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When we embarked on the road to Woodstock, a major concern of mine was that the message and the music support each other. Three Days of Peace and Music was an invitation to the counter-culture of the late 1960s to join in a celebration of our ideals, our music, and our art. It was a moment out of time where our struggles against the status quo, our fears of the draft, our opposition to a war we felt unjust, and our fight for equality and personal freedoms could be shared without the pressures of conservative society and growing violence in the streets.


Music was how we communicated our message, and most of the groups that performed were deeply immersed in our world. Other than new talents, such as Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young, Joe Cocker, Mountain, and Santana—who were chosen based on personal taste—I did the booking with this in mind.


Because Woodstock took place before the advent of cell phones, and with CB radio devices being undependable, the stage was the best vantage point to keep abreast of what was happening in the audience. As a consequence, I spent much of the three days at a command point stage right. This afforded me the great gift of seeing most of the performances that weekend.


At 5:07 p.m. on August 15, 1969, Richie Havens walked on stage with his big Guild acoustic guitar, propped himself up on a tall wooden stool, and the festival was officially ON!


However, at the end of his 40-minute set, I could not let Richie off the stage, because (due to the traffic mess) we did not have another group ready to go. We sent him back for six or seven encores and, when he finally ran out of songs, he just started singing “Freedom.” It became an anthem for that incredible weekend.


There were so many incredible sets, but the ones that stand out the most are: Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young (their second show ever); Richie Havens (who set the perfect tone for the weekend); Ravi Shankar; Country Joe McDonald (and the “FISH” cheer); Sly & The Family Stone (who took the entire congregation to church with “I Want to Take You Higher”); Joe Cocker (who blew everyone’s mind with “With a Little Help from My Friends”); Janis Joplin; Creedence Clearwater Revival—and, of course, Jimi Hendrix.


Michael Lang
Woodstock co­founder








CONTENTS





PROLOGUE


Political and Social Context


Monterey Pop Festival


Young Men with Unlimited Capital







FRIDAY, AUGUST 15, 1969


Richie Havens


Sri Swami Satchidananda


Sweetwater


Bert Sommer


Tim Hardin


Ravi Shankar


Melanie


Arlo Guthrie


Joan Baez







SATURDAY, AUGUST 16, 1969


Quill


Country Joe McDonald


Santana


John Sebastian


Keef Hartley Band


The Incredible String Band


Canned Heat


Mountain


Grateful Dead


Creedence Clearwater Revival


Janis Joplin


Sly & The Family Stone


The Who


Jefferson Airplane







SUNDAY, AUGUST 17, 1969


Joe Cocker


Country Joe & The Fish


Ten Years After


The Band


Johnny Winter


Blood, Sweat & Tears


Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young


The Paul Butterfield Blues Band


Sha Na Na


Jimi Hendrix







EPILOGUE


Absentees


Everyday Life


The Guitars of Woodstock


Altamont


The Movie and Albums


Legacy





THANKS







HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.




[image: image]







Political and Social Context


Monterey Pop Festival


Young Men with Unlimited Capital








[image: image]


POLITICAL AND SOCIAL
CONTEXT


Vietnam in mind


Woodstock was held when the United States was in a period of turbulence. Political and social unrest had been increasing steadily during the 1960s, and finally found a voice on Max Yasgur’s farm.


At the time of Woodstock, the Vietnam War was the most pressing and worrying issue for both the audience and musicians. It was discussed on stage between songs in the hope that the huge crowd might be able to make a difference. It was also mentioned in lyrics, through both direct references and more discreet allusions. The war had been going on since 1955, but Lyndon B. Johnson’s assumption of the U.S. presidency in 1963 led to the fighting becoming much more intense and devastating. The draft became a sword of Damocles hanging over the head of most young men. By the time Johnson vacated the Oval Office in January 1969, 30,000 American soldiers had already met their deaths in Vietnam. Nixon won the 1968 election promising that he would bring the war to an end, but the conflict dragged on for another six years until 1975.


