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CHAPTER |
BOSTON BANS ROCK ‘N’ ROLL AFTER RIOT

INJURES 15*

Riots have broken out at rock-and-roll concerts regularly from the 1950s to the
present and almost without exception; youth culture has often been blamed for these riots.
One of the most noteworthy riots in the 1950s took place in Boston, Massachusetts in
1958 at the Boston Arena. It involved some of the most famous names in rock and roll
history, including Alan Freed, Chuck Berry, and Buddy Holly just to name a few. The
riot began when a white woman allegedly crashed the stage and grabbed the genitals of
Chuck Berry (an African American performer). While today, many Americans would
certainly consider this behavior problematic, this behavior was utterly outrageous in the
1950s. The 1950s was a time of tense race relations in the United States. The Civil
Rights legislation of the 1960s had yet to be passed and displays of overt discrimination
were not uncommon. African Americans fought hard to put a stop to the discrimination;
sit-ins by college students, and the Montgomery Bus Boycotts are examples of African
American attempts to respond to this discrimination.? Rock and roll music brought these
two races together at a moment of intense segregation, and many people in society did
not approve and tried to prevent this from happening, which aggravated tensions that led
to riots. This riot in Boston certainly offers perspective into this troubled time in

American history.

! “Boston Bans Rock ‘n’ Roll After Riot Injures 15,”Washington Post, May 6 1958,, B16.

2 Michael Bertrand, Race, Rock, and Elvis, (Urbana, HlI: University of Illinois Press, 2000), 112.




There are many different accounts of the night of May 3, 1958 in Boston,
Massachusetts. But what people agreed upon was that the fans at the concert began to
dance in the aisles of the Boston Arena and that the arena manager turned on the lights,
and the police shut the concert down. The majority of the violence took place while
people were leaving the concert outside of the arena. During the melee, a sailor was
stabbed and a woman was raped. Because the violence happened outside of the arena it
would be difficult to prove that the violence was a product of the concert or of people
preying upon the concertgoers. However, the media slanted these facts in a manner
which condemned youth culture. As a result of the riot, rock-and-roll concerts were
banned in Boston, and Alan Freed (a pioneer rock-and-roll disc jockey) was fired from
his job at the radio station WINS. Adults did everything in their power to demonize
youth culture. The police at the concert were there to prevent the youth from expressing
themselves. When the violence occurred the police were not blamed it was “Rock ‘n’
Roll Hoodlums.”

Forty-one years later another very significant rock-and-roll riot took place in
Rome, New York at the 1999 Woodstock festival. The Woodstock riot erupted after a
weekend of rock and roll, drugs, and terrible conditions. Some of the most famous rock-
and-roll acts in the world performed at Woodstock *99 including Metallica, Aerosmith,
Limp Bizkit and Korn. The crescendo of this riot took place at the end of the concert.

Fans set fires while ironically The Red Hot Chili Peppers were closing the show with a

performance of the Jimi Hendrix classic “Fire.” The riot participants burned down twelve

% “The History of Boston Rock & Roll,” http://www.dirtywater.com/museum/original/chapter3.html, June
16, 2005.




refrigeration trailers and pelted police and firefighters with rocks while they attempted to
put out the blaze. The rioters also attacked and looted vendor’s booths.*

The violence that took place at the end of the concert was a build up of events that
had taken place throughout the weekend of music. During Limp Bizkit’s stage show,
fans ripped down the wooden planks around a light and sound tower, which interrupted
the concert. Insane Klown Posse’s set featured the members of the band throwing
hundred dollar bills into the audience, inciting fans into a frenzied state. Michael Sozek,
a vendor at the event stated, “This is a war zone. You didn't get this with the old
Woodstock crowd. This new rock-and-roll is all about a bunch of butt-heads. Smoking a
joint isn't enough for them."” The music was not the only thing that drove fans to violence.
Fans were frustrated with high prices that vendors charged at their booths and
complained throughout the weekend. When the actual riot occurred, the vendor’s booths
were one of the areas targeted by the rioters. Vendor Bill Helmsley stated, "They (the
fans) were trapped in here. The haves were the vendors. The have-nots were the people.
When they ran out of money, they took what they wanted."

At Woodstock, seven people were injured in a riot that hundreds of concertgoers
participated in, while at the Boston riot fifteen people were hospitalized. Beatings and
rapes occurred at both riots, but there was more to both of these riots than violence. At
the heart of both riots were significant social issues that still affect Americans today,

including fears about race and juvenile delinquency. In the aftermath of both riots, the

media blamed America’s youth for the violent events that took place.

* Alona Wartofsky, “Woodstock 99 Goes Up In Smoke,” Washington Post, July 27, 1999, Al.

® |bid, Al.



Many authors have examined rock-and-roll history and the separate histories of
the 1950s and 1990s, but a comparative analysis of youth culture from the 1950s to the
1990s using rock and roll as a lens has yet to be done. Because the youth of America
play such a significant role in society, it is important to study the evolution of youth
culture. The audience for rock and roll is primarily the younger generation. Rock and
roll music has always been on the cutting edge of society and so much of it is written by
and for the youth. This is why it is an optimum tool to examine youth culture.

In the beginning rock-and-roll music had a very narrow appeal to poor southern
blacks and whites. However, the rock-and roll-craze caught on and rock-and-roll music
began to have a very broad appeal across the spectrum of America’s youth. By 1958, the
year of the Boston riot, rock and roll was extremely popular among men and women from
all walks of life. Unfortunately, violence at rock and roll concerts was receiving national
attention, and many cities like Boston placed a ban on rock and roll. American youth
culture was being blamed for the violence that took place at these concerts. African
Americans pioneered earlier musical genres including the blues and jazz, but the concerts
did not generally draw a racially mixed audience. Rock and roll on the other hand had
mass appeal among white youth, and the concerts drew a racially-mixed audience. This
caused great fear among many whites. Some whites, especially in the south, feared that
black men would rape the white women at the concerts. This fear is one reason rock and
roll was such a controversial form of music.” Over time race became less of a factor in

rock and roll music, but it never disappeared completely. The performers at Woodstock

® Bertrand. Race, Rock, and Elvis. 63-67.

" Nelson George, The Death of Rhythm and Blues, (Toronto: Pantheon Books, 1988), 7.




were far from a racially homogeneous group. Unfortunately, violence at rock-and-roll
concerts was receiving national attention and many cities like Boston placed a ban on
rock and roll. American youth culture was being blamed for the violence that took place
at these concerts.

Historians like Michael Bertrand, Paul Friedlander, and many others have
examined rock and roll and youth culture in many different works. One theme that
continues to surface is the concept of race in rock and roll music. A great deal of
important and good literature exists on the subject. Bertrand’s main argument is that rock
and roll helped break down racial barriers, especially among youth in the American south
and there is ample evidence that supports his argument.® Paul Friedlander’s book Rock
and Roll: A Social History takes readers through the history of rock and roll from its
beginnings through the 1980s. In his book he argues that there are two themes that
“transcend the eras” of rock and roll music: romance and rebellion. Rock-and-roll artists
have drawn upon these themes while writing this music since rock and roll began in the
1950s. Friedlander also acknowledges the importance of race in rock-and-roll music, and
he also discusses the “fragmentation” of rock and roll music into different genres that
were divided by age, ethnicity, and cultural characteristics.” Rebellion and the evolution
of rock and roll are key to the study of these two riots at Boston in 1958 and Woodstock

in 1999.

8 Bertrand. Race, Rock, and Elvis. 12-13

® Friedlander. Rock and Roll. 8-12.



To be sure, it would be impossible to find one event that is totally representative
of youth culture for either of these time periods, but these two riots in particular reflect
important issues that are significant today. Throughout the 20™ century, Americans have
been concerned about juvenile delinquency and any time that youth are involved in a riot,
juvenile delinquency is a major topic of discussion. Music is a medium that makes social
commentary and brings out the emotions of its listeners. When riots became
commonplace at rock-and-roll concerts in the 1950s, America’s youth were blamed for
the riots. While young Americans did play a role in the riots, there was more to it than
this. These issues that surrounded rock and roll also played an important role in the riots.
This was the case at both Boston and Woodstock.

It is important to realize that it is difficult to determine the motivation behind
concert riots. Not everyone involved has the same concerns and numerous factors can
contribute to a riot. Almost every riot has a purpose other than simple looting, and these
two riots are no exception. One goal of this study is to show evidence that the
participants in these riots had a goal that went beyond violence. The riots in Boston and
at Woodstock had major social meaning, whether all of the participants in the riot
realized this or not. This study will compare the motivations behind the actions of the
youth of both generations and will make a comparative analysis of both of these riots that
draw conclusions about youth culture from the 1950s and the 1990s. Another important
goal is to prove that the adults’ fear of youth culture in America led to the contempt of
American youth culture. The media played an important role in building up adult fears

and demonizing youth culture after both rock and roll riots. Michael Moore, in his



Oscar-Winning documentary film Bowling for Columbine, illustrates the fact that the
media brings fear into the American people. He gives the statistics that murder rates have
dropped twenty percent while murder coverage on the news has gone up six hundred
percent. Yet, Americans have become more afraid of themselves and especially youth
culture. The evidence presented in this work will show that adults demonized and
attempted to stifle youth culture in both the 1950s and 1990s. This demonization is
evident when comparing both the riot at Boston in 1958 and Woodstock in 1999. In both
cases, adults blamed youth culture for the events that took place. In the 50s, Boston
banned rock and roll after the riot, and in the 90s youth culture was the first group that
took the blame after the riot at Woodstock.

However, simply blaming youth culture for the riots ignores the historical context
in which the riots took place. The 1950s was the height of the Cold War and teenagers
were under great pressure to succeed. In the United States, males were under great
pressure to succeed in the business world and be the breadwinner of a suburban family
while females were under pressure to be a successful homemaker. During the 1950s, the
Soviet Union had become a nuclear power and the fate of the world was left in the
balance. Schools began to focus more intently on intensifying the curriculum.
Teenagers, especially white teenagers, began to rebel against the pressure that the adult
generation was putting on them under.'® One way that they rebelled was by listening to
rock-and-roll music. Movies and television broadcast this rebellious movement to the

world.

19 Elaine Tyler May, Homeward Bound: America’s Families in the Cold War Era, (New York: Basic
Books, 1988), XXV.




The cultural landscape of the United States had changed a great deal between the
1950s and the 1990s. As society evolved so did rock and roll music. America’s youth
had become incredibly apathetic and alienated with society. In 1996, only 32.4% of
Americans between the ages of 18-24 voted, an all time low in a presidential election.**
This describes the apathy of the America’s youth during the 1990s. The shooting at
Columbine high school in 1999 is evidence of the alienation of America’s youth. Todd
Gitlin, former president of the Students for a Democratic Society said of the youth at
Woodstock *99, “The teachers of my generation are more radical than their students; the
rock stars are more anti-establishment than their audiences. This is mind-boggling for a
Sixties generation which believed youth had the privilege of vision.”*? While Gitlin was
right about the youth of the1960s being less apathetic and alienated than the youth of the
1990s, evidence suggests the people at Woodstock were making a stand against corporate
America.

From the beginning of the rock-and-roll era, it has been associated with rebellion
and race, both of which are key elements in this study. This study will suggest that the
rioters at these two concerts were rebels with a cause. Evidence suggests that the people
attending the concerts in the 1950s were fighting against the segregation that was taking
place at the concerts. The evidence from Woodstock 99 suggests that the rioters were
fighting against the ubiquitous corporate presence at Woodstock. This study will focus

on many different issues, but a key issue is that of control. In the 1950s youth exerted

ey outh Participation, “http://www.newsaic.com/ftyww22n.html, May 8, 2005.

12 Matt Lassiter, “Apathy, Alienation, and Activism: American Youth Culture and the Depoliticization of
America’s Youth,” http://www-personal.umich.edu/~mlassite/applelecture.html., June 27, 2005.




control over rock and roll music. In many cases they not only sang, but wrote, recorded
and produced the music. The fact that America’s youth had control over something that
impacted millions of people frightened adults. When a riot or a situation that adults did
not approve of occurred, adults were quick to lay blame on America’s youth and do
everything in their power to contain youth culture.

Each chapter in this work contains a specific purpose. Chapter 2 contains a brief
history of the 1950s and provides a background history of rock and roll. Chapter 3 will
give details of the riot in Boston, 1958 and attempt to find the reason behind the riot.
Chapter 4 will bridge the gap between the 1950s and 1990s. It will focus on the
importance of music in relation to rebellion and the beginning of corporate dominance in
rock and roll. Chapter 5 discusses in detail the riot at Woodstock *99 and then compares
the two riots at Boston and Woodstock *99, which it will become evident through the
evidence presented that youth of both generations were demonized by the adult
generations.

While it is easy to make assumptions about either riot and compare the two, the
one thing that both of the riots definitely have in common is rock and roll music and
violence. Two questions that will be addressed are: Why do violence and rock and roll
so often coincide? Why is it that throughout its history, adults have demonized youth

culture? Answering these questions is essential to the scope of this study.



CHAPTER I
EARLY ROCK AND ROLL AT A GLANCE

“Rock ‘n’ roll smells phony and false. It is sung, played, and written for the most
part by cretinous goons and by means of its almost imbecilic retardation and sly, lewd in
plain fact dirty lyrics.... it manages to be the martial music of every side-burned
delinquent on the face of the earth.”

