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PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Good evening. Good evening. My name is Paul Holdengräber. I’m the Director of Public Programs here at the New York Public Library. (applause) It’s a great pleasure to have you here. My goal here at the Library, as you know, is to make the lions roar, to make a heavy institution levitate, if possible, and what better way than having Pete Townshend? (applause) What you saw before was by Flash Rosenberg, our artist in residence, who will be in fact drawing our conversation as it happens tonight. 

For the last four years, I’ve been asking various people who have come to the Library, various performers, the talent who graces us with their presence, for a biography of themselves in seven words. Rather than reading an elaborate description of all the honors they’ve gotten, I’ve asked them for seven words. And this is what Pete Townshend sent to me: “The words are yours. The music mine.” Pete Townshend.

(applause)
PETE TOWNSHEND: I had a couple of others. (laughter) I think they could be better, actually. “I run a store. I have customers.” 

(laughter) 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: “I am running a store.”

PETE TOWNSHEND: No, “I run a store.” Was that seven? And I have another one. I do like the one that I picked in the end. “I run with you, a step behind.” That’s one for the artists among us.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Tell me about the last one. What did you mean by it?

PETE TOWNSHEND: The one that I chose. I feel like this book was—the main thrust of this book was the book that I wanted to write when I was twenty, which was that I realized that music had changed when I was growing up and, sorry, the music that I’d grown up with had changed suddenly, and I had this new set of customers, which were the audience—the very, very young who were playing too in Shepherd’s Bush, in our neighborhood when we grew up. And I had no words really for them. I had no—the kind of songs that songwriters that I grew—that were around me at the time wrote were—you know, the artwork were—these things were fabulous, wasn’t it absolutely fabulous, wonderful? 

But what the Stones were doing, for example, is they were playing songs from America, as Keith said. The Beatles were singing love songs. I had no words. I had—there was no. I was unformed as a lover, I didn’t have lovers, I wasn’t a street fighter, I didn’t—you know, I was an art student and that’s what I did, and as an art student, I felt divorced from the rock and roll audience that we performed before. And I wanted words from them, and the words that I was able to give them were the words of inarticulacy, you know, the words—the words that would in a sense allow them to say what they couldn’t say and set those words to music, so the words are yours and the music is mine. That’s it.

(applause)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And to some extent one of the reasons I wanted to show you that Keith Richards portrait was that he just as you shared that sense of the war—

PETE TOWNSHEND: Yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And your book is divided in various acts, and the first act is “War.” And war, the debris of the war were debris in which you played.

PETE TOWNSHEND: As a kid, yeah. Yeah, as a little boy, from the age of about three and a half to four and a half, I was in a gang of boys and there were—there were fourteen of them, I numbered them fourteen, because there are fourteen that I can remember, I can remember a lot of their names as well. But we rampaged in this little neighborhood that we lived in. We were allowed completely free rein. I remember running into a blacksmith’s—there was a blacksmith, in our street, in our neighborhood, you know a man bashing horses’ hooves. There was a place that made muffins, and we used to run into the muffin store, and there were these women with these beautiful white outfits with white caps, and we would run in and take the muffins and throw them and then run into the street. (laughter) And there were buildings that were—had not been investigated properly. So we would find things in the wreckage. One of my friends found a watch. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But what did you find?

PETE TOWNSHEND: I didn’t find anything of the sort as a child, but I saw this happen. The house that I lived in, right next door two houses had been completely bombed and there was a big bombsite behind my house that I played in all the time, just like Keith, that was my play space. And it was a fantastically wonderful play space. You could take old bricks and build new buildings. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: A wonderful playground.

PETE TOWNSHEND: Yeah, yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So the debris were a wonderful playground and for Keith. I remember having on this stage the German filmmaker Werner Herzog, who was saying the same thing. It was fantastic to grow up in that time.

PETE TOWNSHEND: It was probably very different for Werner because he was in a place that didn’t have the sense of valediction that we had in the UK. But the valediction was a problem when we became teenagers.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Why?

PETE TOWNSHEND: Because, well, our parents’ generation felt that they’d given us this free life, freedom from war, freedom from the need to—you know. We would become young men who would never be told, “Here’s a gun, go and kill Germans.” That was never going to happen to us. Now, I didn’t want to kill Germans, of course. I didn’t want to kill anybody, but the generations that had gone before had been given that gun and stood taller. They’d stood taller. They’d thought, “Now I have a role. Now I have—” And of course young Germans were given guns and told to go and kill the French and the English and anybody else that got in their way. 

And so in a sense what happened as a result of this postwar period that I grew up in is that we reached this point where we realized not only did we need a different life, a different meaning, a different role, a different job, but we needed different music. We needed different painting. Different clothes. A different way of walking. Everything would be new. And that was—started around the time I was thirteen or fourteen years old. I started to realize—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You needed a new language.

PETE TOWNSHEND: A new language.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: A new grammar.

PETE TOWNSHEND: A new grammar. New codes. And I was very aware of this even as a young man because my father was a musician performing popular music, which was the palliative, the soothing massage, for people of his age. Now, who were they? They were my parents, they were people who had been young during the war. My mother falsified her age to fight in the RAF. She said she was sixteen and she was actually only fifteen, in order to drive a truck. So when the war was over, they were still very, very young. They were children. You know, they were young people, and I was born at the very, very end of the war. In May the 19th, 1945, the war was just finishing, and their music was from 1945 all the way through to probably 1960 was designed to bring romance, hope, vision, color, back into what Keith called the black-and-white world that we lived in.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We have a picture here which is quite significant.

PETE TOWNSHEND: My dad is the third from the left on the right.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And what kind of music were the Squadronaires playing?

PETE TOWNSHEND: They played Glenn Miller music, that kind of stuff. They played standards, standards from Broadway. And they would have a sexy redheaded singer in the front and a good-looking guy in a tux and they would sing. And my father was a good singer, too. They would have these kind of barbershop quarter routines as well. It was very much American music. Very much American music.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But in some sense not meaningful to you.

PETE TOWNSHEND: You know, when I was a child, it was very meaningful. Because I grew up on the bus with the band, you know, and why am I so relaxed now? I had no nerves, I had no fear, it’s not because I’m necessarily a natural performer. I think what’s enabled me to become a natural performer is that I’m there—I’m behind the curtain looking out. It was my safe place, being onstage with my father, being behind the stage with my father, it’s where I feel most comfortable. Where I really don’t want to be is out there with you. (laughter) I kind of feel uneasy out there. When I go to shows, I kind of—it takes me a while to get comfortable. I can do it, but I feel most comfortable up here, or backstage. You know, as soon as I get backstage—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’m very glad you’re here.