Say it loud


At the same time, numerous citizens’ organizations were fighting for their dignity. What was to become the civil rights movement had its roots in the struggle African Americans had against the racist Jim Crow laws in the American South. Racial segregation was still in force, but its absurdity was starting to become ever more obvious to the majority of citizens. This movement crystallized around the March on Washington in 1963, which culminated in Martin Luther King Jr.’s famous “I Have a Dream” speech. Music was already carrying the message of this struggle, thanks to artists who played at these protest marches (Joan Baez and Bob Dylan played at the March on Washington) or composed songs that criticized the poor treatment of African Americans.


The civil rights movement achieved some resounding successes, such as securing voting rights for African Americans in 1965 and the ban on discrimination in the sale or rental of housing in 1968. This was undeniable proof that a determined crowd could change the world, especially with the help of music. In retrospect, the Woodstock poster was relatively diverse for its time, because it featured women (Grace Slick, Joan Baez, and Janis Joplin), African Americans (Sly and Richie Havens), and Chicanos and Cherokees (Carlos Santana, for example).
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Yin and Yang


The summer of 1969 was a special moment in American history, defined by two events that would shape the following decades, and that throw light on the state of mind of the festivalgoers.


ONE GIANT LEAP


The first of these two events took place on July 20, when the Apollo 11 lunar module landed on the moon. Buzz Aldrin and Neil Armstrong were the first humans to set foot on the moon, and their first steps were filmed and broadcast on television. Proud Americans, they firmly planted the U.S. flag on the lunar surface. The first country to land humans on the moon, the United States of America had effectively won the technological and scientific race against the U.S.S.R. The message was clear: America could do whatever it wanted, and science had revolutionized the world by redefining the frontiers of what was possible.


MURDER IN THE FAMILY


The second event occurred on August 9, less than a week before the start of the festival. It was the day that Sharon Tate was killed. This 26-year-old woman, wife of the movie director Roman Polanski, was brutally murdered. She was eight months pregnant at the time. The crime itself was shocking, but the identity of the murderer was even more devastating for the country: Charles Manson was the perfect symbol of the hippie dream, turned nightmare. Manson was a singer and songwriter who lived in San Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury neighborhood, but he was also the leader of a sect called The Family.


Despite this highly charged atmosphere, the Woodstock festival passed off without any violence. It was almost miraculous given the circumstances and the mood of the country.
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MONTEREY
POP FESTIVAL


THE ROCK FESTIVAL


Before Monterey, the concept of the rock festival did not exist. There were the Newport Jazz Festival, the Monterey Jazz Festival, the Newport Folk Festival, and the Big Sur Folk Festival, but these were deaf to the growing presence of rock on the turntables of the younger generation. Indeed, Bob Dylan’s electric set at Newport Folk Festival in 1965 had remained in people’s minds as an anomaly, almost a provocation. It was not until four visionary organizers took the initiative that rock got its festival at last.


HIGH SPIRITS


The year 1967 saw the Summer of Love. It was the year of the Garden of Eden before the Fall. Of course, civil rights demonstrations were reverberating across college campuses, but cynicism had not yet gained the upper hand over blissful optimism, and drug overdoses had not yet begun to ravage the music scene. Monterey, California, became an opportunity for musicians from all over the country—and the world—to meet, sometimes for the first time, while playing similar kinds of music. Monterey is around a two hours’ drive from San Francisco, so the location was perfect for encouraging musicians to stay the whole weekend. Even those who were not performing joined the party, taking advantage of the community spirit that took hold. Notably, Brian Jones was in the audience, although The Rolling Stones were not performing, and he introduced The Jimi Hendrix Experience before their set.


