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Fe a t u r e s

In this undated photo, Annie Birch is pictured at the
Woodstock Music Festival during the week-end of August 15
to 18, 1969 in Bethel near Woodstock, New York. 

In this undated photo, festival goers take a dip in “the pond” at the Woodstock Music Festival
during the week-end of August 15 to 18, 1969 in Bethel near Woodstock.

In this undated photo, people rest at the campground of the Woodstock Music Festival during
the week-end of August 15 to 18, 1969 in Bethel near Woodstock. — AFP photos

Afreewheeling weekend of indulgence. A New York
farm transformed by idealistic youths into a mid-size
city. A celebration of rock music and utopian ideals.

Woodstock was many things but one thing is clear-it is
revered by many as the cultural touchstone of a generation.
The 1969 festival of peace, love and music marks its 50th
anniversary this weekend, triggering a wave of nostalgia for
an era when rock was for the young, tie-dye was cool, long
hair was a statement, and kids said “groovy” without a
trace of irony.

It’s estimated that anywhere from 400,000 to half a mil-
lion people descended on Max Yasgur’s alfalfa fields in
upstate New York that August 15-18, embarking on a trip of
a party that saw icons like Janis Joplin, Jimi Hendrix and
Santana jam as increasingly filthy festival-goers danced,
stripped and dropped acid in torrential rain. At the outset,
organizers were charging $18 a ticket for revelers to attend
the event, which featured now legendary rock bands like
Creedence Clearwater Revival, The Who, and Crosby, Stills,
Nash and Young.

John Roberts and Joel Rosenman bankrolled the festival,
which they dreamed up with fellow 20-somethings Michael
Lang and Artie Kornfeld as a business opportunity to pro-
mote a would-be recording studio in upstate New York.
But as news of the bucolic rock concert spread, a crush of
eager attendees bottle-necked country roads winding to
the festival site in White Lake, a hamlet of the small town of
Bethel, some 60 miles (about 100 kilometers) southwest of
the namesake town of Woodstock.

The overwhelmed masterminds had little choice but to
declare that Woodstock would be, like the love, free. As the
music began, rains swept in, food ran out and helicopters
whirred overhead-sometimes delivering musicians, other
times supplies. Despite the mud and warnings of bad acid,
the myth of Woodstock lives on-the festival is venerated as
a beacon of hope that emerged out of the tumultuous
1960s, rife with assassinations and riots as the Vietnam War
raged.

‘Idyllic notion’ 
Sri Swami Satchidananda, a yoga master from India,

opened the festival with an address urging compassion, a
moment seen as embodying the non-violent culture
Woodstock aimed to represent. “I am overwhelmed with
joy to see the entire youth of America gathered here in the
name of the fine art of music,” said the slight, bearded man,
sitting cross-legged before the massive crowd, leading the
concertgoers in chants of “om.” Later on, Country Joe
McDonald of the psychedelic rock band Country Joe & the
Fish famously led them in chants of “fuck,” before playing
the anti-war protest song “I-Feel-Like-I’m-Fixin’-to-Die
Rag.”

By the time Hendrix tore through his electrified, abstract
rendition of “The Star-Spangled Banner,” now considered
iconic, the masses were heading back to the real world, just
beginning to sear their collective myth into the history
books. Danny Goldberg, a longtime music industry insider
who covered the festival for Billboard as a starry-eyed 19-
year-old, fondly remembers the weekend as “a lot of people
with smiles on their faces.” “I was taken almost immediately
with this sweetness-the idyllic notion of the hippie brother
and sisterhood that rarely manifests itself, even then,” he
told AFP from his Manhattan office. “But it was quite palpa-
ble at Woodstock, from the minute I got there until the
minute I left.”

‘Nightmare of mud’ 
The adage holds that if you can remember Woodstock,

you weren’t really there-and many precise details of the
weekend are hostage to the drug-addled and ever-aging
recollections of attendees and even the organizers them-
selves. Rumors persist but mystery endures whether any
babies were born at Woodstock. Sleuthing over the
decades has fallen short, and no one has come forward as
offspring born onsite-though it’s likely some were con-
ceived there.