(applause)
There is a passage in your book which I think is just extraordinary in terms of this moment of the war and how music in some way needs to be a response to it. You say, “My musical certainty drove me blindly forward. I felt I was hauling a band behind me that was ill suited to the ideas drummed into me at college. But it was a better vehicle than the conventional life of a graphic designer. I wasn’t trying to play beautiful music. I was confronting my audience and with the awful visceral sound of what we all knew was the single absolute of our frail existence. One day an aeroplane would carry the bomb that would destroy us all in a flash. It could happen at any time. The Cuban crisis less than two years before had proved that. Onstage, I stood on the tips of my toes, arms outstretched, swooping like a plane. As I raised a stuttering guitar above my head, I felt like I was holding up the bloodied standard of endless centuries of mindless wars, explosions, trenches, bodies, the eerie screaming of the wind. I had made my choice for now. It would be music.”

PETE TOWNSHEND: You should do this for a living.

(applause)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But I do in a sense if you call this a living. (laughter) In a sense I also wanted to give the audience here a sense of the urgency and the quality of your writing, the bravura of it also.

PETE TOWNSHEND: Well, it’s interesting because I did stretch myself there to evoke what I felt when a young boy you see there looking like he’s gone crazy. I felt nothing when I was doing that. It was a cold, detached act of artistic statement. And occasionally I would read in a newspaper, Roger Daltrey, the singer in The Who say, “It’s just a gimmick.” And I would allow him that. I would allow him that. But for me it was nothing like that. It really was—it was and I was very lucky. I wasn’t just lucky to have been the son of a popular musician, or a musician playing popular music. 

I was also very lucky to have—the timing for me, if I’d have moved into music professionally before I went into art school, I would have missed one of the most extraordinary art school courses that the UK ever produced, which was called the Basic Course, and it was revised by this extraordinary man called Roy Ascott, with two other guys, Harold Cohen, who was a computer visionary as an artist, and his brother Bernard, who went on to be the head of the Slade, the finest art school in Britain and young painters from Cornwall and lecturers brought in like Larry Rivers who was a heroin-addicted, gay, saxophone playing Action painter came and stayed at our college for two or three months, and Gustav Metzger, the auto-destructive artist, whose work was nothing to do with destruction at all. It was to do with the fact that we as people were destroying our environment. No, we were destroying nature and calling it an environment and as an artist, what you had was the duty to reflect that, to reflect that destruction. 

So armed with the idea that the end was coming, the certain knowledge that the end was coming, armed with the knowledge that I had a duty to make my music sound like what it was that I thought was coming, armed with the idea that I had to do something with this band, who, okay, they were not the perfect instrument, I didn’t feel they were at the time. But they became so. You know, The Who—I couldn’t have had better men beside me. I couldn’t have. In fact, if we’d been four arty-farty art students, all thought like I did, it would have been a complete mess. (laughter) 

You know, I just used to walk around with my arty ideas and the rest of them got on with the job. You know, Roger often talks about the fact that he used to have to come round and dig me out of bed to go to shows because I was a deep thinker, I smoked pot, listened to, you know, to R&B records, but that moment of uniting what had happened, what I’d been taught at art school and suddenly realizing that this little band that I was in, this little R&B band, we were just one of the bands around at the time in West London, had this potential to make this extraordinary noise and Roger as a singer is quite interesting because two of the singers that he loved the most. One was Howlin’ Wolf, who howled like a wolf, “WOOOOAAAA, SMOKESTACK LIGHTNING.” You know, like that. (laughter) He didn’t sing. And that was, this little skinny, little guy, this little Mod guy at the front of the band, howling with his huge voice, me making my noise, and John Entwistle as a bass player was another extraordinary character. He wasn’t content to play the bass. He wanted it to be more. He wanted it to be like a huge organ and had these special strings made, they didn’t go “boom,” they went CLANG, and would bang away and Keith Moon of course we all know about, this incredibly expressive, fluid, almost orchestral drummer. He didn’t play (drum noises) like most R & B drummers did, he’d go (elaborate drum noises) and it was all kind of like orchestral drumming, it was decorative. 

So when I’m standing there (makes guitar noises), pretending to be you know the big plane that’s bringing the bomb that’s going to be the end of the world, isn’t it sad, (makes guitar noises) “don’t look at my nose, it’s coming,” around me, this Roger guy going (growling/singing noises), John Entwistle banging away making a noise like five or six huge theater organs all playing at once and Keith making this you know incredible kind of almost like timpani and cymbals and not like the normal kind of music that other bands were making. It was bedlam in a sense and it was perfect for the artistic statement that I wanted to make.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But what is most amazing in this statement is that earlier on you said that this visceral music, you stayed detached. How—I mean certainly on this stage now my listening to you describe that moment doesn’t make me feel at all detached. I feel very involved in that (makes guitar noises) (laughter) movement, but you claim that you removed, you were internal—you internalized, you were writing these songs but not singing them, and you were removed from it, I just wonder how that’s possible.

PETE TOWNSHEND: It’s semantics, really. What I mean is that I would perform in this—I sound like an actor. And, you know, I’m not very good at acting. I just do what I do. I don’t act. I don’t really know how to act. But I was able to—what you describe is the first time that I put it together—because I suppose what must have happened at that time was that I must have looked to the audience to see whether what I was doing was reaching you. You know, I’m doing this, I’m thinking, “This is the sound of war that will end all wars.” You know, what an absurd thing for an eighteen-year-old man with a guitar and an amplifier that was too big, you know, to be doing in a little pub when young men were trying to seduce a girl to take home and kiss. (laughter) (makes guitar noise) 

Suddenly those young men in their beautiful suits and the young girls in their beautiful dresses, who were there to see each other, to smooch, to have the last dance, suddenly they’re looking. I’ve hit a spot. They had exactly the same need for their music to confront, to—for there to be no more denial that we needed music that addressed the fact that we were living in constant fear and anxiety and terror and certainty that the world would end shortly and it was only by tremendous good luck and serendipity that it hadn’t happened already.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You have this passage about Gustav Metzger: “Encouraged by the works of Gustav Metzger, the pioneer of auto-destructive art, I secretly planned to completely destroy my guitar if the moment seemed right.”