Frank Sinatra

Before delving into the intricacies behind the riots at Boston and Woodstock 99,
it is necessary to provide some background about the United States during the immediate
post-World War Il period. One must know who the men, women, and teenagers of the
1950s were and the circumstances with which they had to deal in order to have a clear
idea about their identities and their beliefs. It is also necessary to find the roots of rock
and roll music and find out more about the innovators of this new form of music. This
chapter will discuss the background United States history of the 1950s, the early history
of rock and roll, and the controversy that surrounded rock-and-roll music.

African Americans were the creators of rock-and-roll music and that they brought
this music to the middle-class white American youth. Some have argued that youth used
rock and roll music as a mechanism to take a stand against the conscious discrimination
that was prevalent in American society in the 1950s; however this cannot be proven
conclusively. One thing that can be argued is that everything about rock and roll

challenged the belief systems of many Americans. Rock and roll would prove to be a

powerful force that stood the test of time.

! Gertrude Samuels, “Why They Rock ‘n’ Roll and Should They,” New York Times Magazine. (January 12,
1958): 18.
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The 1950s were a unique time in American history, in that it was the first time
that the United States dominated the political and cultural landscape of the world. The
Cold War between the United States and the Soviet Union dominated the political
landscape of the globe.? Middle-class white Americans began to move from the cities
into the suburbs by the millions. The values of these middle-class Americans were
considered by many to be the ideal values of American culture as a whole. Middle-class
values mainly concerned the American family. The middle-class American family
typically lived in the suburbs, went to church, had children, and the man was typically the
breadwinner. This “ideal” was what the media presented to the American public as the
way American families were supposed to live. Americans bought into this concept and
strove to meet the expectations of this new American culture that was developing. Rock
and roll did not fit into this picture. Most middle-class Americans rejected rock and roll,
but this did not affect the popularity of rock and roll among teenagers.®

Rock and roll was a threat not just to middle-parents but it seemed American
values. When Richard Nixon traveled to the Soviet Union for the “kitchen debate” with
Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev, Nixon’s whole argument for American superiority
was based on the ideal suburban home with modern appliances and specific gender roles
for men and women.* Even though many Americans did not fit into the perfect cookie-
cutter mold of the white family living in the suburbs, the idea of this suburban family

defined the era and has become a symbol of the 1950s. The television shows Father

2 Richard A. Schwartz., The 1950s: An Eyewitness History, (New York: Facts on File Inc, 2003), VII.

¥ May. Homeward Bound. XXII-XXV.

* 1bid, 10-11.
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Knows Best and Leave it to Beaver is a perfect example of the legacy of the 1950s middle
class value system, which became the ideal.’

Young people in the 1950s experienced profound changes. Prior to World War I,
most American families did not have very much disposable income. In order for a family
to survive, teenagers had to get a job to help support their families. They were allotted
some money, but most money that they earned was handed over to their parents. After
World War 11, the American economy was booming. The GI Bill had made it possible
for many returning World War Il veterans to go to college. A college education for a
man in this era was almost a guarantee of moving up the social and economic ladder.°
American families and therefore teenagers were the beneficiaries of this economic boom.
The market for teenage products grew exponentially. By the end of the 1950s consumers
were spending more than $10 billion dollars a year on products that marketed specifically
for teenagers.’

Because their families were more likely to be financially independent and no
longer needed to supplement their income with their children’s labor, most teenagers
were not responsible for getting jobs to support their families. When a teen did have a
job, he or she was generally allowed to spend his or her money on the things they wanted.
Some teens did not have to get jobs; they were given an allowance by their parents. A

new teen leisure-oriented culture developed and would stay in place until the present

% Schwartz, The 1950s, 324.

¢ May, Howmeward Bound. 68.

"«A New Ten Billion Dollar Power: The U.S. Teen-Age Consumer,” Life, (August 31, 1959): 78.
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day.® The popularity of rock-and-roll music had helped spur the music industry to selling
more than $75 million dollars in recordings each year.® Other than school, teens had few
responsibilities. Now teens had the kind of purchasing power to buy all kinds of things.
One thing that millions of teenagers did buy were rock-and roll-records.

By the mid-1950s rock and roll had become popular around the world, but the
Soviet Union explicitly condemned rock and roll music. The Soviets claimed that rock
and roll was a “tremendous gold-bearing vein that brings enterprising smart operators
millions of dollars in profits.”*® Both sides of the Cold War disapproved of rock and roll
music. The Soviets thought that rock music was a capitalist plot to thwart communism.
The Soviets were right in a sense about rock-and-roll music being a capitalist business.
Record producers like Sam Phillips of Sun Records in Memphis, Tennessee made
millions of dollars and became incredibly powerful.**

It would seem that since the Soviet Union, America’s archrival, condemned and
rejected rock and roll music, Americans would be quick to embrace the music to spite the
Soviet Union. This was not the case however; some conservative adults even believed
that rock and roll was a communist plot to overthrow the government. ** One reason
many Americans did not embrace rock and roll music was that they felt music was

immoral due to its association with sex, which was taboo outside of marriage at this point

® paul Friedlander, Rock and Roll: A Social History, (Boulder, Co: Westview Press), 1996. 21.

° Michael Bertrand, Race, Rock, and Elvis, (Urbana, Ill: University of Illinois Press, 2000), 20.

19 «Rock ‘n’ Roll Held to Yield Millions,” New York Times, April 15, 1957, 23

11 Bertrand. Race, Rock, and Elvis, 63-64.

12 gchwartz, The 1950s, 110.
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of American history.® This was the same point in American history in which Alfred C.
Kinsey had published his extremely controversial books Sexual Behavior in the Human
Male (1948) and Sexual Behavior in the Human Female (1953). Kinsey’s studies
revealed that American men and women were both extremely sexually active. Other
“experts” were quick to thwart Kinsey’s work. Edward Bergler and William Kroger both
Medical Doctors stated, “Kinsey completely ignores the mood preceding sex. For the
normal woman in our culture, sex is inacceptable (sic) without this indefinable mood of
love, tenderness, (and) affection.”** This was the typical attitude of many Americans at
this time. Most rock-and-roll music did not have this “love, tenderness, and affection,”
and therefore many Americans rejected it.

Rock and roll was an amalgamation of many different types of music from gospel,
hillbilly, jazz, and the blues. Excluding the hillbilly music, the origins of rock and roll
came primarily from African American music. This fact is very important to note when
studying the history of rock and roll. In an interview, the self-proclaimed king of rock
and roll, Little Richard, stated, “Rock ‘n’ roll music is black music, if it was white music
I’d say it was but it’s nothing but Rhythm and Blues. That R and B stands for Real
Black.”"

The 1950s were a time of tense race relations in the United States. The historic

Civil Rights legislation had yet to be passed, and racial tension between blacks and

3 May. Homeward Bound. 81-87.

 Edmund Bergler and William Kroger, Kinsey’s Myth of Female Sexuality, (New York: Grune &
Stratton, 1954), 186.

> Interview Little Richard, History of Rock ‘n’ Roll: Good Rockin’ Tonight, Video Source.
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whites, especially in the south, was ubiquitous. Southern senators and congressman
issued the Southern Manifesto, which opposed the Supreme Court’s attempts to
desegregate the south. Only four southern congressmen refused to sign this document,
which stated that segregation was a state issue rather than a federal issue.*® Segregation
was the legal separation of races. Blacks and whites had been segregated by law since
the trial of Plessy v. Ferguson in 1896, which coined the term “separate but equal.” This
was not the case. African Americans were separated but they certainly did not receive
equality.

Rock-and-roll concerts, generally, drew a mixed audience and dancing at rock and
roll concerts was common. The thought of blacks dancing with whites was so
threatening to the establishment that steps were taken to prevent this from happening.
Whites used segregation to prevent blacks and whites from dancing together. Whites
were placed in the balcony and blacks were placed on the dance floor. This was not very
effective because white teenagers would jump off the balcony and start dancing. A
police presence to make sure that teens did not dance to the music was another way that
whites regulated concerts. The steps white adults took to prevent dancing between the
races were the foundation for many riots that took place in the 1950s."’

Opposition to rock and roll reflected its overt sexual overtones. Rock-and-roll

music in some cases was overtly sexual. The term rock and roll itself was synonymous

16 Schwartz, The 1950s, 283.

7 Interview with Little Richard. Good Rocking Tonight. 1989.
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with sexual intercourse.’® The term had been used for years in rhythm and blues music
but when rock and roll music became popular among the white youth this is when the
controversy began. The fact that rock-and-roll music was primarily influenced by and
performed by African Americans caused many white citizens to be concerned.

One reason for this concern was fear of African American sexuality. The fear was
that African American males would have sex with white women. Quinton Harper, one of
the first black Mississippians to marry a white woman stated,

“The whites can’t stand the ‘shock’ of a black associating with a white woman.

As long as they hear about it and don’t see it, that’s one thing; but if they see it,

then they can’t get it through their minds that it is really happening. They just

don’t want the black man with the white woman, that’s all.”*°

Because rock-and roll-music was associated with sexuality and it brought together
whites and blacks, many people were afraid that black men would take advantage of their
daughters. For years, there was a myth about black male sexuality and some whites
feared this myth enough to try to prevent their children from listening to the suggestive
music.?

Most white parents judged rock-and-roll music to be “bestial and subhuman.”*

Organizations were formed to prevent rock and roll from corrupting the white youth. The

Chicago Defender stated that the Dixiecrats had “decided that music like rock n” roll and

'8 Nelson George, The Death of Rhythm and Blues, (Toronto: Pantheon Books, 1988), 67.

19 Grace Halsell, Black/White Sex, (New York: William Morrow & Company Inc., 1972), 167.

0 George. The Death of Rhythm and Blues. 7.

2 |bid, 27.
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New Orleans Jazz-like tempos and anything else that can be called Negro music is
degrading and tends to distort the morals of youngsters.”?

Organizations like the North Alabama White Citizens Council also took a serious
stand against rock-and-roll music. Asa Carter, who was the secretary of this
organization, took one of the most public anti-rock stands. He demanded that rock-and-
roll music be taken off of the jukeboxes, which outraged owners anxious for big profits.®
Carter stated, “Rock and roll is the basic heavy beat music of negroes. It appeals to the
base in man and brings out animalism and vulgarity.”** Asa Carter was a blatant and
unabashed racist. After Nat King Cole, a very popular singer, was attacked in Alabama,
Carter stated that he was not concerned about the attack stating, “I’ve swung at niggers
myself.”%

The North Alabama White Citizens Council was not the only White Citizens
Council that made anti-rock and roll statements. In a video clip from the Alabama White
Citizens Council the chairman of the organization said, “We’re setting up a twenty man
committee to do away with this vulgar animalistic nigger rock and roll bop. Our
committee will check with restaurant owners and cafes to see what bebop records is on

their machines and then ask ‘em to do away with ‘em.”?®

22 Rob Roy, “Much More Than Dixie’s Ruling on Rock ‘n’ Roll,” Chicago Defender, June 16, 1956, 15.
2% «gegregationists Would Ban All Rock, Roll Hits,” Billboard Magazine,(April 7, 1956): 130.

2 «“\White Citizens Council vs. Rock and Roll,” Newsweek, (April 23, 1956): 32.

25 «Alabama: Who the Hoodlums Are,” Newsweek, (April 23. 1956): 32.
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Even priests and preachers were afraid that African American rock-and-roll music
would cause the “primitive tendencies of blacks would ooze their ways into the lives of
white children.” Cardinal John Stritch and the Reverend Jimmy Snow both publicly
preached against rock and roll music.?” With these groups making a stand against rock-
and-roll music, it is a wonder that the music survived.

Whites did not only fear black performers’ sexuality; they feared sexuality in
general. During this era, sexuality was considered very important but middle-class values
held that sex should stay within marriage. Obviously not all groups believed in keeping
sexuality within the marriage. Playboy magazine began publication in the early 1950s,
which featured nude women every month. The difference between the women in
Playboy and women who were in other “girlie” magazines was that the women who were
in Playboy were intended to be wholesome “girl next door” women. Playboy rejected the
idea of marriage but celebrated sexuality, but it faced harsh criticism from many different
factions of society.”® These factions believed in limiting sexuality to the confines of
marriage.

Playboy was not alone in challenging sexual norms. Rock-and-roll music
challenged this societal norm and many teenagers engaged in sexual behavior regardless

of what society said about containing sex within marriage.® In 1954, a black group, The

% Alabama White Man’s Committee, History of Rock ‘n’ Roll: Good Rockin’ Tonight, Video Source.
Transcribed on www.intac.com/1jbb/rock%20n%20roll.htm#anti-rock%20and%20roll. April 15, 2004.

21 Bertrand, Race, Rock, and Elvis, 161.

%8 «History of Playboy Magazine Part 1,” http://www.trivia-library.com/c/history-of-playboy-magazine-
part-1.htm, June 3, 2005.
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Drifters released a song titled “Such a Night,” which described a sexual encounter from
the night before. One group of disc jockeys publicly denounced the song and it was
banned by radio stations across the country.*® Blacks were not alone in using overt
sexuality and one white performer oozed sexuality, Elvis Presley. His performances
struck fear into the hearts of parents and at the same time won the hearts of teenage girls
and boys alike. People all over America either loved or hated Presley. The hysteria,
which set in during an Elvis concert, was unbelievable. One woman said in an interview,
“I watched him gyrate his legs and swivel his hips and our parent-teachers group don’t
feel like he should be on television.”®! It was this kind of attitude that forced Ed Sullivan
to have Presley filmed only from the waist up when he performed on the Ed Sullivan
Show.