Reports from the time say a tractor cleaning debris acci-

dentally ran over one person in a sleeping bag, while at
least one person is said to have died from a drug overdose.
Like a critically panned movie turned cult film, in the days
following the festival, mainstream news outlets were largely
dismissive. “The dreams of marijuana and rock music that
drew 300,000 fans and hippies to the Catskills had little
more sanity than the impulses that drive the lemmings to
march to their deaths in the sea,” read an editorial pub-
lished in The New York Times.

“They ended in a nightmare of mud and stagnation ...
What kind of culture is it that can produce so colossal a
mess?” But Annie Birch, who caravaned in with a group of
friends at age 20, remembers the festival as “so peaceful,
given all that mass of humanity.” “That crazy rain, we had
an amazing fire that never went out,” she told AFP. “All
those bands became iconic. It was just like wow, let’s get
together in a big way.” “It was legendary.”

‘Music and peace’ 
In the festival’s aftermath, Yasgur, the landowner, told a

television crew he “became quite apprehensive” when
faced with the “sea of people.” But “these young people
made me feel guilty today because there were no prob-
lems-they proved to me, and they proved to the whole
world, that they didn’t come up for any problems,” he said.
“They came up for exactly what they said they were com-
ing up for-for three days of music and peace.” Birch, now
70, said Woodstock was a defining moment both for her
personally and for her entire generation. 

“It was amazing,” she said. “I was happy to be a part of
that experience.” But she views it as a one-of-a-kind
event-not something that can be recreated. “I’m eternally
hopeful for the state of humankind that something equally
amazing could happen,” she said. “I much prefer the love
and peace more than the war and hate.” — AFP

The six legendary
acts of the 1960s
who missed
Woodstock

Janis Joplin, Jimi Hendrix, Joan Baez... their
performances at Woodstock remain
etched in the collective memory, even 50

years after the iconic music festival.  But six of
the biggest acts of the 1960s skipped that
date with musical destiny, some of them for
reasons that seem highly questionable in hind-
sight.

Bob Dylan 
An icon of the era, and now a Nobel laure-

ate, Dylan missed Woodstock even though he
lived close to the upstate New York venue.
Popular legend has it that Dylan was so
annoyed at the constant stream of hippies
showing up at his door that he turn the gig
down and headed to England that August
weekend of 1969.

Another tale, recounted in music journalist
Julien Bitoun’s book “50 years: The Story of
Woodstock live. Relive the magic. Artist by
Artist,” has it that the writer of “Like a Rolling
Stone” did not play because his son was sick
at the time. Two weeks later, however, he did
take to the stage at a music festival on the Isle
of Wight in southern England.

The Beatles 
In the late summer of 1969, the Fab Four

had just done the photo shoot of them on a
pedestrian crossing for the now legendary
cover of their album “Abbey Road.”  But the
band were not ready to cross the Atlantic to
play their latest hit “Come Together” at
Woodstock. Some have historically blamed
John Lennon’s girlfriend Yoko Ono for the no-
show, but Bitoun said that theory does not
hold water.

In fact, the Beatles had reached the end of
the road, and what would prove to be their
final public performance together had already
been held on a London rooftop in January of
1969. Lennon quit the band in September 1969
and the band officially dissolved the following
year.

The Rolling Stones 
It was not a great summer for Stones front-

man Mick Jagger: he skipped the rock festival
that everyone would talk about as the defining
moment of the age, and instead went to
Australia to shoot a movie that no one even
remembers now, in which he played the outlaw
Ned Kelly.

When organizers tried to replicate the
Woodstock moment months later in Altamont,
California, the Rolling Stones were center
stage, but unfortunately that stage was being
patrolled by Hell’s Angels gang members, and
one of the audience was killed. For many vet-
erans of the age, that incident provided the full
stop on the decade of “peace and love.”

Led Zeppelin 
The London rock icons preferred the beach

to the mud of Woodstock that summer, and the
weekend of the festival they were thrilling
crowds at Ashbury Park on New Jersey’s
Atlantic coast. 

Peter Grant, Led Zeppelin’s manager, is
quoted in the book “Led Zeppelin: the Concert
File” as saying, “I said no because at
Woodstock we’d have just been another band
on the bill.”  

The Doors  
The Doors didn’t play Woodstock “because

we were stupid and turned it down,” accord-
ing to the band’s guitarist Robby Krieger. “We
thought it would be a second class repeat of
Monterey Pop Festival,” he said of the gather-
ing of musical giants in California in 1967.