PETE TOWNSHEND: That’s right, yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So the genealogy of the destruction of the guitars comes from—

PETE TOWNSHEND: It comes out that thing of thinking after a while that “this isn’t enough and that what I have to do is I have to make some new sounds,” and I started banging the guitar around, and that that becomes very, very interesting. The guitar I was using in these early days was a Rickenbacker. It’s a very light built guitar, it’s very delicate and thin wood and very vibrant, and it’s a semiacoustic guitar, so it would feed back easily and make this incredibly extraordinary sound but then I would bang it on the amplifier and as I did so it went kind of “Boing, crash,” and then scrape the strings, and that would make another sound, scraping the strings up and down the mic stand, and I imagined that when I broke the—hit the guitar on the ground or bounced the guitar on the ground or bashed it on the ceiling or whatever, that it would make an interesting sound, and it did. And it was also—you know, I looked pretty cool doing it as well. (laughter/applause) 

But one day, a very extraordinary day, my friend Barney, who was my flatmate, you know, he was the guy, we slept in the same room and shared joints and listened to the same records, and we shared an apartment together. One day he decided he wanted to start promoting shows and he started this little club gig at West London and it was at that show that he invited a lot of our friends from art school, who had heard the lectures that I’d heard, who understood what auto-destructive art was supposed to be, who’d seen all the same lectures, they’d heard all the same ideas. And the rest of the audience were local Mods, they were young boys, mainly, who’d come on scooters and were doing all their kind of strange little dances, that was the other side of the audience. 

And I was kind of doing my showing-off routine and then banged the guitar on the ceiling and the head came off, it just broke, and the head dropped to the ground and the guitar just whistled (makes noise), that was the noise, and I look and everybody’s kind of looking at me expectantly, and the Mod kids were kind of looking in a cynical way, it was like, “Now look what you’ve done,” (laughter) you know, and “what are you going to do now,” but the art school guys were waiting for what would happen next. I had no choice but to smash the guitar. (laughter) I had to. (laughter) I mean that very seriously. My reputation was at stake. (laughter) Had I been present at the important lesson or had I been flunking out? You know, I was there, I knew what I had to do. So I smashed it, and it wasn’t that there was a ripple of applause, but the art students were, “Good, he’s done it,” and I happened to have brought another guitar and picked it up and continued the show, and that was the closing of a circle. It felt magnificent to me when I got home. Rickenbacker guitars in that age, 1963, late 1963, early ’64, cost the equivalent today of 3,900 pounds, nearly 5,000 dollars, and I had mine on credit. (laughter) I didn’t know how I was going to pay for it and in the ensuing six months I broke another seven, and I was an art student.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And it felt as good each and every time.

PETE TOWNSHEND: It felt right. It felt—but in the end of course it did become perceived as something as a gimmick.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Have you resisted that?

PETE TOWNSHEND: No, it’s for me, it’s always been more than that. I’ve occasionally slipped into breaking a guitar because I’ve become annoyed with it, (laughter) “Bloody thing,” you know, and tossed it aside, but the last guitar that I broke with a sense that was an incredibly important—was on YouTube, you can see me do it, the first time The Who played in Japan, quite recently I think, 2010, perhaps 2008, 2000 and something. We were playing and suddenly I became like a samurai (makes guitar noise) and as I went to smash this guitar I realized that the whole of the audience were like (laughter) and I went (makes guitar noise) and it went, yeah, it’s on YouTube, and you can see me do it, and it has this incredible kind of release, and in Japan audiences don’t normally get to stand up, and everybody stood in celebration of this act of the destruction of the symbol of the music that has become about money, about sex and drugs and rock and roll and about how aren’t we so fabulous and you know we have this and we have this and we have that and we’ve done this and we’ve done that—somehow that moment for me is still about that, is making a separation between the life that I began as a young artist and the life that I’ve been lumbered with as a sixty-seven-year-old rock star expected to behave like a politician. (laughter) You look very sorry for me.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No, no, no, I’m imagining that lifting that guitar and smashing it, that moment when it’s up there is the reenactment of the possibility of doom and gloom that you’re speaking about—

PETE TOWNSHEND: I think that’s right. But it’s a tremendous—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And a release!

PETE TOWNSHEND: It’s a release. In The Who’s early career, particularly in the northern parts of Europe, we had a few street riots after our shows and they were always when borrowed equipment from other bands (laughter) and we felt that we couldn’t smash it, because it wasn’t ours, and our shows would get to this peak and the audiences would think, “we’ve read in the newspapers, we know The Who are going to smash their equipment.” We didn’t smash it and then they would run out into the street and smash shops and buses.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The power of art, I mean, you had great—what happened in Denmark?

PETE TOWNSHEND: In Aarhus, that’s exactly what happened. It was—we were using borrowed equipment. It was an audience of very, very tough, bluff, farming kind of boys who had gathered. And they wanted this act of violence and we didn’t give it to them and they destroyed the hall that we performed in and then they destroyed parts of the town. We were practically arrested, we were certainly chased by the—we went on to play in Germany, and in Germany occasionally priests would come before we went onstage and they would say, you know, “Please, think of—” you, “think of, think of”—you know, something, they were trying to bring that stuff. That kind of approach didn’t work very well with Keith Moon, would it? And it touched me, but I would say and I remember when people would say to me, “Why do you need to do this? Your music is so wonderful, you’re such great performers, why do you have to take it further into wanton destruction?” I would just say to them, “You know, you just do not understand. You know, this is so important a part of it. This is what it’s really about.” 

There were two stages—sorry, two levels, to what I felt I was doing as an artist in The Who. One was to serve the audience with relief, with release, with hope, with vision, with possibility, and then the other was to bring them into the reality of the time in which we lived. I wonder whether today it’s appropriate for me to stand in front of an audience and smash a guitar. It’s a different life that we live in, and it’s a different time. It’s possible that one day some lunatic will get hold of a dirty bomb and let it off somewhere, but I don’t think the holocaustian images that were drummed into me when I was a little boy are possible anymore. I don’t know—I hope they’re not possible, because it would require two fabulously powerful nuclear states to go to war together. You know, you see the possibility of it between, say, two young developing countries that have nuclear power, like let’s say Pakistan and India, but already those countries are very sophisticated diplomatically and politically, so it’s not likely to happen. 