After Presley performed at a concert in Canada, a very controversial decision was
made. Eight girls who attended Notre Dame Catholic School were suspended because
they attended the concert. Their suspensions were revoked after the parents of the teens
informed the nuns that they had their permission to attend.*® These types of decisions are
crucial when looking at the impact of rock and roll on youth culture. Adults attempted to
control what teenagers did at rock concerts. In some cases, like this one, they tried to
prevent teens from going to the shows at all because of the bad influence of rock and roll

music. Despite their efforts rock and roll thrived during this time period.
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A final reason that rock-and-roll music was threatening to the adult generation of
the 1950s was its association with juvenile delinquency. Films like “The Blackboard
Jungle,” which showed juvenile delinquents at their worst while the song “Rock Around
the Clock” was playing, did not promote a positive image of this new music. The movie
depicted teenagers trying to sexually assault a teacher, which completely terrified adults
of this era.*® The fact that rock-and-roll music was so closely tied to something that
terrified the adult generation so badly definitely did not put the music into a positive
light.

One of the adult generation’s greatest fears was losing control over its youth and
in almost every arena the adult generation had control over what their children did. Rock
and roll was threatening to the establishment because it was one of the few mediums over
which teenagers exerted a significant amount of control. There were media outlets for
teenagers, like television shows and movies, but they were produced and designed by
adults. Rock and roll was performed by the youth and in some cases written by the
youth. Adults played a small role in the creation of the music. Because adults could not
control rock and roll, they blamed rock and roll as the cause of juvenile delinquency,
even though juvenile delinquency existed long before the inception of rock and roll in the
1950s.%

There were even serious studies done by psychologists on rock and roll music that

confirmed the adult generation’s worst fears. A study by Music Journal cited that rock
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and roll “sexually stirred teenagers,” and that they were concerned about rock and roll
being a “throwback to jungle rhythms.”*> 1950s psychologists found that “rock ‘n’ roll’s
deepest appeal is to the teens’ need to belong. The results bear passing to Hitler’s mass
meetings.”* This essentially equated rock-and-roll music to mind control. These studies
confirmed white Americans fear that rock and roll was sexually charged African
American music that was controlling the minds of their children.

Because adults feared rock-and-roll concerts so much, they began looking for
ways to regulate them. The possibility that racial mingling, sex, and juvenile delinquency
would occur at rock concerts forced adults to take action. Rock concerts were
segregated. Whites sat in one section, and blacks would sit in another. Blacks and
whites would not be permitted on the dance floor at the same time. Police would roam
around and make sure that the teenagers were behaving properly. Cities passed
ordinances to prevent blacks from performing in some cities especially in the south.
Chuck Berry, one of the fathers of rock and roll, had an experience in which he had been
booked at a concert to play and when the promoters found out he was black (on the day
of the concert), they refused to let him play because of the law. *’

The efforts that adults made to regulate the concerts angered teenagers. It
infringed upon their enjoyment of the concert. It was also difficult for the artists who

were performing. In an interview, Little Richard said, “It was hard for me, the white girls
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screaming for me and they (adult whites) did not like that, but | wasn’t there for the girls
or the boys. | was there to entertain them.”*® Teenagers naturally rebelled against the
authority being exerted over them. In many cases the teenagers’ rebellion led to riots.
Riots have been commonplace in America since the 1700s. Industrial riots and
lynchings have become a significant part of American history.* After the Civil War, all
the way through the Civil Rights movement, lynch mobs were especially common. In the
cases of southern lynch mobs 83.7% of the time the victims were African American. It is
important to mention this because rock and roll was a product of the American south and
a creation of African Americans.”> Rock-and-roll concerts were notable settings for
juvenile riots in the 1950s. Despite all of the publicity and the headlines that rock
concerts made, the riots that took place were small and in most cases not riots at all.
Most of the riots in the 1950s just involved kids dancing in the aisles, not sitting in their
seats, and being noisy. Authorities believed that the teenagers should be seated and silent
during the performances. When the authorities attempted to enforce their will upon
concertgoers, teens reacted. The authorities were infringing upon the teenagers’ good
time. Teens rebelled, and they danced and were loud, and they left their seats despite

being told not to by local authorities. When the teens disobeyed, the police would begin
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to physically force the teens to obey. This is usually when the violence would take place.
Police brutality was the primary reason for many riots that took place in the 1950s.**

The violence that took place at so many rock concerts became a great concern for
adults. Adults had to pinpoint a reason for the violence that took place at the concerts.
Instead of blaming themselves or the kids, they blamed the music. Rock-and-roll music
was blamed for violence and juvenile delinquency from its inception in the early 1950s.
What was overlooked was why the teenagers were rebelling against the establishment.
The reason was not the music. They were rejecting adult’s attempts to control them.

Even though many Americans attempted to stop rock and roll in its tracks, they
were unsuccessful. Not only was the music fun for teens to dance to and enjoy, but some
artists and historians suggest that the music played an important role in pinpointing the
injustices in American society. In an interview Carl Perkins said, “I was talking to Chuck
Berry and he said, “Carl, | think we might be doing as much with our music as our leaders

are doing in Washington.” And he was right.”*

Whether or not America’s youth were
actively trying to make political change is debatable, but the music has not only survived

but has thrived in the years since the 1950s.
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CHAPTER IlI

BOSTON, 1958

On May 3, 1958, a riot took place at a rock-and-roll concert in the city of Boston.
Fifteen people, nine men and six women, received medical attention after the concert, and
people were beaten, stabbed, and there was one allegation of rape. However, no one was
arrested.” The concert was called The Big Beat Show and was put on by Alan Freed, the
pioneering New York disc jockey. The headlining acts were Chuck Berry, Jerry Lee
Lewis, Danny and the Juniors, Joanne Campbell, and Buddy Holly.? These were some of
the biggest names in rock and roll at the time, and now Freed, Berry, Lewis, and Holly
are legends in the genre of rock-and-roll music. There was more to this riot than just
violence; it highlighted crucial issues like race and fears of teenage sexuality which was
often linked to dancing at these concerts. The media did all that was in its power to
blame rock and roll music for the violence that took place.

There were several different accounts of the events that unfolded at The Big Beat
Show. Since it is difficult to determine exactly what happened, one can only speculate by
examining the facts, and one fact is that race played a large role in the riot. One source
stated that the problems began when a white girl ran up on stage and grabbed the genitals
of a black performer.® This event probably confirmed the worst fears of the adult white

generation that rock-and-roll music brought out what the adult generation characterized
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as obscene sexual desires. The crowd became rowdy and the authorities took action
against rock and roll and stopped the concert. The young concertgoers were obviously
not happy about their concert being cancelled, and they made some noise before the
authorities could disperse the crowd. When the crowd left the arena, the pandemonium
set in.

Rock and roll also had not been well received by the city of Boston prior to 1958.
After an Alan Freed concert in April of 1957, a fight between whites and blacks occurred
after the concert at a subway station. Two people were thrown onto the tracks and one
person was stabbed. Blacks and rock and roll were blamed by the media. This prompted
the city of Boston to ban rock and roll in 1957.* All of this tension surrounding race and
rock led to a volatile situation for The Big Beat Show.

The mayor of Boston, John Hynes, lifted a ban on rock and roll, so that The Big
Beat Show would be allowed to play within the city. As stated earlier, rock and roll had
been banned in Boston after the rock and roll riot of the previous year. The concert was
to take place in the Boston Arena, which as Ellis Amburn states was in the “sleaziest

section of the city.””

This did not help the already volatile situation.
The Big Beat Show was put on by one of the most notable men in the history of
rock and roll, Alan Freed. In fact, Freed claims to have invented rock and roll, but this is

highly disputed.® However, Alan Freed was a pioneering disc jockey that brought rock-

and-roll music to the public eye. When rock and roll began, most of the artists were
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African American. Due to the segregation of radio stations, their songs would not be
played on white radio stations. As a result, white artists would cover the black artists’
songs and would often outsell the original record by the black artist. The most notable
cover artist was Pat Boone. Boone would sanitize the original lyrics of the songs to fit
into the conservative climate of the 1950s. Boone even admitted that his cover songs did
not stand up to the original versions.’

Alan Freed saw the inequity of the situation. Freed began to play only the
original songs on white radio. This made him very unpopular with the adult segment of
the American population. However, he was very popular among the youth of America.
When Frank Sinatra made his damning statement against rock and roll, Alan Freed

defended rock music.

“I was shocked when | read what Frank said. He has no business knocking show
business. It’s been good to him. As for charging that this music is “dirty’ and
making delinquents of children, I think that I’m helping to combat juvenile
delinquency. If my kids are at home at night listening to my radio program and
get interested enough to go out and buy records and have a collection to listen to
and dance to, | think I’m fighting delinquency.”

Ultimately, Freed would be the scapegoat for the riot in Boston. This riot was the
first step towards the end of Alan Freed’s career. Freed had been an extremely successful
deejay but public opinion was going against Freed and he began to crack under the

pressure. Alcoholism consumed him and in 1965 Freed died penniless.® While Freed
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never was able to attain success again, rock and roll rose from the ashes like a phoenix
and became more successful than ever.

There were between five and six thousand people in attendance at the concert in
Boston. Historian George Moonoogian, who was in attendance at the concert estimates
that the audience was sixty per cent black and forty per cent white.’® Seventeen acts were
scheduled to play, and Jerry Lee Lewis was the headlining act.*! Ellis Amburn’s
biography of Buddy Holly stated that the trouble that night started when a white girl
grabbed the genitals of one of the black performers, but this is the only mention of this
incident, so its credibility is called into question. If this had happened, it seems that one
of the media outlets covering the story would have picked up on this or other people
involved with the concert, perhaps Freed himself would have mentioned it. This incident
seems to be the figment of one author’s imagination.

The Big Beat Show was attended by various groups of people. Local youth from
Boston flocked to this event comprised of different ethnicities and socioeconomic
backgrounds. Based on Moonoogian’s account of events, anyone from middle class
teenagers to affiliated gang members who were willing to pay the three dollar admission
fee attended this concert.> Unfortunately, the diverse group that attended this concert

did not get their moneys worth.
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The arena manager, Paul Brown, shut down this concert when the fans did not
conform to his standard of appropriate behavior.** Brown made comments concerning
the riot in Boston. He said, “Kids were standing on chairs and dancing in the aisles the
minute the police had their backs turned. The building was dark with only the spotlights
on. | said ‘the heck with that’ and I ordered on the house lights.”** Brown’s decision to
turn on the house lights would have some serious repercussions.

When the house lights were turned on, Alan Freed allegedly got up on stage and
yelled, “I guess the police here in Boston don’t want you kids to have any fun.”*> Freed
would have to suffer later for this alleged comment. In Alan Freed’s version of that
night’s event, the concertgoers peacefully left the concert, and when they got out into the
street, they were beaten, robbed, and stabbed by teenage gangs. Albert Reggiannil, a
sailor, was the most severely injured of the concertgoers.*

George Moonoogian, a seventeen year old Bostonian and a group of four of his
friends who attended the Big Beat Show at the Boston Arena told a much different
account of the concert. Moonoogian and his friends provide an excellent insider
description of that Boston night. One thing about Moonoogian’s account that differs
from other historians is that he discusses violence that took place within the Boston

Arena. Other historians of rock and roll have described the violence that took place that
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fateful night as occurring only outside of the arena.!” Moonoogian paints a picture of
teenage drinking and gang violence inside the Boston Arena. He stated that a teen who
was sitting near his section who was wearing a “colored” bandanna that had been
drinking with his friends and stood up on his chair and fell down. Moonoogian identified
this teenager and his friends as members of a local gang The Band of Angels.*® When this
took place, Moonoogian, who was sitting in the lower decks, stated that gang members in
the higher decks began throwing objects including a chair in their direction. Moonoogian
and the two friends that he was sitting with exited the arena when *“various objects began
raining from down above.”

It is hard to determine how widespread this violence was inside of the arena, or
whether it was just contained to Moonoogian’s section. Freed maintained that the Boston
police were the problem and not the fans who attended the concert. Freed stated, “Those
kids in Boston were the greatest-swell, wonderful kids. But the police were terrible.”?
Moonoogian’s version was extremely different from Freed’s account of the events that
took place. Which version is more likely to be accurate? One key difference between the
two men is that Moonoogian did not have an agenda. Freed was not only defending

himself. He was defending the reputation of rock-and-roll music from the extremely

negative press that was looking for an excuse to come down upon rock and roll.
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Despite all of the controversy surrounding this riot and all of the violence that
took place, Boston police did not make one single arrest, and no one was charged of any
crime except Alan Freed, who was charged with inciting a riot.?* Either the riot was not
as serious as the media portrayed it or the police failed miserably. Boston’s police
commissioner Leo J. Sullivan stated that he was, “both satisfied the Boston Police acted
in their usual good manner in handling the affair.”?

Boston officials had to find someone to blame for the riot. The Boston Globe had
run “sensational” headlines each day of the week following the riot, including “Rock ‘n’
Roll Hoodlums, Slug, Rob 15 in Melee,” “Ban on Rock ‘n’ Roll Aimed at Promoters.?
Alan Freed was the perfect target. He went against everything that so many Americans
believed in. He was an adult who loved rock-and-roll music, and rock and roll did not
have a good reputation with many adults, who feared it might corrupt their children. He
also supported African Americans, and this did not make him popular among a large
faction of the white American population. When this riot took place, it was a perfect
opportunity to assassinate the character of Alan Freed. The easiest person to blame is

always the person who is in charge. Freed was in charge and because he represented all

of these “negative” ideas that so many Americans did not accept he became the target.
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Freed’s alleged comment, “I guess the police here in Boston don’t want you kids
to have any fun,” was enough to get the disc jockey into trouble with the law. ?* A
Boston jury indicted Freed under the old anti-anarchy law for inciting the unlawful
destruction of property. The penalty for violating this law was a fine of not more than
one thousand dollars or the imprisonment of not more than three years or both.* This
charge was ridiculous because in order for Freed to be guilty of the anti-anarchy law, he
would have had to make an attempt to overthrow the United States government. Alan
Freed’s attorney Paul Smith claimed that this charge was unconstitutional because it
failed to cite any intent of Mr. Freed trying to overthrow the United States government.?

