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Abstract
Bruce Springsteen stands as the epitome of the American Dream. From working-class roots to the
international stage, he has worked his way to the top through the power of music. This paper aims
to compare and contrast Springsteen’s journey with the life of a figure close to home: my father.
Both men have succeeded in throwing expectation aside and immersing themselves in their true
passion of music.
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Bruce Springsteen has stolen the hearts of millions of people throughout his years on the
global stage, as the epitome of what it means to be American. While some may think of the United
States as a nation of the one-percent, driven by its financial roots and nation-loving inhabitants,
Springsteen stands for those who live on the other side of the popular opinion. Nothing about
Springsteen’s upbringing screams privilege, he is one living example of the power of passion, and
how a love for music can transform one’s life. This interest in how the “other half” lives stems
from the background of my own father, a man who grew up in working-class England and found
a passion for music, which transformed his own life. The similarities in the lives of Springsteen
and my father are striking; from young boys stuck in the rut of lower class life, they were able to
push expectations aside and build lives for themselves around their love for music. Working-class
life in the 1950s and 60s, in England as well as the U.S., signified living paycheck to paycheck
and enduring backbreaking work to make ends meet. Being born into this life, it was hard to break
out and make a life for oneself, yet pursuing a passion gave individuals, like Bruce Springsteen
and my father, the opportunity to turn their futures around.
Bruce Springsteen was born in September 1949 to his parents Douglas and Adele. He grew
up in Freehold, New Jersey, a town just west of the infamous, shoreline tourist attraction area
known as Asbury Park. Freehold was Springsteen’s town; accompanied by friends, he breezed
through the house-lined streets on his bike, making circles around the block, always looked down
upon by the soaring steeple of the Catholic church, which stood smackdab in the middle of the
neighborhood. He spent most of his childhood in the home of his maternal grandparents. It was a
small house, “functional only in one room, the living room. The rest of the house, abandoned and
draped off, was falling down, with one wintry and windblown bathroom, the only place to relieve
yourself, and no functioning bath” (Springsteen, 2016, p. 11). There is no disputing that
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Springsteen was born into humble beginnings. Although his parents had jobs, his mother a legal
secretary and his father with a place at Ford, no large expense could be afforded for a spacious
home and comfortable living. Springsteen attended St. Rose of Lima Catholic elementary school,
where he was frequently met with discipline due to his reckless behavior. The artist recalls a time
in the third grade when “a nun stuffed me in a garbage can because, she said, that’s where I
belonged.” (Cullen & Cavicchi, 2005, p. 165) His punishments were not limited, however, to the
one story, leading his parents to soon place him in a public high school in Freehold in the mid-60s.
Springsteen’s dislike for school became ultimately apparent when he skipped his own high school
graduation after being told by the principal that, due to his current disheveled appearance, his
attendance would be “a disgrace and discredit to the class” (Springsteen, 2016, p. 92). Shortly after
the end of school, at the age of 18, Springsteen was drafted in the Vietnam War, yet accomplished
his mission to bail out, failing the physical test due to a prior history of concussion caused by a
motorcycle accident earlier the same year. Surrounded by the realities of working-class life, the
young Springsteen had yet to find himself, his interests and passions, and with nothing to motivate
him, rejected authority and built up a reputation of carelessness. This would soon change, however,
as music became incorporated into his everyday life and brought meaning to his future.
Similarly to Springsteen, my father Brian was raised in a working-class family. He was
born in December 1941 to his mother, Peg, who was 18 at the time, and his father, Ben, who was
35. During World War II in the North of England, industrialization was in full swing. My father’s
parents met doing various work to further aid in the war; his father made a living as a skilled
engineer, yet my father could not recall what profession his mother pursued. Until his mother’s
death in 1945, my father lived with his family in the terrace house of his maternal aunt and Uncle
“Alf;” after the passing of his mother, my father and his family moved to his grandmother’s home
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in Yorkshire, where she then continued to raise my dad and his younger brother. A year later, he
started school at the age of 5, where he enjoyed his studies and showed great promise. While many
of his classmates moved onto trade school upon turning 12, my father changed over to grammar
school where life began to digress. At this time, his eyesight began to worsen and glasses became
necessary, causing him to be a prime target for bullies. Once my father had finished grammar
school, his interest in learning had almost dissipated completely; many of his teachers came from
upper-middle class backgrounds, which caused them to look down on students from lower class
families, regarding them as “scum” (B. Bastow, personal communication, November 29, 2017). In