So I don’t know now what the musical—what I should as a composer, to deal with what I feel is the—and I don’t know, I can’t speak for you guys, but where I live in London, I live in quite a polite little neighborhood, I still live in West London, where I grew up, I live maybe half a mile from the house in which I was born. Everybody around me is frightened. Everybody around me lives in anxiety. They fear for their children. They fear for their children’s future. They fear that they won’t be able to provide money for their own old age. They’re terrified of terrorism. Terrorism has effectively terrorized them. They manage by living in a kind of—not denial, because they’re not denying the state that they’re in, but it creates this mood in the neighborhood in which I live in which as an artist I’m so touched by and when I sit to write I want to offer something—not to fix that, not to solve it, but to recognize that it’s there, to say, listen, yes, we hear each other. This is happening now. There is an anxiety in society. There’s an anxiety, an atmosphere of fear. As an artist I hear this very, very loudly.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And you begin this memoir, Who I Am, with an epigraph from “Baba O’Riley, “Don’t cry, don’t raise your eye, it’s only teenage wasteland.” And I’d love you to explain “teenage wasteland,” what you meant by it, and what do you mean by it, what you would mean by it now.

PETE TOWNSHEND: At the time when I was writing—that line from—“Baba O'Riley” is one of the songs from a song cycle and a film story that I wrote called Lifehouse. Lifehouse was an apocalyptic story. It was a utopian dystopian, it had this double-barreled, “it could be good, it could be bad.” It was the story I wrote in 1971 about the coming of the Internet, about the fact that I had this idea that at some point in the future. And again, I can’t take credit for this—this was always—this was offered to me as a possibility by my teachers at art school ten years before, in 1961. 

In 1961, I was told that within a few years every artist, every painter, every sculptor, would have computers on their lap—in 1961. At that time there were three computers in the world and one of them was probably as big as this building, maybe bigger. And I think the head of IBM said something like, “I think three computers is probably going to be enough.” (laughter) It’s true. And so I had this idea that one day we would all have computers, as we do today, and I made my guess at where that would lead us and one of the things that I felt would happen would be that music would become in some way devalued, less valued, it would mean less, and eventually it would become almost—the good stuff would only be possible played with one man and another man in a hole in the ground playing music together. It would have be real, actual and in a sense musical terrorism. It would have to be—it would have to exist outside what I call my World Wide Web, the Grid. 

And the teenage wasteland were those who hung on to music in the way that it had always been, because the new music, and I think what’s so sadly prophetic is that—and I don’t—I’m not saying that music is meaningless or empty now, but I do think it’s not what it was, it doesn’t mean what it used to mean to most people. And I think that the “wasteland” was also a reference to the vision of music festival, of congregation, you know, the Woodstock, the Monterey, the Isle of Wight Festival, the chaos, the garbage that we left behind after our performances, where in a way that wasteland was indicative of how out of step we were with the kind of machinery that was needed to allow us to perform with an amount of dignity. We needed football stadiums, let’s face it.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What had to exist for The Who to exist in terms of musical precedents? 

PETE TOWNSHEND: We needed, we certainly needed Elvis Presley, we needed Muddy Waters, we needed—I think we needed the Rolling Stones. Can I read the little bit about the Stones?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah, yeah, I think page—

PETE TOWNSHEND: Something or other.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Fifty-three.

PETE TOWNSHEND: “My college friends Nick Bartlett and Barney came to see The Detours for the first time”—the Detours was my band, our band, the name for The Who in those days—“came to see the Detours at a gig on 29 March at a college in London. They seemed impressed. Barney had a steady girlfriend, Jan, who was very pretty, her dark hair cut in a mid-length bob, her eyes made even more dramatic with Egyptian-style kohl eyeliner. It was she who first mentioned the success of a band called The Rolling Stones. On behalf of The Detours, who were too busy to watch other bands, Barney and Jan began to investigate the music scene beyond our insular pub circuit.”

“There was a lot to explore, although it turned out that the Stones were at the top of the local heap. Ealing had been the birthplace of British R&B a year before.” Ealing was where we lived and where I lived. “Ealing had been the birthplace of British R&B the year before. Alexis Korner, father of the genre, had begun a regular gig at the basement Ealing Club, with the legendary Cyril Davies on blues harmonica. Brian Jones sat in from time to time, playing slide guitar. Jack Bruce played upright bass, while Mick Jagger sang Chuck Berry songs. By autumn of 1962,” which was my second year at Ealing Art School, “The Rolling Stones had evolved into the band we know today, and had taken over the weekly Ealing Club R&B date. Occasionally we local art students would catch sight of them wandering around before the gig. By 1963 rumours about the Stones had become legend; there was no doubt in our minds that—The Beatles aside—this was the band to watch.”

It was R&B, but it was also—the fact of the Beatles, the fact of the Stones, the fact that what these—they felt like older boys to us, you know, they were the older boys, the bigger boys.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: When you say, “this was the band to watch.”

PETE TOWNSHEND: Yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: This comes again and again in the book that you are looking at each other, you are sniffing each other out, there’s a form of in these very few years of—I don’t know if one would call it competitiveness, but a certain—you’re looking carefully at what each one of you is doing.

PETE TOWNSHEND: I don’t think there was any need for competitiveness, because it was such a clear field. There were maybe only twenty bands in the whole of England, and they were all very good, but anybody that wasn’t any good just didn’t—they, you know, the bands didn’t last. Certainly the bands that played rhythm and blues music, there were just a handful. You know, there were the Yardbirds, a few years later, which is where Eric Clapton cut his teeth. There was a band called the Muleskinners, which produced a couple of the guys that worked with the Small Faces later on. There was a band, very unsung band, called Cops and Robbers, who played very authentic R&B and when I say R&B, what I mean is Chuck Berry songs, Bo Diddley, Howlin’ Wolf, Muddy Waters, Lightnin’ Hopkins, but also they might veer off into other areas as well. They might play songs by the jazz R&B singer Mose Allison. They might play Bob Dylan songs, because by that time Bob Dylan was very well established. 

So and then there would be bands that would play more of the folk-rock stuff like the Lead Belly and the Sonny Terry and Brownie McGhee stuff, the kind of stuff that you would have seen in 1960, ’61, ’62, at the Newport Jazz Festival, that kind of music, and that that kind of music was being played by these little groups of young boys and there were maybe, as I said, maybe twenty that I knew about, and we had the incredible good fortune to—at Ealing there was a fellow called Tom Wright who was in the photography school. He’s now a very famous photographer and he started an art college in San Antonio, by the way, but he took a lot of photographs in our career, but he was at college, and he was the son of an Air Force guy, American Air Force guy, and he had this big stack of records, R&B records, which I got access to when I was just sixteen and a half, coming up to seventeen, and started to filter them into the band to listen to. 