Ultimately, Alan Freed would be found innocent of the charges because his
attorney Paul Smith was correct in his statement about Freed not trying to overthrow the
United States government. Even though Freed was found innocent of the crime, his name
would have a stain on it. After Freed was cleared of the charges, no promoter was
willing to take a chance on The Big Beat Show. After the Boston riot, The Big Beat Show
lost a great deal of money, $51, 985. To make matters worse The Big Beat Show had no
assets to show for the performances prior to the Boston show which made it a complete

failure.?’
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Shortly after the riot in Boston, the payola scandal surfaced, in which disc jockeys
received money from record companies and artists to play their records. Disc jockey Phil
Lind of Chicago station WAIT admitted to receiving $22,000 dollars to play a record.
Singer Bobby Darin had to fight off allegations that he had paid Allan Freed to play on
his television program. Alan Freed’s career was ruined by the payola scandal, but the riot
in Boston marked the beginning of the end of Freed’s professional career as a disc
jockey.?®

Years after the riot, a great deal of new information has come to light concerning
what happened in Boston. Singer Joanne Campbell stated that there were no stabbings in
the Boston Arena, and the kids who were in attendance at the concert were just getting
rowdy in the balcony, which corroborates Moonoogian’s statement, “various objects
started raining down from above.”?® In an interview, Joe Terry, of Danny and the Juniors,
who performed at Boston stated, “...it actually wasn’t a riot or much of anything at all. A
fight broke out on the side and a sailor got stabbed. They stopped the show. More fights
broke out, but it was quickly contained. But the newspaper got a hold of it called it a
riot.”®® Apparently, Alan Freed attempted to restore order at the concert when the kids

were getting riled up, but after Freed went up on stage a policeman confronted him and
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said, “We don’t like your kind of music here.” This was the typical attitude of the adult
generation during this time period.

Mayor John Hines of Boston made comments on rock and roll music that
displayed the attitude of the existing establishment concerning rock and roll music. He
stated,

“I am not against rock “n’ roll as such and not when it is conducted under the

auspices of an established organization. However, | am against rock ‘n’ roll

dances when they are put on by a promoter. This sort of performance attracts

the troublemakers and the irresponsible. They (rock shows) will not be permitted

in Boston.”

Mayor Hines’ attitude towards rock and roll music was more liberal than some
people’s attitude towards this new music. However, just because he did not completely
condemn rock and roll did not stop the mayor from banning rock and roll in Boston.
Other New England areas like New Haven followed suit and banned rock-and-roll
performances in their communities. New Haven is an example of one city that followed
Boston’s lead in banning rock-and-roll music. The way that Hines was able to ban rock

and roll in Boston was by ordering the city censor not to issue a license to a promoter

who would attempt to put on a rock show.*

The fact that Paul Brown was concerned about the dancing aspect of rock
concerts speaks volumes about the real issue involved, which reflected issues of race,
gender and sexuality. Dancing in the 1950s was not that big of an issue. To prove this, in

1956 the ABC network aired a show that featured dancing called American Bandstand.
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This show survived on network television for over 30 years. This confirms that dancing
was not the issue. The issue was integration. In a Rolling Stone interview, with Dick
Clark, the host of American Bandstand for over 30 years, Clark discussed the issue of
integration. He said,
“When | got the show in 1956, a few blacks were allowed in the audience, just a
smattering. When we went on the network in 1957, | sat down with producer

Tony Mammarella and said, ‘We gotta do something.” We weren’t integrationists

or pioneers; we could see it was gonna happen and there was no sense not doing
<1 9133
It.

Fortunately for Clark, his show survived despite the integration controversy in the
1950s. However, his show did not feature integrated couples dancing together until much
later. What some people were worried about was blacks dancing with whites. This was
the case at the Boston riot. If Moonoogian’s estimate of sixty-per cent of the
concertgoers being black and forty-per cent of the concertgoers being white was correct,
then there was a fear that these two groups might dance together, which is why there
were so many policemen in attendance. If the policemen were there to protect the artists,
then it would have been much more difficult for patrons to get up on the stage during the
artists’ performances. The police were there to prevent dancing among blacks and
whites. Regulating dancing was nothing new in American society. Schools in the early
20™ century passed regulations against mixed dancing because they associated it with
promiscuity.®* As early as 1909 Belle Linder Israels conducted a survey of working class

women’s leisure in New York and found that “no matter how wary or how wise a girl
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may be-she...is not always able to keep up the good fight,” because Israel stated that
being at a dance hall was “a matter of pursuit and capture. The man is ever on the hunt,
and the girl is ever needing to flee.”®® At rock-and-roll concerts, adults were still worried
about the prospect of promiscuity and they used preventative techniques to prevent them
from dancing.

Their preventative techniques did not make a difference. As long as there was
rock-and-roll music, teenagers were going to dance. In order to stop people from being
rowdy and dancing, the authorities had to stop the concert, which in this case they did.
Michael Bertrand points out two significant issues about 1950s rock-and-roll concerts,
first that “whites inferred nothing wrong with sharing the dance floor with blacks,” and
second that “law enforcement officials appeared almost hysterical in their objections to
dancers of both races using the same dance floor.”*® These two observations are very
important because interracial dancing was such a huge factor in rock-and-roll riots during
the 1950s. The fact is that these teenagers at Boston were more liberal about race
relations than the older generations. The simple fact that young Bostonians were willing
to attend a concert performed and attended by blacks proves that they were more open to
integration than the older generation. The older generations did not put up with this

tolerance; they just tried to stop the concert. On three occasions that night the police put

* Randy D. McBee, Dance Hall Days: Intimacy and Leisure Among Working-Class Immigrants in the
United States, (New York: New York University Press, 2000), 4-5.

% Bertrand. Race Rock and Elvis.

35



on the house lights and made the fans sit down. When they realized that it was a lost
cause, they shut down the concert.*’

Alan Freed said of the concertgoers in Boston, “Those kids in Boston were the
greatest-swell, wonderful kids, but the police were terrible.”*® So many riots took place
in the 1950s due to the intolerance of the police. Many artists, like Carl Perkins and Little
Richard, have suggested that teenagers used rock and roll music to fight for what they
believed was right, racial equity. Chuck Berry stated, "They (black and white musicians)
jived between each other. All were artists, playing foolish, having fights and making love
as if the rest of the world had no racial problems whatsoever."* In the world of rock and
roll race was not the issue, it was outside of rock and roll’s boundaries. It was a
meritocracy in the sense that if you were talented no matter what your color you could
succeed. Now, there was obvious discrimination and injustices, but the simple truth is
rock-and-roll music was a common denominator between blacks and whites both artists
and fans. Now, the fans of rock-and-roll concerts did not say this as explicitly as Berry
did, but the fact that both races showed marked interests in rock-and-roll music is at least
some evidence that rock and roll was a common denominator between the races.

The riot in Boston on May 3, 1958 was a tragedy. Fifteen people were injured as a result
of this riot. Someone had to bear the blame for the events that took place that night.

Alan Freed, one of the greatest symbols of rock-and-roll music, took the fall. The music
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was blamed for the riot, but music did not cause this riot. When Freed, was trying to
calm the crowd down, a policeman ran into him and said, “We don’t like your kind of
music here.”* This is clear evidence that the police were biased against rock and roll.

The majority of the violence that did take place was not in the Boston Arena but
outside of it.** Even Moonoogian who did not minimize the role of the violence within
the Boston Arena discussed sitting across the street in a parking garage listening to the
violence take place outside of the Boston Arena. In fact, one of Moonoogian’s friends,
Gucciardi, was slammed into a parked car on the way back from the concert.*? In the
aftermath of the concert, Mayor Hines said, “These so called musical programs are a
disgrace and must be stopped. As far as I’m concerned Boston has seen the last of
them.”* Paul Brown manager of the Boston Arena said, “The next rock ‘n’ roll show at
the arena will be presented over my dead body.”**

Hines and Brown’s attitude were typical in that they blamed the music for the riot
that took place outside of the Boston Arena. The music was not the problem. The music
just united the youth both black and white. Howard Lewis, an African American

promoter who worked chiefly in the Southwestern part of the United States said, “It

would seem that as goes Rhythm and Blues so goes democracy...The breakdown of the
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bias and barriers are happily noticeable.”* If this is the case, the problem was not the
rock and roll, the problem was that the police stopped the concert. The evidence of this is
the fact that many people both black and white attended the concert.

However, just because white teenagers enjoyed rock and roll music it did not
mean that they were immune to the prejudices of society. White teenagers who liked
rock and roll were discriminatory in some cases too. Chuck Berry gives evidence of this
in an anecdote about a concert he was performing for a fraternity in Mississippi in 1958,

“| stepped down off the low stage, with guitar in one hand and my small

amp in the other, and started for the door. A tall fraternity brother in a

tuxedo came before me with six or seven other brothers on either side and

shouted, ‘Chuck did you try to sleep with my sister?’ | said, ‘No of course

not!” A bigger guy beside the accuser yelled, ‘He did George, he’s a

Yankee like the rest of ‘em.’*

One of the fraternity members, Ross, defended Berry against these allegations.
George, the accuser, said to Ross, “I’m a Mississippian Ross, and this nigger asked my
sister for a date.”’ Even though rock and roll helped diminish stereotypes and brought
the races together, it was not powerful enough to slay the myth of hyper African
American male sexuality.

When the adult generation tried to prohibit or stop the Big Beat Show chaos
ensued. The teenagers did not want the music to end; they did not care if other members

of the audience were black or white; they wanted to have a good time dance and enjoy

the concert. The reaction of the teenagers was understandable in the sense that they had

** S*west Promoter Making Claim in New York,” Pittsburgh Courier, July 6, 1955, 15.
“® Berry. Chuck Berry. 198.

“" Ibid, 198.
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paid for tickets to see these acts and just because people were in the words of Paul Brown
were, “standing on chairs and dancing in the aisles,” did not mean the concert should be
stopped by the police. This does not excuse or dismiss the violence, but it certainly does
explain the disappointment of the fans in attendance. The violence that did take place
was certainly exaggerated by the media.

Whether the teenagers were actually violent becomes of secondary importance.
This is not to minimize the fifteen people who were injured during the riot. There was
obviously some violence that took place at and around the Boston Arena. The violence
happened it is undeniable. Teenagers and rock-and-roll music were blamed for the
violence by the media as violent and this is what became entrenched in the memory of
people, so regardless of whether teens were guilty or not the public remembers them as
guilty. Rock-and-roll music and Alan Freed were the scapegoats for the violence at the
concert in Boston, but Freed and the music were not to blame for the riot.

This was unfortunate because neither Freed nor rock and roll music deserved all
of the blame. Many issues triggered this riot that went far beyond rock-and-roll music.
The issue of race is the first that comes to mind. In the immediate aftermath of the riot,
police dismissed racial violence as an explanation for the riot. However, later six white
victims of violence claimed that black men and women had attacked them. No one was
arrested because as Lieutenant Quinn stated in his police report the attackers “fled before

they could be seized by the police.”*

¢ Mike Richard, “Banned in Boston,” Goldmine, (October 1979) 26.
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Teenage gangs also played an important role in the riot. Rivalries over territory
played an important role in the violence at the Boston Arena. Many factors brought about
the violence that took place in Boston that night and rock-and-roll music took the fall.
Some evidence suggests that rock-and roll-music united teenagers of all colors together
and when the ideology of the establishment forced the concert to end, it exposed the
bigotry in society. Other evidence suggests that whites were attacked by blacks outside
of the Boston Arena. Whether these blacks who attacked the whites outside the concert,
attended the concert is up for debate. Since they were never apprehended it will be
impossible to make a determination one way or the other.

Despite the fact that so many people were vehemently against rock and roll, it
survived the scandals of the 1950s. Rock and roll changed a great deal over the next few

decades, but one thing always held true. Rock and roll was rebellion.
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CHAPTER IV

ROCK AND ROLL EVOLVED

In order to understand the motivations behind the riot at Woodstock in 1999,
one must study the changing perceptions of the youth of America. One way to
examine these perceptions is to examine the way rock-and-roll music evolved over
time. The most significant change in rock-and-roll music from the 1950s to the 1990s
was its shift in association from African Americans to Anglo Americans. It is
important to point out that race was the most important issue in rock and roll music
during the 1950s. The social issues facing America continued to change over the
course of the 1950s. Race was no longer the only critical issue facing America as it
entered the new decade. The Leave it to Beaver era in America was dead. The
Vietnam War, the Sexual Revolution, and Women’s liberation all transformed the
United States. Rock-and-roll music evolved right along with the important issues in
American culture. The music was not static; it was a dynamic force that played an
important role in society.

By the early 1990s rock-and-roll music had become a mainstream fixture in
American society and corporate America took notice. Even name brands like Coca-
Cola and Pepsi paid rock stars to endorse their products. Rock concerts were now
corporate sponsored. Rock and roll had now become highly commercialized.
Woodstock "99 exemplified the height of rock-and-roll commercialism. But some

artists and fans became disenchanted with this corporate sponsorship and when an
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opportunity arose at Woodstock ’99 to speak out against this issue they took it.
Showing that America’s youth used rock-and-roll music as a forum to make societal
changes in the face of corporate America is crucial to the argument presented.