A model for Woodstock


Without Monterey, there probably would have been no Woodstock; Michael Lang’s team drew their inspiration largely from what had made the former so successful. Eight artists performed at both festivals—not counting Janis Joplin, who was the vocalist of Big Brother & The Holding Company at Monterey, and Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young, who were still respectively members of The Byrds (Crosby) and Buffalo Springfield (Stills and Young). Chip Monck was in charge of lighting at Monterey, and so he was invited to Woodstock, where he also acted as presenter in between the acts. Unfortunately, Woodstock’s organizers did not take their cue from Monterey in regards to the sound system—that of the Californian festival was a technical tour de force, designed specially for the occasion, and groups continued to sing its praises after the festival.


However, any comparison seems unfair, because the most important element of all changed completely between the two events. Monterey was held in front of an audience of 90,000 people, whereas Woodstock attracted almost 500,000 fans.





THE LINEUP


(Artists marked with an asterisk also appeared at Woodstock)


FRIDAY, JUNE 16


The Association


The Paupers


Lou Rawls


Beverley


Johnny Rivers


Eric Burdon & The Animals


Simon & Garfunkel


SATURDAY, JUNE 17


Canned Heat *


Big Brother & The Holding Company


Country Joe & The Fish *


Al Kooper


The Butterfield Blues Band *


Quicksilver Messenger Service


Steve Miller Band


The Electric Flag


Moby Grape


Hugh Masekela


The Byrds


Laura Nyro


Jefferson Airplane *


Booker T. & The M.G.’s


Otis Redding


SUNDAY, JUNE 18


Ravi Shankar *


The Blues Project


Big Brother & The Holding Company


The Group With No Name


Buffalo Springfield


The Who *


Grateful Dead *


The Jimi Hendrix Experience *


The Mamas & The Papas
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YOUNG MEN
WITH
UNLIMITED CAPITAL


The story of Woodstock begins with an advertisement placed in The Wall Street Journal in 1967. It stated that two “young men with unlimited capital” were seeking projects to finance. The two men in question were John Roberts, 22 years old and heir to a pharmaceutical empire, and Joel Rosenman, 25, who had turned down a contract as an artist with the Columbia record label to devote himself to business.


Among the thousands of responses they received, one project caught their eye. It came from Michael Lang, 24 years old, and Artie Kornfeld, 25 years old. The former ran a head shop in Florida, while the latter was vice president of Capitol Records and, despite his young age, the writer of numerous hit songs. Michael and Artie sensed the importance that the town of Woodstock was gaining in the cultural landscape of the time, when Greenwich Village had lost its luster, and he wanted to set up a recording studio near there.


Eventually, the project evolved into a plan for a rock festival. Artie Kornfeld quit his job at the record label, and the four set up the Woodstock Venture office in Manhattan in January 1969. Then they set to work to find the venue and the groups.



A general outcry


Lang and Kornfeld initially envisaged holding the festival where their planned recording studio would have been, in Wallkill, New York. But the local residents quickly got wind of the possible arrival of a hippie festival near their homes, and categorically rejected it. Saugerties, an hour north of Wallkill and much closer to Woodstock, was considered next, but negotiations broke down. Rosenman and Roberts then got on the case, and they found a different venue in Wallkill. There, too, the residents got involved and—surprise, surprise— in July the municipal authority passed a law obliging the organizers of an event for more than 5,000 people to apply for a permit. Naturally, Woodstock Venture was refused this permit, on the pretext that the portable toilets it proposed to install did not comply with regulations. The festival was due to be held in a month’s time, but it did not yet have a definitive venue.


Max Yasgur’s farm


Lang met Max Yasgur, the owner of a dairy farm in Bethel, through the writer Elliot Tiber. Yasgur agreed to make his land available to the festivalgoers—thus saving Woodstock. What is more, his farm was a bowl of land, which naturally made it possible to see the stage clearly even from a distance. Behind the stage, at the end of the plot of land, the Filippini Pond made a pretty backdrop and an ideal playground for the hippies. Despite protests, the municipal authority granted Woodstock a permit. At that point, the organizers expected to welcome 50,000 people.