And of course it was all that music that Alexis Korner and Cyril Davies had access to and they had access to, because these are old guys, they’d actually come to America and researched that music and come to Chicago and gone to New Orleans and come to Memphis and found these records and brought them home, and Tom had all this stuff. He had records by Mose Allison, he had R&B records by the organist Jimmy Smith, he had all the Jimmy Reed albums, and the Stones had the same record collection, the guys in the Kinks had the same record collection, so we all had these record collections that were very similar and that was where our music was rooted, was in that R&B, but the words didn’t fit—I didn’t feel—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The words didn’t fit—

PETE TOWNSHEND: They didn’t fit the need to—the kind of people we were playing to in let’s say the Goldhawk Club, which was in near Shepherd’s Bush in London, it’s just to the west of the posh bits of Landbroke Grove and Queensway, you go down Oxford Street and you keep going and then eventually you hit Shepherd’s Bush and it was a very cosmopolitan area. There were Jamaican boys, who were first-generation. They’d come over with their fathers and mothers and started a new life. There were lots of Irish boys who’d come over completely on their own to stay with relatives to try to get work because Ireland was—at that time was in depression. There were some Somalian men who were around at the time. There was this mix of middle-class and working-class mainly boys in this audience that we performed to. And yeah, they would love to hear about, you know, “Maybelline, why can’t you be true,” a Chuck Berry song, I’m not doing a very good version of it, (laughter) or “Smokestack Lightning,” but what the hell. What they wanted was their own R&B, their own blues, and one guy gave it to them, and I’m here. Nobody else did it. 

(applause)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Could you do something—could you play for us something from that period?

PETE TOWNSHEND: Yeah, I will, I’ll play you something.

(applause)
PETE TOWNSHEND: I’m not quite sure what, having set myself up with that one. I don’t do many songs in public so this one is regular guitar, not that one. Yeah, I reckon when I, when I, when I wrote the songs for Quadrophenia I wrote as though I was writing those first few songs for that audience in Goldhawk Road, the Mod boys.

(plays “I’m One”)

(applause)

PETE TOWNSHEND: Thank you. Thank you!

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Tell me a little bit more about this song.

PETE TOWNSHEND: I wanted to write about the boy I’d created, this cipher, this Jimmy character that I’d created, who was this simulacrum that it was the four guys in The Who when we were young, it was the four guys in The Who when they were young and who they reflected in the audience and the way that the audience made us in the band into something else. So there was this cycle of identification and change and nurturance from the audience to the band and back, and I’d created this character called Jimmy, who in fact loves The Who, he loves us, and then he finds that we’re not enough.

And this song is really about that sense that he’s invested so much not just in the band but in being a Mod, in trying to be like his dad, who’s a hardworking man and a hard drinker, trying to be like the Ace Face, who’s this beautifully dressed man that he admires so much, who runs off with a girl that he is in love with, and so the song is just about this feeling. I’m trying to write a song about the feeling of—in a way I’m kind of at a—I did it in the lyrics, so it’s a bit difficult to explain it, but that sense of, “Yes I am something, I am, I am . . . something. That kind of thing you have when your two-year-child kind of goes, “I want, I want, I want . . . something.” (laughter) And you know you’ve created another materialist. In this—this is this boys, he’s trying to work out what it is that he means when he’s singing. I don’t normally sing maybe, maybe, maybe at the end, but I felt I should now because I think in a sense this is a question. He’s saying, “I am the one, I’m one, aren’t I?” You know, there’s this doubt, this doubt, and he will never be sure. 

And that was a song, that I think had I written that back in those Goldhawk days that those boys and a few girls in the audience, not a few girls would have got it, there were just a few girls in the audience, the boys and the few girls that were in the audience would have got, they would have got that song, they would have said, “Yes! That’s—” in the same way that they did when I wrote “Can’t Explain.”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I was going to say, yes, “I Can’t Explain” is also a “maybe, maybe, maybe.”

PETE TOWNSHEND: Well, the story with that is of course there’s this delightful story.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Will you tell it?

PETE TOWNSHEND: Yeah. The—we’d had a hit and it was on the radio and it was on television and we went back to the Goldhawk club and we had to play our hit, “Can’t Explain,” four times, and afterwards we came off and I was backstage and I got this message, you know, “Will you see Jack?” Irish Jack, he’s known as, Jack Lyons, “will you see Jack, he wants to come and tell you something.” Jack came back with a deputation of five other people, four guys and a girl, and he said, “Pete, I need to tell you something about—I need to say something,” and I said, “Okay, calm down, tell me what it is.” “We need, we all need, we’ve all come, we’ve all come because we’ve all got to tell you something,” and I said, “Okay, okay, tell me.” “And what we’ve got to tell you is, we’ve got to tell you, what is it again, Martin? What is it we’ve got to tell him?” And Martin, “I don’t know, you tell him.” “Well, the thing is, the thing is—” 

Jack still speaks like this, I mean, he’s still, he’s a very, very smart guy now and he’s emerged as a really good writer and a raconteur and he’s a Mod commentator, he does Mod symposiums, but back then he was a sixteen- or seventeen-year-old boy and he wasn’t particularly good with words. “Pete, Pete, and what it is?” And I said, “Listen, what are you talking about?” “Your song. We love your song. We love this song. We want you to do more. Do more songs like this.” I said, “Well, I’d love to. What is it you love about the song so much?” “What do we love about it? We love the fact that it’s ‘I can’t explain,’ we love that,” I said, well, let me explain to you, this song is about a young man who can’t explain that he’s in love with another girl, I’m sorry, with a girl, he can’t find the words. “The words! That’s it! We can’t find the words!” (laughter)

And I had this sudden revelation. Which of course was because I was an art student, not because I was smart. I was an art student, I’d seen writing this song as an artistic act, you know, I had written the song, “Pete Townshend, the songwriter, has written a song.” And then I’m in this band and we’ve got a hit and suddenly they’re with me, in front of me, and what they’re actually saying to me is “do more of this.” I’d got a commission. I had an audience, I had a patron, I had a job to do, and I went on to write, with Roger, “Anyway, Anyhow, Anywhere,” about this powerful self-belief that a young man starts to get when he starts to grow muscles and he can beat up his own father, he can do anything, and then on to “My Generation,” which was a complete dismissal of everything that had gone before. “It’s all shit,” you know, “and never, ever, ever will we have anything to do with you or your values, in fact what you call life is death, what you call death is life, and turning the whole thing on. You know, “I hope I die before I get old,” meaning, “I hope I die before I get old the way you are already old even though you are young.” So those three songs came as a kind of a flow of ideas that were directly as a result of that commission.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You speak about it has having moments of epiphany, where you—I mean, you describe it in the book, you see, you feel, without being able to express or explain.