1959, the school asked my father to leave as a result of extremely disruptive and careless behavior;
he wouldn’t return to education for another six years, when he began night school, earning credits
to be able to get a job in the rising textile market. Both Springsteen and my father grew up in
working-class families. Nothing about their youth was glamorous, yet their humble beginnings
aided in the change they would experience after their school-age years. The two were careless in
their regard for authority, likely stemming from the presence of overworked parents who were
quick to discipline and ran on short tempers after a long-haul day on the job. This disregard was
quickly phased away, however, when inspiration would strike in the presense of up and coming
stars of the radio.
In 1956, seven-year-old Bruce Springsteen sat in front of the TV to watch none other than
“the King” Elvis Presley perform on the infamous Ed Sullivan Show. The rock star’s new-age
movements put Springsteen in a trance, and from that moment on, he was convinced music was
his destiny. In his autobiography, Springsteen describes how he felt towards the majesty of
Presley’s guitar: “the master key, the sword in the stone, the sacred talisman, the staff of
righteousness, the greatest instrument of seduction the teenage world had ever known, the…the…
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‘ANSWER’ to my alienation and sorrow, it was a reason to live, to try to communicate with the
other poor souls stuck in the same position I was” (Springsteen, 2016, p. 42). The following day,
Springsteen convinced his mother to take him to the local music shop to inquire about renting a
guitar. Upon taking it home and attempting to play, the young musician became frustrated with
the lack of ease that came with beginning to learn the instrument. He did not give up, however,
and spent countless nights boarded up in his room looming over the crafted wood, seeking to play
like the Beatles and Roy Orbison. Springsteen began to see music as an escape; musicians were
equals who understood the pain he was going through and felt the only way of healing was through
making music.
Like Springsteen, my father discovered his love for music at a young age. Growing up, his
father played in a ukulele band and had a love for swing and jazz. Having a foundational interest
in music, my father discovered the ever-popular rockabilly genre when he was 13. Listening to
Elvis Presley on the radio or the small record player owned by a friend, he fell deeper in love with
the rock ‘n roll sound. His real fascination, however, came with the sound of Buddy Holly, the
man my father calls his “hero.” According to my father, Holly opened the door for guys with
glasses to be “sexy, musical, and members of the human race” (B. Bastow, personal
communication, November 29, 2017), an idea he had never heard before. Not long after his
primary discoveries, my father rented his first guitar for 2 shillings a week, which he earned doing
paper rounds. He wanted to play like Scotty Moore, Presley’s guitarist, but couldn’t quite achieve
the level he so longed for. He kept at it, though, using music as a getaway from reality. Both
Springsteen and my father used music in their working-class youth to drown out the harsh realities
of the world around them. The sound and powerful presence of Elvis Presley encouraged them to
find their own groove and pursue their passions.
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As music began to incorporate itself more and more into the lives of Springsteen and my
father, it also began to build relationships based on the communal love of sound and performance.
Springsteen formed his first somewhat locally successful band called “the Castiles,” named after
a brand of shampoo used by the lead vocalist. It was a group thrown together by word of mouth,
equipped with whatever gear the five young men could scourge from attics, basements, and garage
sales. The group’s opening gig took place at a trailer park cookout under the shade of the overhang
of a little garage in front of maybe fifty people. The set list consisted mainly of the day’s hits, like
“Twist and Shout” by the Beatles, but the band managed to sneak in a few original songs. In
recollection of the afternoon, Springsteen writes, “I still remember the exhilaration…we moved
people; we brought the energy and an hour or so of good times. We made raw, rudimentary, local
but effective magic” (Springsteen, 2016, p. 72). This preliminary performance opened a door for
Springsteen, seeing firsthand how the music he produced moved people into a state of genuine
enjoyment. The Castiles saw great local success in the years to follow, booking a slew of gigs
around New Jersey. One night, Springsteen stumbled upon what he would soon find to be a hidden
gem in Eastern New Jersey: the Upstage Club. The young musician had never before seen such a
rundown place to hold so much potential and energy; he was in awe of the raw talent, which filled
the small upstairs room of the coffeehouse. At the Upstage, Springsteen booked his first solo slot.
He played his guitar and sang originals, quickly becoming known to frequenters as Asbury Park’s
“Man with No Name” (Springsteen, 2016, p. 106). Here, Springsteen was able to live in the
moment. He wasn’t tied down to the perils of home life, or placed in a categorized box at school,
he was his own person; it was just him, his guitar, and his music.
With my father’s early discovery of rockabilly, and the days of controlling teachers behind
him, his first band “the Alphabeats” was formed. By this time, he had begun to play bass patterns

