s main prophet” in the process. But the New Jersey in Springsteen inevitably comes out with an amusingly melodramatic account of what sounds like his first journey by subway. 

			

		

		
			
				Above: Enjoying the spotlight at the Schaefer Music Festival in New York City’s Central Park, August 3, 1974. 
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				The E Street Shuffle

				In the beginning, there was the monkey. One of a series of post-twist sixties dance crazes, it reached the teenage masses in 1963 via one of the first true soul hits, “The Monkey Time,” by the sweet-voiced Chicago singer Major Lance. Lance’s childhood friend Curtis Mayfield wrote the song, playing guitar chords that bounce off a rumbling mix of bass trombone and baritone sax to create a junkyard-funk signature motif. A decade later, when Bruce Springsteen created a kind of existential dance-craze song of his own, he built it around a close approximation of that riff. Major Lance urged us to “do the monkey”; in Springsteen’s song, we learn about an entire town worth of street kids “doin’ the E Street shuffle.”

				“I wanted to describe a neighborhood, a way of life,” Springsteen wrote in his book Songs, “and I wanted to invent a dance with no exact steps. It was just the dance you did every day and every night to get by.” When roadie Albee Tellone first heard the song, played on piano and acoustic guitar in David Sancious’s house on the actual E Street in Belmar, New Jersey, he instantly recognized the “Monkey Time” lift. “Don’t worry about it,” Springsteen told Tellone, according to the roadie’s autobiography. Appel was also unconcerned: “You can’t copyright a riff,” he points out. “And it’s entirely different rhythmically, with different chord changes and what have you.” Years later, Springsteen would record a track for a Mayfield tribute album and honor him at the Grammys, before again nodding to “The Monkey Time” on 2002’s “Mary’s Place”—not to mention covering “It’s Alright” onstage and incorporating “People Get Ready” into “Land of Hope and Dreams.”

				On “E Street Shuffle,” Sancious bridged the gap between early-sixties R&B and the then-current model, playing a wildly syncopated part on a clavinet that growled through a wah-wah pedal, à la Stevie Wonder. “It was R&B for sure, but with Bruce’s lyrics,” says Appel. “No R&B song ever had lyrics like that.” Springsteen played his funkiest-ever rhythm guitar, returning to his Bruce Springsteen Band sound, and at one point, somehow contorted his voice into an authentic James Brown shriek.

				In all, the song announces an album that is a wild leap away from the austere Greetings, built around the idiosyncratic strengths of the avant-la-lettre E Street Band Springsteen had toured with since that album’s release. Vini Lopez, Clarence Clemons, and Garry Tallent had been on board since the first album sessions, and former Steel Mill keyboardist Danny Federici joined as well, after receiving assurances that this band was not another passing phase. After playing on Greetings, Sancious went off to find work at a studio in Richmond, Virginia, but Springsteen finally convinced him to join the band in the middle of sessions for the second album. As a prodigally gifted, classically trained teenager, Sancious played in Asbury Park’s jazz and R&B scenes before summoning the courage to cross racial lines and become one of the only black musicians at the Upstage. His unleashed chops became a linchpin of the second album’s arrangements, and one of the reasons why it sounds like no other Springsteen music. 

				Springsteen wanted the album to wipe away any remaining conceptions of him as a mellow, solo singer/songwriter, although in 1973 that was a far more commercial proposition than a cosmic street-urchin, R&B poet. “I put my band together as soon as I had a little money, the ability to do it,” Springsteen told an interviewer in 1974. “If I had guys behind me, I want each guy to be happening. It makes the whole difference. I got guys that play great—let ’em play!” 

			

		

		
			
				“It was R&B for sure, but with Bruce's lyrics. No R&B song ever had lyrics like that”

				Mike Appel
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				Previous spread: An early stage shot of Bruce with acoustic guitar, circa 1973.

				Opposite: On the Jersey Shore, August 1973.
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				“The first album came out and a lot of wrong impressions were taken about, just, who I was,” Springsteen continued. “The record company didn’t know what I was, my own manager and producer didn’t know who I was. So . . . I said I gotta straighten this out. So I rode the band heavy on the second album. I wrote songs and I arranged. I made sure there was a lot of music going on, and a lot of colors and different tonalities. Because I figured . . . I’d try to get it somehow so people would get a more clear picture of who I am and where I am.”

