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A Tale of Asbuny Park, MNew Jensey

In March of 1999, Bruce and The E Street Band
returned to the Asbury Park Convention Center to
rehearse for their first tour together in over ten
years. Diehard fans huddled outside the historic
boardwalk building in freezing temperatures, and
listened as Springsteen’s music escaped from the hall
and covered the beach like 2 mist. While there are
many references to Asbury Park in Bruce's songs
and the “Greetings From Asbury Park, N. |.” post-
card adorns the cover of his debut atbum, the con-
nections between Bruce, his music, the city and its
spirit, run much deeper than the surface of album
sleeves or liner notes.

Asbury Park, like many boardwalk towns, has

always had many more “mom and pop” luncheon-
ettes and ice cream parlors than chain restaurants,
Motels with names like “Albion”, “Ambassador”, and
“Empress” outnumbered the solitary Howard John-
son's. Anyone who visited Asbury Park during the
[960’s and 70's most likely experienced a board-
walk crowded with families on vacation, eating
cotton candy and caramel apples, Taylor ham sand-
wiches, chocolate fudge and salt water taffy. The
children rode the merry-go-round and played harm-
less games of chance (like the ten cent betting wheel
or fish pond}, winning worthless but coveted prizes,
such as colorful combs the length of a ruler and the
width of a wallet, long, plastic backscratchers shaped
like a monkey's paw at the end, and neatly wrapped
packets of fake money.

Like a number of New jersey cities, the riots of the
fate 1960’s and other economic factors propelled
Asbury into decline. With urban blight, however,
came the prorise of gentrification, and throughout >




the 1980's and 1990's, Asbury was the subject of a number of
ambitious redevelopment projects, with property rights to the
boardwalk changing hands. None of those plans ever got off the
ground though. On my last trip to Asbury’s boardwalk, | stood
near The Casino, stunned by the languished landscape before me.

There was a biker bar where the tea- cups ride used to be. Young
men with beepers stood guard outside the lone remaining arcade,

reality having invaded the fantasyland of winning a stuffed animal
for your girlfriend after ten high-scoring games of Skee-ball. To
one side of me, a shirtless young man hosed down a mysterious -
crimson stain on the boardwalk with some fast-acting chemicals,
while on the other side of the fence an elderly woman blessed
the beach with a metal detector, her eyes shaded by a green
visor and her precise sweeping movements making her appear
robotic. The “Merchant of Venice” boat ride, which had taken
would-be Venetians on a half-hour tour through man-made canals
{that weaved in and out underneath the boardwalk and out to
the piers over the ocean), was dry; replica gondolas were stacked
on top of each other like poker chips waiting to be tossed anto
the table during the next boardwalk redevelopment project bluff,
Most, if not all, of the food stands were closed, although the

circle-shaped Howard Johnson's restaurant at the other end of the

boardwalk, the only one | had ever seen without the traditional
orange roof, looked as if it might be open for business.
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Still somewhat dazed, | wandered in front of the boarded-up
Kehr's frozen custard stand, its overhead sign resting at my feet.
My childhood delight of choosing from thirty-five different flavors
and drinking freshly squeezed orangeade {with pulp floating on
top) through a candy cane-colored paper straw had been swindled
from me by broken promises.

Though no longer in its golden age, Asbury Park was the place to
comb the avenues for Bruce. For the truly inspired, the search
knew no limitations, seasonal or otherwise. You might think the
summer trips were more enjoyable, but, in many ways, the winter
journeys were superior because the dark streets and the beach
were deserted, having been abandoned at first chill. Making the
pilgrimage, we felt devoted and unstoppable; particularly when we
took the New Jersey Transit train, which left us in the center of
the city, and walked for blocks through swirling winds and bitter
cold air until we reached the ocean. There was no reason to be
down there on a 20-degree night unless you were searching for
something.