Woodstock for 7 dollars


Tickets were priced at 7 dollars per day and 18 dollars for three days. However, the venue had been decided on so late that the organizers decided to prioritize finishing setting up the stage over erecting barriers around the festival site. A huge surge of people arrived and the crowd could not be contained, so the festival became free.


“A half a million young people can get together and have three days of fun and music and have nothing but fun and music, and God bless you for it!”


MAX YASGUR


The dove and her guitar


The Woodstock poster is much more than a mere advertisement for a concert; it has become one of the most powerful and lasting symbols of the hippie generation. However, it was produced in a hurry. Following the change of venue from Wallkill to Bethel, it had to be completely revised, and the artist Arnold Skolnick was contacted on a Thursday and asked to deliver the poster the following Monday morning. So he produced this simple image of a dove (actually a catbird) perched on the neck of a guitar (a perfect depiction of “Peace and Music”) by cutting up pieces of paper and making a collage to create the famous design. Originally, the background was to have been blue to symbolize peace; however, red was eventually chosen because the bird already provided the symbolism. Skolnick was paid 15 dollars (the equivalent of about 115 dollars today), and he never received any fees for reproductions of his work.
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The group Sweetwater was supposed to kick things off, but when they should have been on stage, they were still on their way, caught in traffic. So Richie Havens, a New Yorker, stepped in at short notice to deliver the festival’s first performance—a moment of communion with the audience that has remained the stuff of legend.


Given the decidedly folk style of most of the artists performing on the first day, it was perhaps more appropriate that Richie Havens was the opening act instead of Sweetwater. Chip Monck, who was in charge of lighting for the festival, improvised the role of master of ceremonies and introduced the artist to the audience. He welcomed Havens on stage with the words: “Ladies and gentlemen, one of the most beautiful men in the whole world, Richie Havens.” At the time, the singer had performed in venues in Greenwich Village, however, despite being managed by Albert Grossman (who was also the manager of Bob Dylan and Peter, Paul & Mary), he had achieved only critical success. This performance would catapult him into the public eye.


The self-effacing way in which Havens spoke betrayed the shock he felt on facing the sea of people spread out before his eyes. Nevertheless, he did not lose his nerve, and he kept the enormous crowd enthralled with his sublime voice and primal guitar playing, backed only by his percussionist and a discreet but effective second guitarist.


Because the other groups were still struggling to reach the festival site, the organizers asked Havens to extend his set to gain some time. So he played all the songs he knew. He even launched into impromptu versions of Beatles songs—and although he knew neither all the words nor all the chords, he improvised them from memory. Legend has run wild in regards to the length of his performance, with some going so far as to describe a three-hour marathon. Although there is no way of knowing the truth, it was likely less than that—even though on stage, looking out at the audience, it must have felt like a particularly long time. At the end, Havens improvised one final song from scratch, one that was to become legendary and plunged him into a deep trance: the superb “Freedom.” Thus, the festival began with one of the finest examples of spontaneous musical composition.
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“From the Prison” /  “Let’s Get Together” (Hayley Mills) /  “From the Prison” (reprise) /  “Minstrel From Gault” /  “I’m a Stranger Here” /  “High Flying Bird” (Judy Hensk) /  “I Can’t Make It Anymore” /  “With a Little Help from My Friends” (The Beatles) /  “Handsome Johnny” /  “Strawberry Fields Forever” / “Hey Jude” (The Beatles) / “Freedom”
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Richie Havens (vocals, guitar) / Paul “Deano” Williams (guitar) / Daniel Ben Zebulon (percussion) / High point: “Freedom” /  Discography in August 1969: Mixed Bag (1966) / Something Else Again (1968) / Electric Havens (1968) / Richie Havens’ Record (1968) / Richard P. Havens, 1983 (1969)
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