				“The E Street Shuffle” was Springsteen‘s first attempt at an elaborate studio creation—pretty much everything on Greetings had been recorded live, often in a single take, with minimal overdubs. They recorded a live basic track, and kept only Lopez’s drums and Tallent’s bass, overdubbing everything else, including horns, many layers of keyboards, several guitar parts and the fake street chatter buried in the background. Lopez remembered some tequila was involved as they gathered around a microphone, saying stuff like “What it is?” and “What are you looking at?” Appel wonders whether the track might be too dense, and wishes it built up more slowly to the full arrangement onslaught. “It’s a busy, funky track,” he says. “When I sometimes go back and listen to it, I say to myself, ‘whoa, you got a lot of things going on here.’ 

				The intro and coda were recorded separately from the rest of the song; in the latter section, Richard Blackwell, a guest musician from Asbury, overdubbed a rented Latin percussion kit, piece by piece. For the intro, the horn section was Clemons, Tallent on tuba, Lopez on cornet, and Tellone on baritone sax. Tellone was mostly a guitar player and hated playing saxophone—it was his high school instrument—but endured it for the chance to play on a Springsteen album. “We had to record a little prelude that Bruce called the tune-up,” Tellone wrote in his entertaining book, Upstage, Springsteen and Me. “We played random notes to make it sound like an orchestra tuning up before the conductor raised the baton. Then we played what marching bands call a ‘fanfare’—just a few measures as an introduction.” Louis Lahav, who engineered the first album, remembers deliberately making the horns “very shrill and annoying, thin and bright.”

				“In that album, Bruce was feeling much more adventurous in terms of arrangements,” says Sancious. “We had all kinds of energy, so we were trying all kinds of ideas. When it worked, we knew it, and we could move on. It wasn’t like a torturous process. It was more like kids in a candy store, and that’s the perfect thing for that song.”

				4th of July, Asbury Park (Sandy)

				Fireworks blazed across the sky above the beach in Asbury Park on every Fourth of July since World War II, but not in 1973. “The fireworks company was unable to include Asbury Park in its bookings for tomorrow,” the Asbury Park Press wrote on July 3, before quoting the troubled city’s beach director on the situation: “It is not a happy thing,” he said. That July, Springsteen was in the middle of on-and-off sessions for his second album, interspersed with tour dates, and living in a garage apartment in Bradley Beach, just south of Asbury, with his girlfriend Diane Lozito. He had the day off at home on July 4, and Bradley Beach did have fireworks that year. 

				Something about it all triggered a wave of nostalgia for Springsteen, who debuted a nearly completely formed version of a sublime new song in concert on July 21, 1973, and recorded it the following month. “Sandy” feels like it takes place a couple years after “The E Street Shuffle,” with the party finally over. It’s a love song of sorts—he promises to adore Sandy forever, and 

			

		

		
			
				Above: Trenton War Memorial show, Trenton, New Jersey, November 11, 1974.

				Opposite: Bruce Springsteen poses for a portrait in Long Branch, New Jersey, August 1973.
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				also warns that he might not ever see her again—but the narrator is really infatuated with its setting, the town Springsteen once called “dumpy.” Yet he obviously adored it enough to immortalize the “carnival life” he had lived there, to send the name of the local fortune-teller, Madam Marie, around the world, to capture forever the moment when the breeze off the Atlantic grew chilly, with fall moving in. He drew all the right lessons from Van Morrison’s use of real places and street names in his lyrics. That said, the idea of chasing lusty local girls “under the boardwalk” was probably more of a nod to the Drifters than anything Springsteen or his buddies ever attempted. “I never hung out under the boardwalk,” Lopez told me in 2010. “There were rats under there! And near Convention Hall there was drunks and they would rob you under there.”

				The song’s third verse was oddly mutable from the beginning. In the original live rendition, there were “North Side Angels” with waning desire, but in the final studio version it became a waitress who lost interest instead. (According to Peter Carlin’s biography, Lozito became concerned that this was an actual confession.) In most subsequent live versions, the waitress is gone, replaced again by the motorcycle gang, minus the “North Side” part. For what it’s worth, an unearthed, 1973 handwritten work sheet suggests that Springsteen considered The North Side Band, along with the North Ward Band and The Snakers Band—maybe he meant “sneakers”—as alternate names for the eventual E Street Band.

				The live version of “Sandy” Springsteen played in July was just acoustic guitar and Federici’s accordion (he was good enough on the instrument to have won talent shows in his youth), but Springsteen was wary of committing any more bare-bones tracks to record. “It’s got to jump off the record player,” Springsteen told an interviewer in 1974, explaining that fuller arrangements “make the song a little more alive. I don’t want to be Mr. Esoteric: ‘Let’s do this song naked.’” (Too bad: “Mr. Esoteric and the Sneakers Band” has a ring to it.)