A great deal happened in the world of rock music between the riot in Boston
in May of 1958 and the riot at Woodstock in July of 1999. One could write hundreds
and hundreds of pages describing the evolution that took place between these forty
years, but this study will only hit the highest points and mark the most significant
changes in rock-and-roll music. One of the most notable changes was the profound
shift in America’s view of sexuality between the 1950s and the late 1990s. In the
1950s, music that was relatively innocent was deemed indecent. For example, Jerry
Lee Lewis’s “Whole Lotta Shakin’ Goin’ On” was a very controversial song in 1957
based on its mild sexual innuendo, while only ten years later the Rolling Stones
released “Lets Spend the Night Together,” which was a hit single. This was a much
more overtly sexually explicit song and never would have been released during the
1950s."

Changes in the political climate in the United States had an immense impact
on rock-and-roll music. In the 1960s, rock-and-roll artists and the youth of America
realized that rock-and-roll music was a powerful medium that could help bring about
changes to the system.” While in the 1950s music did help break down racial barriers

by making it more acceptable for whites and African Americans to attend concerts in

! Friedlander. Rock and Roll. 9.

2 |bid, 192-193.
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the same venue without it causing a huge problem, the artists were not explicitly
singing about it, at least the songs that became popular were not about integration.’
Now there were some social events aside from rock-and-roll concerts that whites and
blacks both attended like sporting events, but these did not provide the same
intimacy, in the sense that at rock and roll concerts there was a chance for potential
sensual if not sexual contact between blacks and whites. There was no dancing at
baseball games, like there was at concerts. Despite the fact that rock-and-roll artists
were making an impact with their music, artists did not explicitly call for such change
until the 1960s.*

Avrtists like Bob Dylan, John Lennon, Country Joe and the Fish, just to name a
few, wrote songs to voice their opinions about what was going on in American
society and the world. One of the most important events that rock musicians made
commentary about was the Vietham War. The Vietnam War was not a popular war,
like World War 11 and public protests were made by many organizations. Music
helped bring the anti-war message to the public. Arlo Guthrie, son of folk legend
Woody Guthrie sang the eighteen minute chronicle of a draft dodger titled, Alice’s
Restaurant. This amusing anecdote called for massive civil disobedience against the

draft.®

% 1bid, 40.
* 1bid, 40.

> Ibid, 286.
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The Vietnam War was a difficult time in America for many people. By the
mid 1960s, the majority of Americans were against the war and one group that faced
the greatest amount of hardship was African Americans. Jimi Hendrix one of the
greatest guitarists of all time was concerned about the plight of African Americans
fighting in the Vietnam War. Hendrix’s song Machine Gun claims that the Vietnam
War was not only being fought against the Vietnamese but also against African
Americans.’

In the 1960s, it was much easier for people to hear this politically charged
music than it would have been in the 1950s or earlier. While the ultra-right wing
conservatives and the religious right wing still vehemently opposed rock and roll and
the counterculture, both rock and roll and the counterculture were growing
exponentially. This suggests that as a whole the music was more accepted by the
masses. In 1965, a Federal Communications Act allowed for more FM radio stations.
Many of these new stations formats included progressive rock-and-roll music. The
fact that so many of these new stations chose this as their format demonstrates that
there was a growing counterculture in America.’

American radio was not the only mass medium that took notice of rock and
roll. Rock and roll also began to be featured more in motion pictures and television
news coverage. Rock-and-roll music played a prominent roll in movies like The

Graduate and Easy Rider, just to name a few. Rock concerts were becoming larger

® 1bid, 225-226.

" Hibbard and Kaleialoha, The Role of Rock, 39.
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events. For example, the original Woodstock concert in 1969, as well as concerts
such as Altamont in 1969, Mount Pocono in 1972, and Live Aid in 1985 all had
audiences of over 200,000 people.® With the combination of these mediums in
addition to radio, rock-and-roll music and the counterculture were becoming an even
larger force in American society than it was in the 1950s.°

The youth of America made it clear through rock-and-roll music their stance
on the war, but despite the fact that a large number of youth in America along with
many other factions of society did not approve of the United States governments’
actions in Vietnam and in general, the government failed to act in this group’s favor.
When Nixon was elected he widened the Vietnam War into Cambodia. However,
Nixon did reduce the number of troops that were sent into Vietnam.'® The protests
may have made a difference in government policy, but it took until 1973 before the
United States completely withdrew from Vietnam.

Many people became disillusioned with the government and political action in
general because it was not achieving results. This disillusionment became evident in
the new rock music. In the late 1960s and early 1970s, the songs that were written
and recorded by major artists were much less political. There were some highly

charged political songs like Ohio by Crosby, Stills, Nash, and Young, but especially

8 “Rock Music Trivia,” http://spider.georgetowncollege.edu/music/burnette/Mus570d/trivia.htm,
October 2, 2004.

® Hibbard and Kaleialoha, The Role of Rock, 39.

19 Michael Hall, The Vietnam War, (New York: Pearson, 2000), 62.
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after the Nixon era these songs were far fewer in number.** Even the master of the
protest song Bob Dylan toned his political views down on the album Blood on the
Tracks, which came out in the early 1970s. For example Dylan’s song, Tangled Up
In Blue from the album Blood on the Tracks, which is about love lost and found.
This is much less political than Masters of War, a song about the people who send
others off to war but who would not go to war themselves.

A great deal had changed in the world of rock-and-roll music during the years
of the late 1960s and early 1970s. There were several very significant events that
shook rock and roll music to its foundation. The deaths of Brian Jones of The Rolling
Stones, Jim Morrison of The Doors, Janis Joplin, and Jimi Hendrix all had a major
impact on the new direction of rock—and-roll music. The most popular and one of the
most controversial bands of this era was The Beatles. The Beatles changed how rock-
and-roll music was written and performed throughout the 1960s. All four members of
the band could sing well and their songs contained harmony that was unlike any other
rock-and-roll band. Their new sound took the world by storm. Lennon, one of the
Beatles front men was one of the most outspoken advocates for peace and love in the
world. After some disagreements among members of the band, The Beatles broke up
in 1970. It is easy to define the whole generation of rock-and-roll music from the
early 1960s when The Beatles came on to the American rock music scene to their

breakup in 1970. When The Beatles reign at the top of the rock music world was

11 Jim Curtis, Rock Eras: Interpretations of Music and Society 1954-1984, (Bowling Green, Oh:
Bowling Green State University Popular Press, 1987), 300.
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over a new and completely different generation took over rock and roll music. Other
major groups of the era like The Animals, Credence Clearwater Revival, and Buffalo
Springfield just to name a few broke up. These bands were all outspoken against the
war and wrote songs that reflected their views. When these extremely successful
groups who all preached peace through their music disbanded, popular music went in
a new direction.™

During the early 1970s, musicians retreated from their social roles and
focused more intently on the music itself. The songs, in general, were a softer blend
of rock than it was in the 1960s, like the piano driven Your Song by Elton John and
Maggie May by Rod Stewart which featured a mandolin. However, British groups
like Cream and Led Zeppelin continued to play strong electric guitar-based rock
songs, but the songs did not have as strong of a social message.™

Radio stations during this era also began to give only major artists sufficient
radio airplay. Record labels were also hesitant about taking a chance on signing new
artists. Younger artists became frustrated in their attempts to breakthrough into the
world of rock and roll music. Some of these artists created a new genre of music in
the 1970s called punk rock.** Punk-rock music was not different from other types of
music in the fact that the music was controversial. What made it different though was
that it made a conscious effort to be controversial. Punk rock was edgy and rough,

the complete opposite of the soft rock that was so popular in the early 1970s. Groups

12 1hid, 98.
13 1bid, 106.

1% Friedlander, Rock and Roll, 246.
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like The Clash sung about political issues, which was also a departure from the music
scene of the early 1970s. While Punk-rock music was successful, it did not make it as
far into the main stream like other genres of rock and roll music.

Popular music in the late 1970s was a new kind of dance music, Disco. Disco
music captured the hearts of millions of people in America. Even some members of
the elder generation of Americans learned to disco dance. The movie Saturday Night
Fever brought disco music to greater heights. The group that defined the disco
generation was the BeeGees. The BeeGees were a group of Australian brothers who
had a few hits in the late 1960s, but after the movie Saturday Night Fever came out
they were the most popular group in the world. Disco music did not make social
commentary it was more about having a good time than anything else. In a way it
would be easy to compare this music to the early rock-and-roll music when it came to
the content of the songs. In disco, the music itself took a backseat to the dancing and
the costumes. Disco music originated in gay and African American clubs in the late
1960s, quickly swept across the nation, and died suddenly in the early 1980s.

Image had long been important to Rock and Roll, but on August 1, 1981
Music Television made a band’s image unescapable. On this day Music Television,
MTYV, first aired. The first video that aired was The Buggles “Video Killed the Radio
Star,” and this was a very appropriate beginning for the network. MTV revolutionized
the music industry. MTV was a 24-hour music network that focused on rock and pop
music. In the beginning, only a few groups had made videos to go along with their

songs. Later, it would be almost impossible to find an artist who did not make videos
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for their songs. Although image became even more important than it had ever been
in the world of rock music, MTV was not only about style, it had a lot of substance
also. MTV took a stance on many major social issues and their reality television
program, “The Real World,” brought to the forefront issues of sexuality and race.'®
The MTV Choose or Lose campaign’s goal was to get the youth of America involved
in politics and go out and vote. MTV hired Kurt Loder, a writer from Rolling Stone
magazine to anchor MTV News.*® With all of its contributions, MTV was and
continues to be one of the most significant components of the music industry.

One symptom of the Music Television Network (MTV) was the growing
commercialism of rock and roll. Artists now it seemed needed to worry more about
their image than the quality of the music. Stars like Michael Jackson and
Madonna,for example, begin selling their music to put into advertisements. In
contrast, Neil Young refused to sell his music to companies and in his song This
Note’s For You, Young sings, “Ain’t singin’ for Pepsi. Ain’t singin’ for Coke. Makes
me look like a joke. This notes for you. Ain’t singin for Miller. Ain’t singin’ for
Bud. 1 won’t sing for Politicians. | won’t sing for Spuds. This notes for you.” MTV
initially refused to play the video because it mentioned products by name and they did
not want to offend the companies by playing a video that did not present their product

in a positive light. Ironically, this video won the honor of MTV’s Video of the Year.

15 Jack Banks, Monopoly Television: MTV’s Quest to Control the Music, (Boulder, Co.: Westiview
Press, 1996), 128.
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Neil Young was not the only artist to criticize this corporate rock. A whole
new form of music called Grunge became extremely popular in the early 1990s. One
of the principles behind Grunge music was anti-corporatism. The whole point of
Grunge musicians like Nirvana and Pearl Jam were the antithesis of the corporate
image of rock stars like Michael Jackson and heavily made-up bands like Poison.
They let their music stand out rather than focusing on their image. Kurt Cobain,
perhaps the most recognizable image of the Grunge era was frustrated because he felt
like he “sold out” by becoming so popular. He stated,

“I should just rerecord this record and do the same thing we did last year

because we sold out last year - there's no reason to try to redeem ourselves as

artists at this point. I can't help myself- I'm just putting out a record that |
would like to listen to at home. I never listen to Nevermind. | haven't listened
to it since we put it out. That says something. | can't stand that kind of
production and | don't listen to bands that have that kind of production, no
matter how good their songs are. It just bothers me.”*’

When Kurt Cobain died in 1994, the Grunge era did not survive much longer.
However, there anti-corporate message did survive in rock and roll music. One band
who played at Woodstock *99 explicitly sang about anti-corporatism. In their song
Bombtrack, Zach de la Rocha sings,

“But I learned to burn that bridge and delete

Those who compete...at a level that's obsolete

Instead | warm my hands upon the flames of the flag

As | recall our downfall

And the business that burned us all

See through the news and the views that twist reality”*®

7 http://www.geocities.com/SunsetStrip/Club/1631/guotes.html, June 8, 2005.

18 “Bombtrack Lyrics,” http://www.lyricsdepot.com/rage-against-the-machine/bombtrack.html, June 8,
2005.
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This anti-corporate message was extremely significant to the events that took
place at Woodstock ’99.

The last significant event that has taken place in the music industry was the
creation of a new genre of music, rap. Rap music was written and performed
primarily by African American artists and this new genre of music gave African
Americans access to a medium in which they could voice their opinions on social
issues. While not all rap groups made social commentary through their music, some
did and this music opened the eyes of many Americans to the struggles that African
Americans face. In an interview, Public Enemy front man Chuck D stated, “Rap is
Black America’s CNN.”*® By the late 1990s, however, rap music was less (or is this
the stereotype??) about making social commentary and more about violence and the
objectification of women, which played an important role at Woodstock ‘99.%° (1
would be more nuanced and say “rap music often found itself promoting violence
rather than making social commentary.”

Many important events happened in the world of music between 1958 and
1999. These are just a few of the significant events that occurred during this time
period, but all of these events mentioned depict the evolution of rock and roll and
popular music. Understanding rock and roll’s evolution is imperative when
considering the riots at both Boston in 1958 and Woodstock 99. There were

significant issues at the heart of each riot and studying music will help get to the heart

19 Friedlander, Rock and Roll, 262.

% Cheryl L. Keyes, Rap Music and Street Consciousness, (Chicago: University of lllinois Press,
2002), 158.
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of these issues. The important thing to realize is that as issues changed in the United
States, rock and roll continued to change and roll with the punches evolving right
along with society.