HOW MUSIC CAN TRANSFORM THE MOST UNLIKELY OF PEOPLE

8

on an early Les Paul guitar borrowed from a friend. The group played primarily instrumental music
and performed for the first time at a teen dance, which took place at the local drill hall. My father
chuckled when recalling this first performance, describing the “purple shaggy mohair sweaters”
(B. Bastow, personal communication, November 29, 2017) worn by him and his bandmates, the
sound of the three guitars plugged into a single 10-watt amp, and the unified move known as “the
swag” that the group executed throughout the show. It was this preliminary band that lead my
father to form and play in a number of different groups throughout his career. With the prevalence
of pop rock taking over England in the 1960s, my father became engrossed in the music scene in
the Northern part of the country. Alongside his bandmates, the groups played music halls and filled
the cramped rooms with sounds of wailing guitars and pristine harmonies, placing the dancers
below the stage into a trance of blissful melody. Performing gave my father the chance to share
his music with those who he knew would appreciate the sound, and when the band worked
together, it provided him the feeling he couldn’t find anywhere else in his life. Springsteen and my
father found their place on the stage, albeit in different ways, but the venue afforded them the same
feeling. The oppression which surrounded them in their hometowns, and the brokenness which
became so prevalent throughout the world in the sixties, was washed away completely when they
struck chords and sang aloud to adoring fans.
Among other things, the mid-sixties brought along Springsteen’s most well-known band
called “The E Street Band.” At the start, it consisted of mostly guys who came together on the
Shore club scene, including Springsteen’s newest old friend and fellow guitarist Steve Van Zandt.
In 1973, the group of musicians produced Springsteen’s first album, Greetings From Asbury Park,
the record which marked the long successes to follow. The years to come, however, did not
progress smoothly for the band, as countless arguments and bouts of misunderstood visions caused
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members to butt heads (“The E Street
Band,” n.d.). The overwhelming success of
the E Street Band triggered the beginnings
of Springsteen’s perfectionist side to
emerge. In the recording of Springsteen’s
third album, Born to Run, the artist recalls
“The E Street Band,” 1973.

the only sounds radiating from the studio

were the screams of a single word: “Stiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiick!” (Springsteen, 2016, p. 264) The repetition
of “stick” came solely from the mouth of Springsteen, who hollered the word each time he heard
inaccuracies in the sound of the drummer’s stick hitting the tom-tom. It drove the production team
insane, but Springsteen didn’t have a care in the world; he needed perfection, and he wouldn’t
have it any other way. The artist’s perfectionist tendencies allowed for the release 44 subsequent
albums, bringing the total to 47, spanning from the first release in 1973, to his most recent in 2016.
Not every record sounds the same because Springsteen isn’t afraid to experiment. He plays what
he wants to play, he doesn’t release hits based on what the charts call for, or what producers and
critics want to hear from him. In a recent address given at an event in Austin, TX, Springsteen
reiterates this, saying, “Purity of human expression and experience is not confined to guitars, to
tubes, to turntables, to microchips. There is no right way, no pure way, of doing it. There’s just
doing it” (Powers, 2012). Springsteen is unapologetically himself; he writes of the hardships he’s
faced, and he never overlooks the journey he has taken from his time as the child of working-class
parents, to the world renowned “Boss” of rock ‘n roll. Whether he’s playing with the E Street Band
in a sold-out stadium, or meshing music with storytelling in his new Broadway show, Springsteen
plays music for the sake of music.
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Not unlike Springsteen, my father
also delve into times of success while part
of a band, called “Lee Chevin and the
Ravers” (pictured on p. 10). The group
began

its

rising

success

in

1960,

culminating its efforts with a record three
years later (and a slight name change from
“the Ravers” to “the Riders” due to

“Lee Chevin & the Ravers,” 1963. Bastow 2nd from left.

copyright issues.) The record production afforded the band great success, yet it became short lived
after the financial backer suffered a nervous breakdown and pulled all funds. The unfortunate
consequences, however, did not discourage my father from making music; he formed three
subsequent groups throughout the 70s and into the 80s. Differently to Springsteen’s past, my father
did not experience much conflict in any of his groups. The only disturbance came from a bandmate,
a dear friend of my father’s, who had “delusions of grandeur” (B. Bastow, personal
communication, November 29, 2017). In my father’s mind, there wasn’t a point to conflict because
each guy was just as bad as the other; either they worked together towards a common interest or
goal, or they paused, taking a moment to step
down from a metaphorical pedestal. Music
began to take somewhat of a back seat once my
father’s career in the textile industry began to
play a more taxing role, causing him to take on
more responsibilities and spend time working
“Nine6teen,” 2015. Bastow last on right.