			

		

		
			
				“THE RECORD COMPANY DIDN'T KNOW WHO I WAS,,,MY OWN MANAGER AND PRODUCER DIDN'T KNOW WHO I WAS.”

				Bruce Springsteen
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				“Sandy” was the only song on the album that the band hadn’t rehearsed in advance. “Bruce came into the studio and said ‘try this,’” Lopez told me in 2010. Later, Springsteen dubbed four separate electric guitar parts over the intro, and even played a part on the recorder towards the end. Appel confirms the legend that a children’s choir was supposed to come in to record angelic background vocals on the song. When they didn’t show up, Springsteen enlisted recording engineer Louis Lahav’s wife, Suki, in their stead. Lahav swears that while his wife leaned into a microphone and sang layer upon layer of harmonies, she was also breastfeeding their infant daughter.

				Kitty’s Back

				Depending on which story you believe, Springsteen saw the sign either at a strip club somewhere on tour or at a go-go dancing spot called the Sportsman’s Club on Route 33 in New Jersey. Either way, its message welcomed a dancer who had been away: “Kitty’s Back,” it said. The seven-minute-long song he attached to those words illustrates his “let-’em-play” philosophy of the moment, owing a fair amount to both Van Morrison (in concert, they would stick in actual chunks of Morrison’s song “Moondance”) and some of Springsteen’s lengthy Steel Mill improv pieces. It sounds like something the characters in “Sandy” would hear blasting out of a boardwalk bar, and the lyrics, for once, are secondary; it’s a simple tale of a guy who can’t help forgiving his unfaithful girlfriend. 

				The solo over the opening bars is something of a coming-out party for Springsteen’s guitar playing (although early live versions suggest that an alternate idea was to have Springsteen and Clemons soloing at once, which blunted the guitar’s impact). Years later, in an interview with the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame’s Jim Henke, Springsteen cited the solo as one of the best examples of the sound of his signature Fender Esquire (which is actually a hybrid—someone stuck a Telecaster body on an Esquire neck). Sancious also takes a lengthy organ solo. “That’s what happens when he gives you space,” Sancious says. “It’s not something I asked for. When he gives you that much trust and opportunity to do it, it just comes out.”

				Springsteen has never mentioned the connection, but he began recording “Kitty’s Back” in late June 1973, just two weeks after getting home from a disastrous series of arena concerts opening for Chicago. It is, at the least, a remarkable coincidence that he would turn his attention to a jazzy, twisty composition of his own after thirteen nights of watching crowds groove to that band’s slick, horn-driven jazz-pop sound while largely rejecting his music. However, in a circa 1974 interview with a European journalist, he offered an even more unlikely possible influence: “It’s a striptease number, that’s what that is,” he said, laughing. “A follow-up to the David Rose Orchestra.” (He was referring to “The Stripper,” a goofy 1961 big band instrumental that evokes its title—with horns that actually do bear a passing resemblance to “Kitty’s Back.”) “Kitty’s Back,” Springsteen explained, “is a strange song. Sort of big-band-y. I like it because it communicates the heat.”

				The dissonant horn breakdown in the middle and the relatively complex chords all come from the songwriter himself—in a leaked early studio version, you can hear Springsteen playing the entire thing on guitar in place of the horns. “It was him having fun experimenting with chord changes,” says Sancious. “I’m sure Clarence had something to say about what notes we were going to use and all that. It’s basically like a chromatic movement back and 

			

		

		
			
				Opposite: Long Branch, New Jersey, August 1973.

			

		

		
			
				“IT'S A STRIPTEASE NUMBER, THAT'S WHAT IT IS.”

				Bruce Springsteen
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				forth and then it goes crazy.” That part anticipates a similar moment in “Born to Run,” where the chords descend all the way down, just before that song pauses and kicks back in with a “one, two, three, four” count. 

				Wild Billy’s Circus Story

				As a small boy, Springsteen was enthralled by the circus. He would go with his mother, who paid fifty cents on one visit so he could meet a “giant” in the sideshow. “He had this huge hand and you could take the ring off his finger and put it back on,” Springsteen told Elvis Costello on his TV show Spectacle in 2009. “I was both thrilled and frightened by the sideshow.” But he was even more interested in the glimpses he got of the performers’ backstage lives; surrounded as he was by working-class suburban normality, the weirdness was intoxicating. “It all felt frightening, uneasy, and secretly sexual,” he wrote.