The music that was played at Woodstock *99 was an amalgamation of a great
variety of different styles of rock-and-roll music between the 1950s and 1990s.
Woodstock 1999 featured artists who played or were influenced by the musical styles
that evolved and adapted between 1958 and 1999. MTV was at Woodstock and
provided news coverage from the event. Woodstock 1999 featured a great variety of
different acts and different music styles including hard-rock bands like Metallica,
rock bands like Bush and Everclear, rappers: Everlast and Ice T were also on the
concert billing. Groups like Limp Bizkit and Red Hot Chili Peppers fused these
genres of music. Woodstock *99 had a fascinating blend of music that featured a
great variety of different styles. Unfortunately, this melting pot of music was about to
come to a boil and reveal new kinds generational conflict. At Woodstock 99
corporate sponsors were everywhere and through the evidence presented it will
become apparent that one of the main reasons behind the riot at Woodstock "99 was

the youth culture trying to take control of their situation.
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CHAPTER V

WOODSTOCK 1999

“Woodstock is-commercialized, dangerous, full of good music and stupid fun and
casual cruelty. It is also a recurrent part of American history dredging up what is
ugliest about our culture as well as what is exciting.”
Rob Sheffield (writer, Rolling Stone)

Woodstock 1999 was the 3rd Woodstock concert commemorating the 30"
anniversary of the original Woodstock. At the end of Woodstock 1999 a riot took
place in which seven people were injured including two law enforcement officers,
four women were raped, and half a million dollars worth of property was destroyed.
There were several reasons for this riot in Rome, New York, and these reasons will be
outlined in the following pages. At first glance, the circumstances behind the riots at
Boston and Woodstock seem completely different. However, there are two important
commonalities between the two riots, besides violence and rock and roll. After both
riots, America’s rock and roll and American youth culture were demonized for by the
media and adults because at both moments youth culture was revealing often through
their “unruly behavior” the problems the older generation seemed to complacently
embrace. Rock and roll throughout its history has been tied together with youthful

rebellion, and both of these riots were about America’s youth rising up against adults

whose cultural agency did not just represent a different style of music but a challenge

! Rob Sheffield, “Rage Against the Latrines,” Rolling Stone Magazine (September 2, 1999): 52.
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to the racial and economic order continually oppressed the youth themselves and
youth culture. Despite, the fact that adults attempted to stymie youth culture, youth
culture survived and thrived.

Riots, while not as commonplace in the 1950s, have occurred in every decade
since the birth of rock and role. Some of the riots were deadly, including the
altercation between the Hell’s Angels and a fan at Altamont in 1969. At The Who’s
Cincinnati concert in 1979, eleven people were crushed to death while rushing for the
stage before the concert.? In 1983, at a rock festival in Devore, California, forty-four
people were injured, eighty-seven were arrested, and a drug dealer was beaten to
death. Most of the charges brought up against fans at this concert had to do with
alcohol and drugs.® In 1999, at a concert in Minsk, Belarus 52 people were killed
while running from a hail storm.* While the motivations behind these riots were all
different, one thing is clear: violence has routinely reared its ugly head at rock
concerts.

This chapter will explore the reasons behind the violence at Woodstock *99.
Each reason will be outlined in detail including: the music, the media, promoters, and
fans. The theory that will be presented in this work will attempt to prove that the

youth of America were battling the greed of corporate America when they rioted at

2 Larry Nager, “The Who Tragedy: Can it Happen Again?,”
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® Martin and Seagraves. Anti-Rock. 267.

4«8 Crushed to Death At Pearl Jam Concert in Denmark,”
http://archives.cnn.com/2000/WORL D/europe/06/30/denmark.concert.deaths.02/, June 9, 2005.

54



the Woodstock 1999 music festival and regain control over a cultural phenomena that
had long been the domain of youth. Obviously not every individual who participated
in the riot was making a statement about the domination of corporate America in
society, but the evidence presented certainly suggests an anti-corporate sentiment.

Before going into detail about the riot that took place at Woodstock 1999 it is
essential to briefly discuss the original Woodstock because the promoters of
Woodstock 1999 attempted to implement so many ideas from this earlier concert.
The original Woodstock took place in August of 1969 and almost half a million
people attended the concert.> Promoters had not prepared for this many people and
what ensued was one of the greatest events in rock and roll history.

While some people who attended Woodstock | experienced peace, love, and
going back to the Garden of Eden, most people in attendance would agree that this
was a myth. The promoters of Woodstock did not produce the concert to create a
Utopia they produced it to make money. When so many more people came than were
expected and these people were able to crash the gates without paying, the promoters
decided to make the concert free. If they could have collected money from the
attendees, they would have. Bill Graham, one of the promoters said of Woodstock,

“The single most significant thing about Woodstock was that relative to most

countries, if you get four or five hundred thousand people together, you

would have some kind of major problem. There were some deaths at

Woodstock but that there were so few is a miracle with all the drugs that were
used.®

® Bill Graham and Robert Greenfield. Rock and Roll is Here to Stay, (New York, NY: W.W. Norton &
Co. Inc., 2000), 404.
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So the “miracle” at Woodstock according to Mr. Graham was that the concert
did not degenerate into what he called “a major problem.” One of the most intelligent
things the promoters did was give concertgoers free admittance to the concert. If they
had not, a serious problem could have arisen, possibly even a riot.

The promoters at Woodstock | were not completely unsuccessful in their goal
of making money either. The movie footage from the concert ended up making a
great deal of money for the promoters and the success of the concert paved the way
for promoters to put on two more Woodstock concerts.

The fact that Woodstock | managed to be a success was truly amazing because
there were a great many reasons why the concert should have failed. One artist,

Barry Melton, made some memorable comments about Woodstock I,

“I can always tell who was really there when they tell me it was great. | know

they saw the movie and they weren’t at the gig. It really wasn’t all that great

to be there and it wasn’t really all that great to perform there. Except that
everyone had an overriding sense that they were taking part in something
historic. There never had been that many people together to do anything

before. Our equipment got rained on. We only got half our money.”’

Despite all of its problems, Woodstock did represent something historic.
Whether or not it was accurate, Woodstock came to represent the triumph of peace
and love even to people who were not alive during the 1960s. People who were not
there at the original Woodstock wanted to be able to experience this atmosphere.

This is why promoters tried to repeat the successes of the original Woodstock in both

1994 and 1999.
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In the case of both Boston and Woodstock *99 the young concert goers were
troubled with the situation that they faced. Adults continued to force youth to bend to
their will throughout the decades of both the 1950s and 1990s. American youth were
tired of this oppressive system and used the tool they had at their disposal to make a
change that system, violence.

There are several explanations for the violence at Woodstock '99. The
horrible conditions in which the fans had to live offer one explanation. The two are
tied together though because the promoters of the concert who were representatives of
corporate America should have been willing to give up some of their profits and help
fans deal with the horrible conditions. The music was blamed by many writers to be
a major cause of the riot at Woodstock 99, and they have a valid argument. While
music certainly was a factor at both Boston and Woodstock ‘99, rock-and-roll music
did not cause the riots at either of the events; it just gave the youth of America a
forum to vent their frustration.

In some ways Woodstock "99 was an improvement over the previous
Woodstocks. There were no problems with gatecrashing, there were fewer traffic
jams, and the weather was better than in the past.® Despite all of these improvements,
Woodstock *99 faced the worst problem that any other Woodstock concert: mob
violence. Local officials were hesitant to call the violence that took place a riot, but

the vendors and the people who were affected by the violence offered a different

® paul Zielbaur, “Woodstock Festival Faces a Bad Hangover,” The New York Times. July 26, 1999. B1
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perspective.® The local police estimated that several hundred people participated in
the riot as thousands of people watched the events of the evening unfold. Even
though several hundred people participated in the riot, only seven people were
arrested on charges of petty larceny and disorderly conduct.’® More serious
accusations would occur later when four women would claim that they were raped.
In all four cases drugs and alcohol were said to be involved.** Throughout the
concert, crowd surfing women were thrown into mosh pits, stripped of their clothing
and assaulted.™

Evidence suggests that the setting of Woodstock *99 played an extremely
significant role in riot. Woodstock *99 took place at Griffiss Air Force Base in Rome,
New York. Using Griffiss as the site of the concert was a very questionable decision.
Rob Sheffield a writer for Rolling Stone magazine said of the choice of Griffiss as the
place of venue for the concert,

“Griffiss Air force base is the least rock and roll venue imaginable. It’s a grim

and depressing Cold War relic, a slab of concrete and barbed wire designed as

a home for nuclear war heads. Staging Woodstock here is supposed to

represent the swords into plowshares victory of peace, love, and music, you

know jet fighters turning into butterflies above the nation. But it’s a creepy
place, especially since military jets keep buzzing around as if the Russians are
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Soviets and Ike still has a 2 handicap. The national guard is drilling here this
weekend what a coincidence.”

The ominous setting of Woodstock was a good indicator of the events that
would unfold later. It was also a perfect setting for the heavy metal/rap music that
bands such as Korn and Limp Bizkit played and excited the crowds at Woodstock to a
frenzy and eventually a riot. Rob Sheffield, of Rolling Stone magazine, said the Korn
show was not about “Show us your tits” it was about “Show us your internal
organs.”** In a song Korn played at their Woodstock 99 set, front man Jonathan
Davis yelled out, “You motherfuckin’ queers.” Several of the bands who performed
at Woodstock 99 had an image of hyper masculinity to live up to. Limp Bizkit and
Korn were both known to shout homophobic slurs at their concerts.

Unfortunately, Woodstock *99 was a showcase of lewd and misogynistic
behavior that often led to corrupt and illegal behavior. Four women were reportedly
raped at the Woodstock "99 music festival. Many males who attended this concert
made it a point to demean the women who were in attendance at Woodstock ‘99. In
one case of this sexual harassment/assault, Rob Sheffield describes the perpetrators as
“shirtless goons” who intimidated women by surrounding them and chanting “show

us your tits.” Sheffield states, “This is sexual assault, and it’s about power not

pleasure.” Did these notoriously misogynistic bands like Limp Bizkit and Insane

3 Rob Sheffield, “Rage Against the Latrines,” Rolling Stone,(September 2, 1999): 52-53.
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Klown Posse influence the audience at Woodstock into participating in violent
behavior? This is certainly one possibility to explain the behavior at Woodstock. '
One thing that the promoters did not take into account was the physical toll
that Griffiss Air Force Base would take on the men and women who paid to go and
see the concert. There was almost no shade at the air force base, and the concert was
held at the hottest and most humid time of the year, leading to the death of a fan from
dehydration."® Water was not readily available at the base and the water that was
available cost an exorbitant four dollars. Tim Bob, the bass guitarist for Rage Against
the Machine stated,
“There was a lot of harder-edged bands on the bill, and that, coupled with
taking people's water away, is the reason why things went that way. When you
have a show and it's 100 degrees out, and when people are coming in and
you're taking water away, which they did do, and when you force them to buy
an $8 bottle of water, you're going to have problems. By the time we got
onstage there were kids screaming for water. So that was the problem, and |
don't care what anyone says about the music or the testosterone or the country

or whatever. It was water. It came down to that. You take water away from

peolele in 100-degree weather, they're going to riot. There's no two ways about
it.”

When one fan, Patrick Harper, entered the gates at Woodstock, he was in for a
surprise. The security guards confiscated his picnic baskets and his jugs of water.
This was standard operating procedure for the security guards. Mr. Harper makes

eloquent remarks about this incident.
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“Approaching the gate, | noticed security guards going through people’s

belongings. When our turn came, they confiscated our picnic basket and the

jugs of water. The smile was wiped off my face, and a ubiquitous Pizza Hut
logo was a sharp reminder of the unbridled commercialism (of Woodstock

199).18

It is not to say that the promoters were the only group responsible for
concertgoers being in poor health. Fans did not take care of themselves very well.
Many fans used drugs that were readily available all over the air force base venue and
others did not come prepared for the hot climate. Numerous fans went very light on
the sunscreen even though the sun was beating down on them.*

The promoters made sure that the fans attending the concert would have to
buy the outrageously expensive food and drinks served by the promoters, suggesting
that the slogans of peace and love were quickly losing out to the commercialism of
the event. After fans were inside the gates of the concert, they were invited to sign up
for credit cards and sign all kinds of petitions. Rob Sheffield, writer for Rolling
Stone magazine describes the scene that took place,

“At Woodstock you can sign the anti-gun pax petition or sign up for a

Woodstock Platinum Master Card. There’s an action lounge for dirt bikes and

a Beer Garden for throwing up. Hey there’s a real hippie, a grizzled, bearded

guy in a headband and tie-dye, handing out fliers for the revolution! Well

actually, the fliers say Wal-Mart Supercenter welcomes Woodstock *99.%

Woodstock, as Sheffield made clear, had lost all of its original meaning.

Despite the fact that the promoters of the first Woodstock were in it for the money,

the concert was seen by millions of people as representative of a fantastic utopian

18 patrick Harper, “A Woodstock *99 Experience,” www.nightbite.com/xboreox.html. June 11, 2003.
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event. This perception is what is important. Because it was perceived by the many
that were in attendance that these ideas were what the original Woodstock was about,
that the original Woodstock came to represent these ideas whether this was an
accurate representation or not.

The audience at Woodstock *99 witnessed a great variety of different kinds of
music. From Willie Nelson to Ice Cube, almost every genre of American music was
represented. It was perhaps this mixing of musical genres that helped fuel the fire
that started the riot at the end of Woodstock '99. People often find their identity
wrapped up in music. In some cases different genres of music are racially polarized.
Heavy metal music has typically appealed to whites and rap has typically been
associated with blacks despite its popularity among whites.?* Often people who enjoy
one genre of music typically do not enjoy other kinds and this could lead to a rivalry
or tension. For example, someone who is a fan of a soft alternative band like
Counting Crows and an Insane Klown Posse fan musically do not have a lot in
common and at a concert in which both bands perform this could lead to some
problems. This tension could have been one reason behind the riots at Woodstock
’99.