PETE TOWNSHEND: Yeah, yeah. That’s wright. And that was a great moment, a formative moment when—and Jack is still a great friend of mine and we exchange letters often and I see him often. I did a documentary recently about the making of Quadrophenia and I had Barney, my flatmate Barney, and Irish Jack, we call him now, Jack Lyons, sitting together in an eel pie and mash shop in Shepherd’s Bush and we tried to have a conversation about Quadrophenia. It was hysterical. It was hysterical. I mean, we’re all arguing with each other about what it was like, and at one point Barney said, “Pete, your memory’s terrible, it’s just terrible. You don’t remember anything properly and if you can’t remember it, you make it up.”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So in that context, this book.

PETE TOWNSHEND: It’s very accurate, I think. (laughter/applause) This as even now you can tell that I’m trying to take this seriously, but I am a performer and I kind of go into performing. I don’t care if you like me, but I want to make you laugh, I want you to make you feel like you’ve had value for money. “I have a store, I have customers.” 

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And the customers have been quite good today, I’m told. 

PETE TOWNSHEND: Good. Thank you for buying the book.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Most of the books are—

PETE TOWNSHEND: But when I sat to write the book I realized that I wasn’t performing. In a sense now it’s great to have something to sell, but it was exactly the opposite, I had to write for me, I had to write the truth as I saw it and I remembered it. Now, that’s a very strange truth, because everybody’s memory is different, and then I knew that there would be arguments with my friend Barney later on, where he’d say, “That didn’t happen that way,” or “this didn’t happen that way,” and I’m getting a bit of that now with old friends who say, “now, that’s not what happened,” and I said, “I just have to tell my story my way,” but this was an honest—For me it had to be what I believe was the truth. I’ve lightened my book with stories about other things, let me read you one about when I first really, I think, became aware that I might be a composer.

“Whenever we made a family visit to Horry and Dot”—they were my father’s parents—“I got to see not only my beloved grandparents, but also Aunt Trilby, Dot’s sister. Trilby was single when I met her, and kept a piano in her flat. It was the only one I had a chance to play. Tril read music, and played light classics and popular songs, but never tried to teach me much. Instead she entertained me with palm-readings and interpretations of the tarot, all of which indicated I would be a great success in every way—or at least enjoy” what she called “a ‘large’ life.”

“Aunt Trilby provided me with drawing paper and complimented my rapid sketches. After a while I would drift to the piano and, after checking to see that she was engrossed in her knitting or a book, began to play. The instrument was never quite in tune, but I explored the keyboard until I found whatever combination I was after.

“One day I found some chords that made me lightheaded. As I played them my body buzzed all over, and my head filled with the most complex, disturbing orchestral music. The music soared higher and higher until I finally stopped playing, and came back to the everyday world.

“‘That was beautiful,’ said Tril, looking up from whatever she was doing. ‘You are a real musician.’”

And what my editor has cut out for whatever reason is that I looked to my Auntie Tril and I said, “I know.” (laughter/applause) And it was all in my head, I was just literally sitting at the piano, going “boing, boing, boing, boing,” and she’s thinking, “Oh my God, we’ve got a right one now.” But she was so nurturing and so positive. I don’t know maybe she was an intuitive and quite psychic lady, maybe she could hear what I was hearing, but I was hearing this most spectacular sound, just the most beautiful music that I’ve spent my whole life trying to compose.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You describe this in several moments of the book, hearing sounds.

PETE TOWNSHEND: It’s so sad, it doesn’t happen to me anymore. It used to happen to me a lot. I would hear music. Like almost like a kind of a bipolar, a musical bipolarism. I didn’t hear voices, I heard music, and I celebrate this often, and I love to write about music, and I love to write about music, I like to write songs about music, and I think “Baba O’Riley, the tinkly noise in the background of that, it was a found sound, I had this very strange old organ which had a kind of marimba-y sound in it and I remember finding this combination of notes that literally triggered this euphoria in me, this sense of you know going off into a trance, and then that became the music that was the background for “Baba O’Riley,” so a lot of the time I’m searching to find those sounds that I heard as a child, and yes, it has happened again a few times. 

What happens to me now, which is an indication of whatever chemistry was going on in my brain, is less delightful. I have something called hypnogogic hallucinations and hypnogogic narcolepsy. I remember dreams and I will remember one dream and it will be very, very vivid, and then I will remember another dream at the same time and the other dream continues, so I will say remember dreaming of driving through a park, for example, with my son, and then I’ll have another dream that is that I’m somewhere else with somebody else and then I’ll have another dream and I’ll remember that and then maybe fifty or sixty dreams are all happening in my head at the same time and I begin to lose contact with reality and I have to battle really, really hard to draw myself back. It seems to me that that’s the same chemistry that once took me into a much more beautiful place. Now, if that starts to happen to me, I have to kind of make it stop. I can’t just let my mind open anymore in the way that I could as a young man. I think something has changed in my mind and in my brain chemistry that means that I can’t go to that place anymore. I have to bloody well write it, and compose it, you know, make it happen in reality.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And this book in is in some sense a testament of that. You write, writing is a form of self-discovery. You write, “Since so much of this music bubbled up urgently from my subconscious mind, I am left to interpret it much like anyone else.” 

PETE TOWNSHEND: That’s right. That’s very strange. And I think—I don’t think—I think, yes, it’s true. I think a lot of composers from my era and what you would call the progressive rock composers, I suppose, found music, they discovered it, they didn’t write it, they kind of played around, they would—“noodle” is the word, and they would in a sense—that collage, finding some beautiful bit of paper and making it into a picture, and in a same way a lot of the most interesting noises that are behind Who songs, like the noise behind “Baba O’Riley,” the noise behind “Who Are You?,” the noise behind “Won’t Get Fooled Again,” what we now call in The Who circle the CSI songs. (laughter) Those sounds were electronic sounds that were partly discovered through experimentation. The sound of the guitar in “Who Are You?,” I created this, I plugged my guitar into a synthesizer and fiddled until I got this incredible kind of strange bloodstream sound, you know, it’s a very, almost like being in somebody’s bowel, you know, traveling with the burger.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In the book you describe your concert at Woodstock and your relationship at that particular moment with Jimi Hendrix. I’d like you to tell that story.