Joni Mitchell 
Joni Mitchell may have come up with the

song “Woodstock” but she never played there.
She composed the ballard idealizing the festi-
val in 1970, but the Canadian, who had been
scheduled to play the Sunday of the festival
weekend, had to cancel because her manager
David Geffen had booked her into a television
appearance in New York City on the Monday,
and feared she would not be able to make it in
time. — AFP

Music festival culture in recent decades has
become an institutionalized part of the indus-
try, but its first inklings began in the mid-twen-

tieth century. Woodstock is often heralded as a seminal
moment in modern festival history, but here are some
other highlights of the early days.

Monterey Pop 
A three-day festival held during 1967’s Summer of

Love, California’s Monterey Pop festival is credited with
launching the stateside careers of rock legends Jimi
Hendrix, Janis Joplin, and The Who. The June 16-18 line-
up for the festival held near San Francisco drew hun-
dreds of thousands of attendees and featured 32 artists
including soul star Otis Redding and Indian sitar player
Ravi Shankar.

Hendrix’s now history-making performance at the
Bay Area event, considered the first rock festival, saw
the late icon light his black Fender Stratocaster ablaze
after his rendition of “Wild Thing.” “Without Monterey,
there would have been no Woodstock, no Coachella
even. It was both a musical and cultural event that
reflected everything good about ‘60s rock,” said Bob
Santelli, the founding executive director of the Grammy

museum, which put on an exhibition about the event for
its 50th anniversary. 

Newport Folk Festival 
Founded in 1959 as part of the already established

Newport Jazz Festival to showcase the growing folk
revival moment, the Newport Folk Festival is perhaps
best known as the site where Bob Dylan “went electric”
in 1965, upsetting folk purists of the era. He didn’t play
again at the still-running festival until 2002, when he
performed in a wig and fake beard.

Considered one of the first modern music festivals in
the United States, the annual Newport weekend, held in
the coastal eastern US state of Rhode Island, is also
famous as a catalyst for politically minded songs like
Pete Seeger’s rendition of the spiritual “We Shall
Overcome.” It’s regarded as important to the 1960s civil
rights movement and has more recently become a plat-
form for climate change along with feminist activism.

Isle of Wight 
First held in 1968, the Isle of Wight festival held on a

British island in the English Channel exploded the fol-
lowing year, notably thanks to the appearance of Bob
Dylan. It was the legendary poet-musician’s first sched-
uled public performance since he suffered a motorcycle
accident three years prior.  He left for the Isle of Wight
the same day that 1969’s Woodstock festival began,
snubbing organizers of the event in upstate New York
who had hoped he’d play there, as he’d been living in
the region for some time.

The Isle of Wight festival in 1970 became regarded

as the largest such event of its time, with an estimated
600,000 to 700,000 attendees turning out to see stars
like Jimi Hendrix, The Doors, Miles Davis, Joan Baez
and Sly and the Family Stone. Like Woodstock, it
became a free event after sheer numbers made it
impossible to hold back crowds. The chaos led to a
British law preventing crowds of more than 5,000 peo-
ple from attending an open air event on the island, but
the festival was revived in 2002 and has run annually
since.

Live Aid 
Promoted as a “global jukebox,” 1985’s transatlantic

Live Aid benefit concert was intended to raise money
for relief agencies and raise awareness of mass famine
in Ethiopia. Some of the era’s biggest stars including
Madonna, U2, David Bowie, The Beach Boys, Santana
and Eric Clapton were among those who played
London’s Wembley Stadium and Philadelphia’s John F.
Kennedy Stadium, as like-minded concerts were held
worldwide including in the Soviet Union, Canada, West
Germany and Yugoslavia.

More than one billion people around the world
watched the live broadcast, one of the largest-scale tel-
evision events of all time. Queen’s rousing set led by
frontman Freddie Mercury became the stuff of legend,
and is widely considered as one of the greatest live per-
formances ever. — AFP

In this undated photo, people rest at the campground of the Woodstock Music Festival during
the week-end of August 15 to 18, 1969 in Bethel near Woodstock.

In this undated photo, the crowd and the back of the stage is seen from the campground at the
Woodstock Music Festival during the week-end of August 15 to 18, 1969 in Bethel near
Woodstock.