The promoters’ judgment in booking some of the acts at Woodstock *99 could
easily be called into question. Bands such as Korn, Limp Bizkit, and Rage Against

The Machine stirred up the crowd and this music would be blamed as one of the

2L Eriedlander. Rock and Roll. 275.

62



causes for the riot. MTV’s anchor Kurt Loder wrote a piece that made a commentary
about these rap-metal bands that played at WWoodstock ’99,

“ Korn’s explosive opening of their set on Friday night, the endless sprawl| of

fans stretched out before the main stage swelled and surged in an eerie and

tidal sway. It was at this point | believe, that a certain sinister chemistry
began to be apparent between the furious assault of some of the music and the
relentlessly shitty surroundings. One of Limp Bizkit’s songs “Break Stuff” set
the downhill tone that characterized the rest of the festival.”?

This music inspired some fans to participate in a ritual that is all too common
at hard rock concerts, the mosh pit. A mosh pit is an area at a venue in which people
slam into each other while dancing, often called slam dancing as a way to release the
energy of the music. Mosh pits have caused many injuries over the years and
needless to say that with over 200,000 fans attending the concert the mosh pits were
very difficult to control.?® Some of the worst violence that took place at Woodstock
including the riot that occurred later would happen in the mosh pits. Women were
thrown into the mosh pits and their clothes were ripped off. Patrick Harper said that
Limp Bizkit’s set inspired “ape-like stupidity.”?*

During Limp Bizkit’s set, fans also began to tear up the towers surrounding
the stage. After the set, a man came up on stage and told the audience that fans had
been hurt and killed by falling debris. This man’s statement panicked the crowd.

When the crowd began to get out of hand, the promoters threatened to cancel the

Metallica and Rage Against The Machine shows. After this announcement, security
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implemented effective crowd control by controlling the unruly fans and thus calming
the crowd.?

The conditions that fans faced at the festival also began to take their toll. The
heat caused thousands of fans to be hospitalized and people that needed to go to the
bathroom not only had to wait in long lines but also had to step in mud that was
actually raw sewage. Indeed, the promoters overlooked the need for adequate
sanitary facilities for the concertgoers and enough of them to meet the need. This
was one of the many expenses that promoters chose to skimp on and it was an
expense that would come back to haunt them later. Indeed by the end of the concert
more than 3,000 fans had to be treated by medical staff at Woodstock *99.%°

The long hot concert of Woodstock *99 was finally coming to a close but
things would go from bad to worse as the Red Hot Chili Peppers closed the show.
During the set massive fires were lit by the fans, a practice made easier by the
promoters’ decision to give fans so called “peace candles,” which were used to start
the fires that would prove to be one of the most memorable images from Woodstock
’99. Indeed, the Chili Peppers appropriately closed the show as planned with the Jimi
Hendrix cover “Fire.” During the confusion, several large fires were set and one of
the fires ignited the Freon in one of the trucks and the other trucks caught on fire as

well.?’
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There are several different perspectives that one could take when looking at
the riot at Woodstock ’99. Meghan Maclver of Toronto, who attended the concert,
said of the riot, “It was sheer fun; there was looting and lots of damage, but not to
anyone’s tents. As riots go it was a very friendly riot.”? It is easy to see why Meghan
saw the riot like this. Only seven people were injured in the riot, but a great deal of
property was destroyed and several hundred concertgoers of about 225,000 who
attended the event participated in the riot. Meghan was wrong about no damage
being done to the tents. Twelve vendor’s tents were burned by the mob causing half a
million dollars worth of damage.?® One of the vendors whose tent was burned, Kelley
Campbell said of the riot, “It was scary.... There was no security whatsoever. When
the cops came, they were beating kids with clubs-who had stolen CDs out of the tent
next to me.”*® Patrick Harper had a riot experience that he did not consider “sheer
fun” either. Harper was in a portapotty. People tipped it over while he was in it. The
Peace Patrol eventually carried him out on a stretcher.*

The aftermath of the riot was a terrible site to behold. Matt Hendrickson of
Rolling Stone said,

“On Monday morning, the Woodstock site looked like what would happen if

Apocalypse Now were filmed in a garbage dump. The twelve tractor trailers
were still smoking as firefighters and state troopers shooed away onlookers.
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Speaker towers lay twisted like the charred pretzels spilling out of the trailers.
Woodstock will be remembered for more than a so called riot, but the chaos
and destruction will be a permanent stain.”*

After the dust had cleared, the first thing that people did was try to find a party
to blame for the riot that took place. Several groups were singled out for the events
that took place that Sunday night. One of the groups blamed was the vendors who
sold bottles of water for $4 and personal pan pizzas at $12, and since it was the
vendors’ tents that were attacked it can easily be argued that the people involved in
the riot did blame them at least to some extent. ¥

Another group that deserves blame for the events that took place are the fans
who attended the concert. One fan, Mark Szcerbiak, twenty, said of his generation,
“Our generation isn’t about peace and love anymore; they’re all about destruction and
hostility. This is to show everyone that we’re young and we don’t care we just bury
everything.” Unfortunately, there were people with this attitude who caused true fans
of the music to be hurt.** Moby, who performed at the Woodstock *99 festival
blamed both the music and the fans. After the concert he stated, “You don’t have a
rock festival based on peace and love and invite Kid Rock and the Insane Clown
Posse. It’s just foolishness. Look at the people who go to their shows regularly,

macho idiots. So of course those same macho idiots are going to show up at your
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rock festival and cause trouble.” In this statement Moby lists almost all guilty
parties behind the riot at Woodstock *99. He blames the promoters for inviting artists
who would provoke the crowd. He is not blaming the musicians, this is just their
style and it was the promoters who invited them to the festival. Moby also blames the
music and the fans who behaved in that manner.

A third group to be blamed for the riot at Woodstock *99 are the musicians.
Rap metal bands like Limp Bizkit, Korn, and Insane Clown Posse, who threw
hundred dollar bills out to the audience knowing that the results would be violent
should shoulder some of the blame for the riots. Performers like Fred Durst
encouraged the actions of the crowd when they tore apart a tower, calling their
actions “cool.” With musicians sending this kind of message it is no wonder that
some audience members participated in this violent behavior. *

In the 1950s, the fans and the music were blamed for the riot at Boston. Rock
and roll was seen as an evil force that caused America’s youth to participate in violent
behavior. The teenagers who attended the concert at the Boston Arena were called
“Rock ‘n’ Roll Hoodlums,” by the Boston Globe.*” Michael Lang and John Scher
promoters of Woodstock 99 blamed the riot on “troublemakers,” within the

audience. It is easy to see the connection between the riots. In both cases rock and
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roll and America’s youth were blamed by the establishment for the violence that took
place.

Neil Srauss of the New York Times blamed the media for the riots that took
place at the concert. His theory is that if the concertgoers had not been showing off
for the cameras then the riot never would have occurred. He believed that rioters
were trying to achieve their fifteen minutes of fame by participating in a televised
riot. Strauss argues that if the cameras had not been there, there would not have been
a riot, but this is sketchy reasoning. An event the size of Woodstock *99 needs to be
covered by the media. Whether the media contributed to the riot or not does not
matter. They needed to be at the concert to bring the news of the concert to the
millions of people who want to see concert coverage or hear about their favorite
bands.®

The final group to shoulder the blame for the riot is the promoters of the
concert. The promoters of Woodstock *99 were guilty of poorly organizing the
concert, making the concert too expensive, setting the price of tickets too high, not
giving fans access to tap water, selecting a bad venue, providing untrained security,
and having bands play very short sets. One fan that attended the concert, Beverly
Clayton said, “They (the fans) were expected to live like animals, but spend money
like kings. | didn’t start a fire, but | have total sympathy with anyone who did.” This
is significant because the promoters Michael Lang and John Scher both blamed the

riot on a small number of “troublemakers,” who ruined everyone’s good time, but
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Clayton’s comment suggests otherwise.** There were fans there who did not
participate in the riot who sympathized with the rioters. The promoters themselves
did not start the fires of Woodstock but their greed is what fueled the fires and the
riots of Woodstock *99.%

Kurt Loder said of the promoters,

“The Woodstock promoters, all of which should be sternly encouraged to

pursue other ways of making money in the future--had created the equivalent

of a good-size city in the middle of a bucolic upstate county but provided only
the ricketiest sort of infrastructure to ensure the safety and well-being of the
hordes of people they had lured in.**

The cost to get into Woodstock was $150 for advanced tickets and $180 at the
gate. The promoters had security guards check bags to make sure there were no
cameras or bottles in the bags, but according to Kurt Loder, anyone could have
carried a Tek-9 in under their belt and would have been admitted to the concert
without much of a challenge.** This is important because the promoters were so
intent on catching people with food that they were not searching the people going into

the concert for things that were much more harmful than food or water, like drugs.

One question that comes up is: Why would the promoters care if the people brought
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in food or water? It is because the fans would not have been forced to buy their food
at the concert and this would have cut into the promoters’ profit margins.*

The security at Woodstock "99 was also not sufficient enough for an event of
this size. The security for the concert was made up of a volunteer group known as the
“Peace Patrol.” One source describes the “Peace Patrol” as “well-intentioned but
woefully inept.” The Peace Patrol was a small force of 1,250 members who were
young and inexperienced security officers.** When the riot actually broke out the
Peace Patrol could not control it, and seven hundred police in riot gear were sent in to
handle the situation. The police took too long to get to the concert site because of
traffic, and when they did arrive they did little to help the already tense situation.
Before the concert began, promoters promised that there would be five hundred state
police officers. One eye witness saw only eight officers on duty during the riots.*”®
The promoters made the claim that the concert had run smoothly up until the point of
the riot and they were right about this, but when the situation developed the security
force did not live up to the test and this is the crucial issue. Promoters faced a great
deal of criticism for the way they handled the situation.

The promoters were not going to take all of this criticism lying down.

Promoters stated that the prices charged at Woodstock 99 were comparable to any
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other standard rock concert, but this argument is invalid. Woodstock *99 was not a
standard rock concert. While a typical rock concert lasts only a few hours,
Woodstock’99 spanned a few days. Typical concertgoers usually can afford the price
of expensive drinks and food for a few hours or choose not to eat or drink at the
concert. However, at a concert like Woodstock 99, people had to eat and drink and
therefore spend an enormous amount of money. Promoters charged $10 for burritos,
$12 for personal pan pizzas, and $4-$5 for a bottle of water. The water is what is
truly unbelievable considering that the concert was held at the end of July and in the
midst of a heat wave that killed hundreds of people on the east coast. In fact, CNN
reported that July 1999 was New York’s hottest ever on record.*® Since the
promoters were making so much money on concessions, one would think that they
would provide the best care possible for their fans, but they did not even have anyone
replace the portapotties once they were full. This led to a problem of dangerous
human waste at Woodstock 99 and just one more probable reason for the riot.*’
Promoters could have done so many things to improve these people’s concert
experience, but they decided to focus solely on making money rather than enhancing
the fans’ enjoyment. Patrick Harper gives a very vivid description of his Woodstock
’99 experience, “The lumpy soggy ground beneath me, the constant music, noise, and
stink, it was torture beyond description.”*® If everyone who attended this concert felt

the same way, it is no wonder that the fans at the concert began a riot. The conditions
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were certainly a factor that caused the riot, but the promoters could have done so
much more to alleviate the fans’ suffering. However, this would have cost them more
money and so in a way if the fans were rioting against the conditions they were also
rioting against the promoters as well. The fans were expecting a great concert
experience and Woodstock 99 did not live up to their expectations. Some fans
decided to riot, and many of those who did not participate in the rioting sympathized
with the rioters.

The promoters did accept some responsibility for the riot at Woodstock, but
they tried to place blame elsewhere as much as possible. Promoter John Scher said,
“I am mortified that this happened of course we blame ourselves to a degree.” Yet
he, also called the riot an “aberration” created by a few bad kids.*® He knew that
there was no way to completely avoid blame for the riot, but he still tried to shift the
majority of the responsibility for the riot on the fans at the concert.

Another promoter of Woodstock 99, Michael Lang, who actually was one of
the promoters of the original Woodstock followed Scher’s line of reasoning. He said,
“l don’t think that this (the riot) defines a generation. | think that it defines a small
group of morons who were determined to screw this up.” > Lang also claimed to
have seen, “...kids with their faces painted black, wearing the same-colored shirts and

headbands deliberately setting fires...It certainly looks premeditated.”*
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Michael Lang did question some of the artists that he and the other promoters
booked for the concert. He said, “If | knew it (the riot) was coming | might have
done a little different booking. | would have tried not to have had as edgy a bill as we
had. | would have programmed the days better, tried to spread them out a bit
more.”?

While Lang is blaming himself to a degree, he is not taking responsibility by
shifting the blame to the bands that played at the concert. He is ignoring the fact that
the riot took place not after Limp Bizkit, Korn, Insane Clown Posse, or Rage Against
the Machine, but at the end of the concert when people were finally fed up with the
terrible conditions that they had to live under. Maybe the riot would not have gotten
out of hand if a trained security force had been at the concert. The promoters decided
not to allow the 1,250 person security force (the Peace Patrol) to take action against
the riots because they were not trained to handle a riot situation. Why would the
promoters have hired a security force that was not equipped to handle a riot situation?
They obviously did not expect a riot. This was Michael Lang’s third Woodstock and
the first two concerts did not experience violence. However, based on the history of
rock and roll concerts and the simple fact that there were over 200,000 people
attending the concert it seems strange that the promoters would have made this

oversight. The fact is the promoters were concerned with other things like making a

profit and providing a well-trained security force was not a top priority. They
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charged too much money for the average fan to afford, they did not provide proper
facilities to take care of the fans that attended the concert, and they did not hire a
competent security team to control the concert. It is obvious that not every aspect of
the riot was the promoters’ fault, but they played a large hand in causing the riot at
Woodstock *99.