PETE TOWNSHEND: Maybe—Are you confusing it with Monterey?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Monterey, excuse me.

PETE TOWNSHEND: Yeah, Jimi of course played at Woodstock as well, and Woodstock was a, you know, an extraordinary moment, but it was the second large music festival we played. The first was Monterey. And there had been music festivals before, and they had been in Newport, and the Newport Jazz Festival had been filmed, and it was where we first saw Bob Dylan, it’s where I first saw Jimmy Giuffre as well, I first saw Sonny Terry and Brownie McGhee, were in the jazz festival films that were made about those concerts in the very early sixties, and I think the first one I saw, now what was it called, Jazz on a Summer’s Day was made in 1959, I think. 

But Monterey was in that spirit, it was “Let’s do a Newport Jazz Festival, but it will be pop, we’ll give all the money away,” and a bunch of core people in California, led by Derek Taylor, the Beatles’ publicist, and a couple of the guys in the Mamas and the Papas put up this festival and invited all kinds of people. And we were invited and then I heard that Jimi was going to appear, and when we got there, we for some reason hadn’t taken our big Marshall amps. Jimi had taken his. We hired some amplifiers over there, we were always doing things on the cheap, and then Derek told me, gave me the running order, and it was that Jimi went on before The Who and I took Derek aside and I said, “This is wrong.” He said, “What do you mean?” and I said, “You know, Jimi Hendrix has got to be the most profoundly important artist of this generation,” and I was thinking in terms of you know, musical variety, and the artist that closes the show is the most important, and I wanted Jimi to be higher up the list, and he said, “Oh, it doesn’t matter,” and I said, “You know, it does. I don’t think it would be appropriate for The Who to follow Jimi Hendrix. You know, he should be on after us.” He said, “Well, come and talk to Jimi.” So we went in and Jimi had just taken some very, very powerful LSD (laughter) and he was standing on a chair, he’d got a little amplifier, and he was standing on a chair, and he was playing. (guitar noise) And he was such an amazing player. You know, if you saw Jimi Hendrix perform, you’ll know what I mean, if you didn’t, well, you know, I’m sorry. 

(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That’s not what you meant to say.

PETE TOWNSHEND: I’m sorry, because, you know, it was something else. It’s okay to hear the records, but, God, this guy in the flesh was just something. He was from another planet. He had the skills of a shaman. I’ve never quite understood how he did what he did. He seemed to be able to come alive and create light and color. I never, ever took LSD to go and watch Jimi play, I was far too terrified just in my normal skin, but I always used to see stuff. You know, I think I’m in tune—I’m slightly psychic, there’s no question about that, but just the most incredible performer, elegant, graceful, and beautiful, and then you’d meet him afterwards, and he’d look like a dustman, a garbageman, he looked like somebody that—he looked like a tramp! Seriously, he was very dirty and not particularly nice looking and he had very, very bad skin. (laughter) And his hair wasn’t a proper Afro, (laughter) it was just kind of—but, you know, the reason women went so crazy for him, is that when he was on the stage he looked like a god, as soon as he walked up there. 

And so he’s up on this chair, he’s look down and he looks like God, because he’s playing, and Derek and I kind of, “Jimi, we just wanted to talk to you about the running order,” and he said, “What do you want to do?,” and I said, “I’m a bit worried about going on after you,” and he said, “Yeah, yeah. I would be.” (laughter) And I said, “No, you don’t understand.” And he said, “I think I understand,” and at that moment I think the idea came up to toss a coin, and Jimi agreed, and so we tossed a coin and Jimi made the call, heads, and he lost, so he had to go on after The Who, because he lost, so we go on and we do our routine and we smash our guitars and everybody’s kind of fairly stunned and then I go out and I sit with Mama Cass, and Jimi comes out and does roughly the same thing, but probably more elegantly, but anyway he does roughly the same thing and she turns to me and she says, “Pete, aren’t you supposed to be the guy that smashes the guitars?” And I said, “Everything I do, everything I’ve done, everything that I am, everything that I ever could have come up with is his now,” and that’s kind of how it was.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And you feel that way don’t you also about your very own songs, that in some way they don’t quite belong to you anymore.

PETE TOWNSHEND: No. You mean, I’ve sold them to somebody?

(laughter)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No, that it’s become—“My Generation” has become.

PETE TOWNSHEND: No, it never was mine. I don’t think it ever was mine. There were two lines of service for me. One was to serve the band, of which I was a member, so I would wear two hats. I would wear the hat of the writer, and then suddenly I would be in the studio with a guitar and I would want to find the composer and wring his neck because the guitar part was so poor. Do you know what I’m saying? I was serving this band of which I was a member, but the other group I was serving was the audience, and The Who’s audience until 1982 was 90 percent male, 90 percent male, and I think that was because I always wrote for those boys, always, and as a solo artist, suddenly—I was tapping a different vein when I was writing songs for myself. Suddenly the demographic was that the audience was even. It was 50 percent men and 50 percent women. That was delightful for me, it really was, to suddenly have women come to me and say, “I’m a fan of your music.” 

It rarely happened with The Who, it rarely happened that we would have real die-hard female Who fans, they’re there, there’s no question that they were there, but the majority of record buyers were—(applause/women hollering). You know what I’m going to say now! You’re weird. (laughter) Fancy liking The Who. That’s creepy. (laughter) All those songs about masturbation. (laughter) You mean you do?! (laughter) Come on, we’re in the New York Public Library here.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Please, precisely. To come back to the book and its title. I keep wanting to read Who I Am, “Who Am I?” Why this title?

PETE TOWNSHEND: It’s not my title, funnily enough. My title for many years, as many Who fans will know, was Pete Townshend: Who He? (laughter) But my publisher felt it was a bit too insider, a bit too smart, a bit too publisher. It was what the editor of the New Yorker used to write after a comment that he’d made if somebody—if one of his columnists had mentioned a name he didn’t know, like “Winston Churchill, Who he?” I like who I am now, I’ve come to accept it. It’s not the process, though, the process of writing the book, the Who He? title really worked for me because I was able to—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Distance.