internationally. While his performance life
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paused for a career, my father never stopped loving music. Music has allowed him to build longlasting, meaningful friendships based on common interests and the ability to reminisce on past
lives. My father is currently a member of a band called “Nine6teen,” formed by a group of
musicians turned close family friends at our local home church. While it may not be the poppy
love ballads he performed in the sixties, my father regards his present group as a beautiful way of
connection; the band plays charities and is able to take part in other community events, bringing
people together through the power of music.
Above all else, Bruce Springsteen is known for his meaningful, imagery-packed lyrics that
pull at the heart strings of so many around the world. His ability to represent the blue-collar class
of society is one that is unmatched in the
music industry; he gives normal people a
voice. During the debut years of the E
Street Band, the group wailed original
songs about the hardships of everyday
life and the struggle to make it in a

“The E Street Band,” 2015.

broken country with a failing economy. The realistic topics of choice enjoyed increasingly wide
appeal among men and women from blue-collar families who frequented the Jersey shore music
scene, and “who found the prevailing sound an adequate soundtrack to their youth” (Zeitz, 2015).
Springsteen was writing about how he knew the average American to live, he preached through
his songs about the change that needed to happen in the country, as well as the injustice that was
being tolerated. Joshua Zeitz (2015) writes in an article for The Atlantic quoting Springsteen’s hit
“Born to Run,” saying:
“In the opening lines of ‘Born to Run,’ Springsteen invoked one of his favorite metaphors—the automobile
as an engine of escape from the many dead ends and disappointments that seemed to constrain young,
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working-class Americans. ‘In the day we sweat it out in the streets of a runaway American dream / At night
we ride through mansions of glory in suicide machines / Sprung from cages out on highway 9 / Chrome
wheeled, fuel injected, and steppin’ out over the line / Baby this town rips the bones from your back / It’s a
death trap, it’s a suicide rap / We gotta get out while we’re young.’ It was a fitting emblem for its time.”

The Vietnam War destroyed the United States’ trust in its government, and with no one to look up
to, its inhabitants turned to Springsteen. He spoke the truth and was realistic about the future,
inspiring hope in the hearts of millions that it would improve with time. Springsteen’s music was
so much more than sound to drown out road noise or chatty neighbors, the words he sang meant
something; to quote my father, “music is the driving force, but lyrics are what make it believable”
(B. Bastow, personal communication, November 29, 2017).
Music has the ability to transform lives, providing a soundtrack which can be altogether
relatable and meaningful. For young men and women growing up the 1960s, life for the average
person was difficult and filled with the groan of authoritative parents and teachers. For Bruce
Springsteen, music became his escape from the realities of daily life. Through his passion for
music, Springsteen was able to express himself and focus on relaying important messages on the
inequality of class and race, as well as the mutual feelings of Americans towards the country’s
actions as a whole. He played what he wanted to play, and his unapologetic attitude attracted
millions of people around the world to flock to his concerts and wait in line to grab his newest
album release. As a child growing up in a working-class environment, Springsteen was no stranger
to pain and hard work, so he used music to bring those of similar backgrounds together, uniting
them through the power of sound and melody. My father represents another individual who used
music to break out of the working-class rut and transform his life into one of passion. He grew up
in post-WWII England, in the Northern part of the country where industrialization was at a
heightened presence. Music became a way of self-expression, and performance transfigured into
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a safe space. While my father’s lyrics may not be known as a national staple, the way he treated
music and held it with such high regard throughout his growing years allows for unparalleled
comparison with Springsteen himself. No longer were the two labeled as working-class youths,
destined to labor themselves to death, they dropped everything for music and it changed their lives
forever.
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Extra Fun Facts/Stories About My Dad:
-

He loves Springsteen for his “Dylanesque” treatment of blue-collar workers.

-

He loves Roy Orbison, and even played back up at one of his concerts.

-

He played backup for Jerry Lee.

-

In 1963, him and his bandmate “Panny” were standing on a street in Bradford, England
when two men approached them from a distance. They began conversation and asked
where the strangers were playing, since they were dressed in similar attire. The two men
replied that they were playing at the nearby Gaumont Theatre. The men asked my father
and his friend what band they were in, they answered “Lee Chevin and the Ravers,” the
men had never heard of it. My dad asked them the same question, to which the answer was
“The Beatles,” and he replied, “never head of it.” To this answer, John Lennon threw in,
“oh, you will.” The two men who had approached my dad and Panny were John Lennon
and Paul McCartney.

Image of a single by “Lee Chevin
and the Riders,” titled Darling
Jean, co-written by my dad.