When John Scher was told that the fans were blaming the riot on the high
prices at the concert, he said, “A $4 bottle of water does not cause a kid to start a fire
or turn over a car. | don’t think that there’s any excuse for that behavior. It shouldn’t
be tolerated by their peers. It shouldn’t be tolerated by society...There was free water
everywhere.”*®

Scher did omit the fact that some of the free water was hundreds of yards
away and contaminated by toilet sewage.>* John Scher was wrong when he said that
high prices couldn’t cause a riot. The promoters were exploiting the fans at
Woodstock *99, and the fans decided to do something about it. That is why they
attacked vendors’ tents and stole money from ATM machines. They could have
attacked each other, and there were a few cases of this, or they could have tried to
rush the stage and take their frustrations out on the artists themselves. But the
majority of the riot took place at the vendors’ tents which did send a message about

what the fans were concerned about. While the fans’ behavior does not necessarily

prove that this was an anti-corporate statement, it certainly does suggest this.
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When asked to comment on the riots, promoter Michael Lang said, “I don’t think the
kids were making an anti-Woodstock statement. I think it was an anti-establishment
statement, anti-everything statement.”> Lang’s conclusion that this was an anti-
establishment statement is correct. The point that Lang missed was that Woodstock
had become the establishment. All the promoters of Woodstock were concerned with
was making money. Woodstock was just another major corporation, and when the
fans realized this they rebelled against it.

Many different groups shoulder some blame in the riot at Woodstock *99.
One group is the fans who were the participants; another group includes the
musicians who played music that incited the crowd to behave in a violent manner.
The media also played a role in the riot. The promoters and corporate America also
played a vital role in this riot. Writer Christopher Caldwell summed up the meaning
of Woodstock 99 best when he wrote, “Woodstock (1999) was not about peace, love,
and harmony. It was about making tons of dough for the Woodstock generation by
exploiting the Woodstock generation’s kids.”*®

Corporate dominance was one issue that made an impact on at least some of
America’s youth. By the mid 1990s, there were dozens of groups that tried to fight
against corporate crime including: JUSTICE. DO IT NIKE!, Corporate Watch, The

Yellow Pages are just a few of the major organizations that are united in their stance

to stop corporate dominance. The members in these groups ranged from elementary
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and college-age students to the elderly.>” One thing that corporations had become
masters of was “branding.” Branding is a promise, a pledge of quality. It is the
essence of a product, including why it is great, and how it is better than all competing
products. It is an image. It is a combination of words and letters, symbols, and
colors.® By the 1980s, it was commonplace for bands like the Rolling Stones to
have their tours sponsored by a company and by the 1990s rock concert franchises
like Woodstock and Lollapalooza had become brands as well. At Lollapalooza ‘92,
concertgoers were frustrated because the only tent that was clearly marked was the
one that sold Lollapalooza merchandise, regular T-shirts for $23 and tie-dyed shirts
for $30.° On May 16, 1998, people all over the world participated in an anti-
corporate protest called the Global Street Party. Concerts were held which were not
sponsored by major companies. However, no major musical acts participated in the
event.®® Woodstock *99 certainly did not escape corporate sponsorship or branding
and evidence suggests the concertgoers took a stand against it. 1999 was the height
of anti-corporate sentiment. Five months after Woodstock *99 in December “The

Battle in Seattle” took place featuring 30,000 people protesting the World Trade
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Organization. This open anti-corporate sentiment was evident in 1999 and
Woodstock’99 certainly does seem to be a product of this anti-corporate sentiment.

To be sure no one factor caused the riot at Woodstock 1999. There were fans
that broke into vendors’ tents, which were driven by the same greed that drove the
promoters to charge one hundred fifty dollars for a ticket and charge four dollars for a
small bottle of water and twelve dollars for a personal pan pizza. The conditions fans
faced at the concert were also challenging both physically and financially. The
ultimate question arises was it the physical conditions that fans faced at the concert
that caused the riot or the greed of the promoters? The answer is both. The fans
could have taken better care of themselves, but if promoters had not charged so much
for food, drink, and admission to the concert and made water and food more readily
available to the people attending the concert, then the riot would have been much less
likely to happen. Fans were frustrated with this corporate Woodstock. One piece of
evidence that points to this is looking where the concertgoers struck during the riot.
The fans attacked vendor booths, which was where promoters greed was most
evident. Violence was the fans’ easiest outlet to express their disgust with the
situation.

The question is how do the riots at Boston and Woodstock ’99 relate to each
other? There were actually several similarities between the riots. The concert in
Boston featured 17 different acts while Woodstock had over 30. Both concerts were
produced by famous concert promoters: Alan Freed at Boston and Michael Lang at

Woodstock "99. Another commonality between the concerts was that drug use was
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alleged at both concerts. At Boston in 1958, Massachusetts senator William
Flemming alleged that narcotics were sold at the arena.®* At Woodstock 99 vendors
were selling drug paraphernalia to the fans. Both riots had incidents of rape, which
raises some serious questions:  Does rock and roll music inspire violent behavior?
Why is it that rape occurred at both concerts? These are legitimate questions that must
be addressed.

Rock and roll and violence have been linked together since the establishment
of rock and roll in the 1950s. In some ways this link is legitimate because rock and
roll concerts have been the sites of numerous riots in every decade since its
beginnings. It would be easy to make a simple link between the riots at rock and roll
concerts and crowd behavior, but there is something more to it than that. Other forms
of music like country western music and jazz have not had the same violent history as
rock and roll. The violence at rock-and-roll concerts could be attributed to the raw
energy of rock and roll music.

One other issue that has dominated rock and roll music is race and race
mixing. This issue has always been a hotbed issue in the United States, and it made
some rock and roll concerts volatile situations. In the 1950s it was obvious that race
played a big part in rock and roll concerts. However, at Woodstock ’99 it is more
difficult to make this argument. USA Today claimed that only one per cent of the

people in attendance at Woodstock 99 were minorities.®> The predominance of a

82«The History of Boston Rock and Roll,” http://www.dirtywater.com/museum/original/chapter3.html,
June 14, 2005.
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white audience at Woodstock *99 stands in sharp contrast to 1958 Boston and in fact
the mix of black and whites at early concerts was not uncommon. Yet race mixing
was still an issue at Woodstock ’99. Zach De La Rocha of Rage Against the
Machine, James Brown, DMX, and Ice Cube, are just a few non-white acts who
performed at Woodstock. While there was not much race mixing among the
audience, race did play a role because these non-white act’s music did bring race
mixing into the picture. It is also telling that the riot began during the Red Hot Chili
Peppers’ cover of Jimi Hendrix’s song “Fire,” Jimi Hendrix not only an influential
rock performer from the 1960s but also an African American. This evidence is not
enough to prove beyond a doubt that race played an important role in the riot at
Woodstock *99, but it certainly does suggest that it was an important issue at the
concert.

The most important comparison between the two generations is judging the
adult reaction to both concerts. Despite the fact that these concerts took place forty
years apart, the reaction to the violence was extremely similar. In both cases there
was a public outcry that condemned America’s youth and rock and roll, which has
been demonized by adults throughout this period. In the 1950s the opposition to rock
and roll was more openly hostile towards the music. Adults like Asa Carter were
very outspoken against rock and roll music and tried to control concerts through strict
rules and guidelines, if they allowed the concerts to take place at all, but at least

America’s youth had control over rock and roll in the sense that this was music

82 Edra Gunderson and Cesar G. Soriano, “500 Tattoos, 37 Arrests, and $10 Burritos,” USA Today,
July 26, 1999, 5D.
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written by the youth and for the youth. During the 1950s rock and roll was not
accepted by the mainstream. By the 1990s, regulation was still a hot topic and
making gains. Never was this more evident than when Tipper Gore headed the
Parents’ Music Resource Center, (PMRC) in 1985. This group was primarily made
up of conservative politicians’ wives. The group identified five basic negative
themes in rock music: free love/sex, sadomasochism, rebellion, the occult and drugs.
The goal of this group was to create a rating system for the rock and roll music and
ultimately they succeeded. ®® This music that the PMRC censored was youth culture
and many teenagers’ identities were wrapped up in this music. This is just one
example of adults trying to stifle and oppress youth culture

At the same time, corporate dominance of rock and roll was increasingly
becoming the norm. Through the next forty years rock and roll became more
acceptable and large corporations began to sponsor rock and roll concerts and tours.
These companies were certainly not controlled by America’s youth. The fact that
large corporations now dominated rock and roll was a new more subtle form of
controlling rock and roll music and youth culture. In both cases, the youth of
America tried to take that control back. The real issue was autonomy. Both
generations of American youth did not want the adult generation to interfere.
Woodstock "99 was supposed to celebrate this youth autonomy and instead it was a
big corporation that was intent on taking the concertgoers money, while giving them

an illusion of autonomy. At both Boston and Woodstock ‘99 when America’s youth
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were oppressed by adult society’s values they fought back with violence. In both
cases, American youth and rock and roll music were blamed for the violence that took
place. This abhorrence of youth culture is evident based on the reaction in the media
in both decades. The promoters of Woodstock *99 claimed that the rioters were a
small minority of “troublemakers,” who ruined everyone else’s fun. However, it was
the promoters who set the price of goods so high, and did not provide enough
bathroom facilities, or even water. It certainly seems that the promoters, who put on
event for the youth’s enjoyment, were more concerned with exploiting America’s
youth. This exploitation suggests a lack of respect on the part of the promoters and a
trend of demonizing America’s youth.

In order to fully understand the riot at Woodstock *99 it is necessary to
explore the issues that were affecting America’s youth in the 1990s. The 1990s was a
difficult time for teenagers. Matt Stone, creator of South Park stated, “It sucks being
a teenager and it really sucks going to school.”®* Teens faced great pressures at
school; standardized testing was on the rise. Pressure became so great at schools that
teachers were willing to risk losing their certification by helping students cheat on
these standardized tests. In 1999, 32 schools and dozens of New York City Educators
were implicated in a cheating scandal on standardized exams.® It is easy to see why

the teachers were tempted to cheat. In twenty-six states, a student could be prevented

& Interview with Matt Stone by Michael Myers in Bowling for Columbine.
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from graduating based on a standardized test alone.®® As American teens were forced
to focus more on academics, they began to suffer in other aspects of their lives.
Schools had in a sense become corporations. Many schools were more concerned
about producing students who could pass a test rather than providing an environment
that inspired creativity and individual thinking.®’

School was not the only area where American youth were exploited. The
workplace is another area that teens faced hardship. The fast food industry, whose
typical employee was a teenager, was notorious for exploiting its workers. Fast Food
Corporations fought to keep minimum wage down, which had fallen on average 27%
in real wages from the 1960s.%® Most workers did not receive health benefits and all
the while teens were being exploited the average executive made $131,000 a year in
bonuses.?® With all of these different pressures that teens faced it is easy to see why
teens had become disenchanted with corporate America.

Political activism among America’s youth was dying if not dead already. In
1990, an organization, called Rock the Vote, tried to boost political interest among
America’s youth. This organization featured celebrities who encouraged America’s
youth to vote and educate them about politics. The organization failed miserably in

its attempts to enfranchise America’s youth. Electorate youth voter turnout in 1996
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was the worst ever, below 30%. Author Stephen Glass made commentary about
Rock the Vote and their dismal performance. He stated, “What Rock the Vote has
turned out to be good at is providing a way for politically dim 24-years olds to party
with rock stars and for empty-headed celebrities to gain legitimacy by pretending they
know something about politics.”"

The demonization of America’s youth was evident in both school and the
workplace. It is not surprising that America’s youth was disenchanted with society.
Woodstock 99 was supposed to be an escape from society’s prejudice against youth
culture. However, from the moment the Woodstock *99 festival began it was
apparent that it was going to be just another outlet for adults to regulate America’s
youth. When concertgoers arrived they were searched by security. Security took
away food and water from the concertgoers, elements necessary for survival. Fans
were now forced to buy the extremely overpriced goods sold by the vendors. Michael
Lang considered himself a champion of the youth, but in reality he was just another
example of demonization and exploitation.

Rock and roll has been associated with race, sex and violence since the 1950s.
The fact is riots have taken place at rock and roll concerts, and many rock and roll
concerts are very provocative. However, this does not mean that rock and roll or rock
and roll concerts actually caused the violence. The cause of the violence at

Woodstock *99 and Boston 1958 was the adult’s blatant attempts to control the

teenagers. Regardless of the issue involved, whether it was racial issues from the

"0 Stephen Glass, “Rock the Morons,” The New Republic, (February 10, 1997) 16.
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1950s or the youth of America battling corporate America in the 1990s rock and roll
was a way that the youth of America voiced their concerns over issues that mattered
to them. It helped form their identity. Rock and roll has been the voice of America’s
youth since its inception in the 1950s. Unfortunately, violence has erupted at rock
concerts, but America’s youth has had a history of violence much longer than rock
and roll’s creation in the 1950s. Rock and roll is just a way for America’s youth to
express themselves. In the past, when the adult generation has attempted to control
the youth the opposition to their attempt has only grown stronger and as long as the

adult generation continues to try and control its youth there will be a place for rock

and roll music.
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