				 “I was always interested in what’s going on down that side alley back by that trailer,” Springsteen told Costello, adding, oddly, “if you happened to be stranded there at 11:30, midnight, after it had shut down, it was a province of local hoodlums at the time and it was really scary for a little boy.” Although this account matches early stage banter introducing the song, it seems unlikely that Springsteen’s mother left him at the circus at midnight when he was a “little boy,” so he may be inserting a teenage experience here, or spinning myths.

				“Circus Story” is one of the older songs on the second album; he was playing it live under the name “Circus Song” in 1972. Tallent played the tuba in high school, and Springsteen called upon those skills for the song, along with Federici’s accordion. “I remember sitting in a living room with a tuba learning it,” Tallent told Rolling Stone’s David Browne. “I guess Bruce wanted it to sound cheesy, and what’s cheesier than accordion and tuba? The idea was to sound like a circus.” Lopez had trouble doing the press roll called for in the song, and an uncredited session drummer was called in, according to Appel.

				The earliest versions of “Circus Story” are similar to the released song, complete with ample homoeroticism. In one draft, a “leather boy” handles the “sword swallower’s blade,” making the innuendo considerably less subtle. One of its greatest lyrics, the clown’s poetic lament in the third verse, arrived late, as did the ending, which feels like the entire point of the song. It’s hinted that everything we have seen has been through the eyes of a “little boy,” who gets an enticing offer to try out the circus life for himself.

				Incident on 57th Street

				The first side of The Wild, The Innocent takes place in a fairly realistic New Jersey; the second side is dominated by two sagas set in a cinematic version of New York City. Springsteen has never had much to say about “Incident on 57th Street.” In 1974, he was still resisting such questions, telling journalist Jeff Burger, “I really don’t want to touch on the songs at all, because I’ll screw them up. As soon as you start talking about it, you’re messing with the magic.” But he did once call it a “secret love song” onstage, while also making it clear that it’s one of his first songs to tackle a central theme, the quest for redemption.

				 In an interview with a European journalist circa 1974, he allowed that “Incident” is about “decisions and escapes and taking stands and doin’ everything that people gotta do, day to day. There’s never any solutions, there’s never any answers, because there’s never any in real life. That’s why the songs go on forever. They don’t begin and they don’t end because that’s the way life is. It’s just day-to-day, moments, incidents.” Spanish Johnny’s fate 

			

		

		
			
				“As soon as you start talking about it, you're messing up the magic.”

				Bruce Springsteen
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				after he heads back into the night with his gang is left deliberately open-ended, he hinted. “It’s not like, ‘then he died.’ It always goes on. All of the songs should just fade out as a matter of fact—should never end.”

				With its operatic scope, “Incident” anticipates Born to Run, even introducing the piano style that would define that album. While Federici and Sancious both play piano on the track (each taking a side of the stereo spectrum), they are drawing on a part written by Springsteen himself, in a vein that keyboardist Roy Bittan would expand into an E Street signature. The rise and fall of the arrangement crackles with magic, and the “good night, it’s all right” chorus is almost painfully tender; there is a hushed beauty to the section where the band drops out, leaving Springsteen’s voice, Tallent’s bass, and Lopez’s delicate taps on a cymbal. The concluding piano outro, which lends the song a musical connection to “Rosalita” and gives the side a song-suite feel, was clearly a late addition, recorded separately. 

				With its tale of Puerto Rican Jane and Spanish Johnny, and an explicit nod to “Romeo and Juliet,” listeners have long assumed that this track (and later, “Jungleland”) was a take on West Side Story. Springsteen must have been aware of those frequent, sometimes disparaging comparisons, and in an interview circa 1975, he made a point of claiming to have never seen the movie. Still, even if you take him at his word, he may have absorbed its themes through cultural osmosis, or heard the cast album somewhere. At the same time, there is always an element of “emotional autobiography” to his songs, Springsteen has said. On top of its ostensible subject matter, “Incident” also seems to capture what it feels like to be a young rock musician leaving a girlfriend to head out on the road—or perhaps more accurately, given the song’s focus on Jane, what it feels like to be the girlfriend.

				Rosalita (Come Out Tonight)

				In mid-1972, Springsteen got evicted from his apartment over the old beauty parlor and ended up crashing in the apartment of Big Danny Gallagher, a bearded, four-hundred-pound-plus Asbury fixture who would become, for a time, Springsteen’s questionably competent road manager (his typical response to requests for help from the band was “fuck you, do it yourself”). In a 1989 interview with Backstreets magazine, Gallagher recalled Springsteen “spending a long time” writing “Rosalita” in his apartment: “He kept on complaining he had the beginning and ending of ‘Rosalita’ finished but couldn’t quite figure out how to bridge the two parts.” It would become his first great rock song.