Some nights, we knew right away that Bruce wasn't going to show
up, like the time we arrived and the marquee displayed the names
of three metal bands with The Edgar Winter Group headlining, but
we stayed ‘til the end nevertheless. {The worst thing that could
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My vaice was haanse fram Acheaming aut nequeisted Acngs and loudly pan-
ticipating in a graup Aing-alang of a cavern af “NMaggie May” My ecaris wene
ringing, but I cauld hean the mujfled scunds af the acean waves crashing an
the beach a black ta my night; as if I had cavered my eani with sea shella.
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have happened was that “he” showed up after we had given up,
and we read about it in the newspaper the next day). On those
low-percentage nights, we got our hands stamped with the club’s
trademark red pony and went to the pizza joint next door while
the opening acts played. The pizza place was a great hole-in-the-
wall that was warmed by huge baker’s ovens and served slices,
cafeteria-style, on white paper plates. On concert nights, the pizza
joint was the holy ground surrounding the sanctuary next door.
Inside, there was the comforting feeling that everyone was there
for the same reason. On a few occasions, we hurriedly swallowed
our slices after hearing what sounded like a huge ovation coming
from The Pony and getting paranoid that Bruce had taken the
stage.

The spirit from the club and the passion of countless others who
had made the journey before us, sanctified the pizza place. Even
the time | spotted a huge bug crawling by my feet on the men’s
room floor, added to the magic and made us think that was part of
what the Jersey Shore rock n’ roll experience was all about.

After pizza, on the way back to the show, we'd pass by the club’s
side door nearest the stage. There being no “"backstage” area

to retreat to after the final set, band members would often exit
through the door and huddle on a small patch of grass outside the
building, soaking in the adrenaline highs and excitedly shouting out
titles of possible encore songs to the group's leader, Even the
sounds of a club patron getting sick nearby wouldn't distract the
band as they ran back into the building and up the side steps to
stand before their adoring fans.

After the last encore, the house lights were turned up, and we'd
exit through that same side door. On the many nights we walked
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away from the club dejected, after having waited for Bruce for
hours, we craned our necks into the pizza place just to make sure
he wasn't in there fueling up with a couple of Sicilian slices for a

3 a.m. curtain cail.

Perhaps more myth than fact, Asbury Park lore during the [980's
was that one might run into Bruce anywhere within the city’s
limits. Wandering the boardwalk one night before a show, |
entered the Palace Amusements building. if The Stone Pony was
Asbury’s temple of rock i’ roll, the Palace Amusements building
was the cathedral of the boardwalk. Springsteen fans know The
Palace from, among other things, the lyrical reference in “Born
to Run”, and the “Tunnel of Love” video. The huge grinning face
known as “Tillie” is painted on one of The Palace’s exterior walls.
A mainstay of the boardwalle, The Palace had entertained people of
all ages for 100 years until it closed in 1988,

The Palace had been home to the one hundred-year-old carousel
built by legendary carousel designer Charles Looff in 1895, |
remember examining the beautifully painted, ornate panels that
encircled the top frame of the carousel, and depicted the “Seven
Wonders of the World.” In 1989, the carousel was dismantled and
sold in anticipation of a condominium redevelopment project that
never materialized; the beautifully hand-carved wooden stallions,
cherubs and Roman chariot were actually auctioned off piece by
piece. During the same year, Springsteen’s shows on the “Tunnel
of Love” tour opened with carnival spotlights weaving “figure
eight’s” across the stage, as carousel and calliope music filled

the bulding, bringing The Palace's Tunnel of Love and majestic
carousel to cities throughout the world.
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spirits, carrymg me through the cfarkest: paﬁ: of. the 'm mmg, all the way from _
the Amboy Brrciges '

At that moment, | %'a%t the same happmess H cild w’nen I was azght r;dmg home in the dark back
seat of the family Oldsmobile, blindly picking colorful sticks of salt water taffy out of. a mé:) I had
just won during a ciay on the boardwalk wath my parems

As | approached the only open tollbooth lane just before the exit to my house, | didn’t know what
was ahead of me, but amazingly, still alive amidst all.the decay, was'the promise of somethmg
great. “And although the odds weren'tin my favor; | was sure that that something was: unbe fiev-
ably close -- either down the nearest aileyway or pulling up in the car next to me. .
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