				Springsteen used some of the melody of “Rosalita” in the 1972 song “Henry Boy” and introduced the song’s guitar-and-organ intro onstage as part of a rearrangement of “Does This Bus Stop at 82nd Street.” The song owes an obvious musical debt to Van Morrison’s “Domino,” from his 1970 LP His Band and the Street Choir (just listen to the rhythm guitar on both songs), and it probably got its “come out tonight” refrain from “Sweet Jannie,” another track on the same album. Springsteen has also introduced the song periodically over the years with some of Jay and the Americans’ “Come a Little Bit Closer,” which may have been a source for the song’s Latin lilt, not to mention the line about the café. In the first live performance of “Rosalita,” in February 1973, captured on a muddy audience tape, Springsteen somewhat mysteriously embedded a chunk of the Beach Boys’ “Fun, Fun, Fun,” as well as James Brown and Wilson Pickett tributes. The song was completely formed in its early live performances, albeit with a guitar-saxophone duel cut from the recorded version and a few other 
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				differences. The “hey, hey, hey” part—which Lopez said was inspired by the 1963 instrumental “Wild Weekend”—was a late arrival.

				The version caught on record is “largely live,” Lahav recalls. “It was smoking. The control room was playing the music so loud. I remember that.” Appel has the same recollection. “We were very lucky on that one,” he says. “There’s a lot going on there, and there’s a lot of personality in that record, especially from Bruce’s vocals. We were very lucky to get it very quickly. I’m not a believer in getting things too quick. Whether you’re writing it, or whether you’re recording it. I’m used to the struggle . . . We stood there in the studio and said, ‘I think that’s it. I mean, that’s it.’” Lopez remembers Appel urging him on as they recorded: “I could see him back there shaking his hands like he really wanted me to play,” he told Browne. “He was back there like, ‘Hit those goddamn drums!’” 

				Diane Lozito has insisted she is the inspiration for the song, pointing out that Springsteen wrote it after meeting her grandmother, Rose Lozito, and that her father had objected to her shacking up with a musician. But in 1974 interviews and in his memoir decades later, Springsteen pointed to an earlier relationship. In high school, he dated a “sweet blonde” whose mother “threatened to get a court injunction” to keep him away, he wrote. In earlier tellings, she actually got the injunction, and Springsteen recalled standing under the window of her parents’ house and calling up to her. In any case, the song ends with what Springsteen called “one of the most useful lines I’ve ever written.” One day, he promises, the dramas of the moment “will all seem funny.”

				New York City Serenade

				Springsteen built the nearly ten-minute-long “New York City Serenade” out of a combination of two discarded songs, “Vibes Man” and “New York City Song.” But its larger inspiration was his longtime obsession with Van Morrison’s transcendent album Astral Weeks. “The divine just seems to run through the veins of that entire album,” Springsteen said in 2016. “It was trance music. It was repetitive. It was the same chord progression over and over again. But it showed how expansive something with very basic underpinning could be. There’d be no ‘New York City Serenade’ if there hadn’t been Astral Weeks.” In a nod to that album’s gentle touch, Lopez doesn’t play drums on the track, other than a single conga to keep time, otherwise leaving the percussion to Richard Blackwell—and, in the “she don’t take the train” section, handclaps.

				The track opens with a dazzling piano piece by Sancious, a song in

				its own right, cross-cutting between classical, jazz, and R&B. The first sound we hear is Sancious strumming the strings of the piano with a finger while holding down one of its pedals, creating a harplike effect. “It’s a neat thing,” says Sancious, who says he got the idea from jazz pianist Keith Jarrett, among others. From there, he simply played—there were a couple of rehearsals beforehand, but the piece is largely an improvisation. (You can hear the piano pedals creaking throughout the intro, which is one of the problems that led Springsteen to eventually abandon 914 Studios on his next album.) “I don’t know how we arrived at it,” Sancious says. “He showed me the song originally, and it was his idea to have some piano introduction. He wanted me to improvise something and said, ‘When you’re done, give me a look and then the song will start,’ and he’d start playing guitar. He said, ‘Do what you want, as long as you want.’” Sancious also wrote a string arrangement for the song, which he played on a Mellotron, the tape-loop synthesizer.
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