PETE TOWNSHEND: In a sense, yeah. I have been an editor. I’ve worked as an editor, I’ve worked with other writers, I know—and I was trying to write both as somebody that was writing from within, but then I would spend time looking at what I’d written and then try to give it order and shape and substance and to make it readable, and it was then that I would occasionally find myself writing in my own text, you know, “What the hell is this supposed to mean?” you know, and then come back a few days later and attempt to explain, and so I was constantly questioning my own process and so it has been a—and I think I have learned some stuff about myself writing this book. You know, I think—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What?

PETE TOWNSHEND: I think all kinds of things. I think all kinds of things. I think the main revelation was to realize that at some point, probably quite recently, maybe as recently as five or six, seven, eight years ago, maybe around the time, maybe a bit longer, maybe fifteen years ago, I made a decision to be happy and that that has been very, very difficult for me to do because I’ve never felt that it was a very serious occupation.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What, being happy?

PETE TOWNSHEND: Yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The ambition of being happy.

PETE TOWNSHEND: Yeah, and yet when it began to be a—that I would wake up in the morning. You know, I was like so many people, I used to wake up in the morning and my first words would be a cuss, “Ah, fuck,” you know, “another day,” and then after a couple of cups of tea and a cigarette, I would feel okay, but now—You know, I was saying to my friend Chris Stamp, Chris Stamp was one of The Who’s managers and he lives out on the Hamptons, and he’s very ill at the moment, he’s not very well, and he’s getting better now, and I was saying to him, he’s older than I am, he’s seventy something, and I said to him, “Chris, you know, you’re going to die soon, there’s no question, you’re very, very ill. Isn’t it terrible that just when we learn to do this, just at the moment when we learn how to be alive, we die?,” and it’s kind of how I feel, I’m sixty-seven, and I’m thinking, “Oh my God, I just got this,” I just got this sense of acceptance of who I am and the fact that I can’t change my past, I can’t change the way I’m perceived, I can’t change—it’s lovely to be able to talk to you guys and try to convince you that smashing guitars was art, not just idiocy, but there are many people that I—and maybe I haven’t convinced some of you. 

But there are many people that just were never going to be convinced, there are never going to be people that are convinced that what I do was ever taken as seriously as I took it. You know, the inside sleeve of the American edition it’s all sex and drugs and rock and roll. You’ve got the wrong guy, HarperCollins, (laughter) you know, I’m not a sex and drugs and rock and roll guy, you can’t sell me that way. I didn’t get it right. You know, I look like a priest (laughter) and in some ways I am. So and I think, you know, and, you know, and if sex and drugs and rock and roll leads to, you know, glorious death, then there’s no question that Keith Moon and John Entwistle did it brilliantly, you know, and maybe the reason that I didn’t was because I was with them and I watched them and I feared for them and I dreaded the day that their fabulous experiment would go wrong. 

And, you know, for me some of the early deaths of my friends in the music business, and Jimi was one of them. He had a three-year career. It’s insane. You know, the guy was a quantum genius and we have so little from him. I’m so glad I saw his first twenty-five live shows in London, you know, one of them holding hands with Eric Clapton, oh God, you know, this incredible guy. But when Brian Jones died, I just thought what a waste, what a terrible, terrible waste. Janis Joplin, Kit Lambert, the manager of The Who, so many people that this, in this business, that we’ve lost partly because part of the business has been an experiment to see how far you can go. Well, you can go that far and then you die.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Before you hopefully make us happy by playing a little bit more, I would like you to read the coda to your book, which I find quite extraordinary. 

PETE TOWNSHEND: Ahhhh. Can I tell you something about this? A friend of mine who is in real trouble. He’s not a professional musician, but he’s a musician who loves to make music, and he loves to play, and he was saying to me, “What’s the point? I’m never going to—I’m never going to—” You know, he’s fifty years old now. “I’m never going to be good at this, I’m never going to be great at this, I’m never going to be a success, I’m never going to make a hit record,” and I wrote him something on which this is based, I wrote him a letter. 

“I dedicate this book to the artist in all of us.

“This is as much a note to myself as one to you. Play to the gods! In show business, the ‘gods’ are the seats right at the back of the theatre, the tough ones, where people got in cheaply and can’t see or hear properly, and chat between themselves and eat lots of popcorn.

“For the artist ‘the gods’ is the universe, the big, abstract picture, the unknown, the open sky and sea. Focusing on the infinite universe might seem rather grandiose, or utterly aimless. In fact it’s as small or as large as we want it to be. Some of us believe there is nothing out there. Some of us believe we are surrounded by attentive angels. Whatever.

“Play to the gods, or—if you prefer—to a small basket full of stuffed toys, (laughter) or sing into the mouth of a hot-water bottle, or turn the knobs on a chest of drawers and pretend to be 20,000 leagues under the sea.

“It’s all the same thing. If in doubt, just play.”

(applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Pete, will you just play for us a little bit?

PETE TOWNSHEND: Yeah, yeah.

(plays “Drowned”)

(applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In closing, Pete, in our conversations we’ve had occasion to speak about your love of literature and how certain writers matter to you so much.

PETE TOWNSHEND: We’re in a library.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We are in a library. And Herman Hesse mattered to you early on, but Tolstoy—

PETE TOWNSHEND: Tolstoy is my man of the moment, I have to say.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Why?

PETE TOWNSHEND: Because he is so passionately committed to writing for the people, for his audience, for those out there. He’s not of them, he’s not one of them necessarily, like me, he feels a bit of a distance to them, but he writes for them and about them and wants the best for them, and I just love, I love everything that he writes and—but the writer that struck me most, you mentioned Hesse and Idries Shah I read as well when I was pursuing the spiritual themes for Tommy, I read a lot of them but prior to that as a very young man on the road I used to read, you know, Jorge Luis Borges. I loved his book called Labyrinths. It was way, way, way above my head, but I used to find it just wonderful to read, great, and he’s another non-English writer. 

But the writer in the English language that I think I love the best is Joseph Conrad, because he writes so brilliantly about the sea, and for me the sea is a place of joy but also of pain. The time that I write about in the book when I went to live with my grandmother, dark, dark painful times. I hated her. I’ve only recently forgiven her in my heart. Why my parents let me go and spend time with her I don’t know. She was very mentally ill and I wouldn’t say she damaged me, but she fashioned something in me that I’ve had to draw on. If there’s any darkness in me to draw on, it comes from my time with her. We lived by the sea. She lived in a place called Westgate, and we used to go and walk, funny enough, past the bench on which apparently T. S. Eliot wrote “Wasteland” in Margate. We would walk these endless long walks, and I would trot behind her. I was four and a half, and five and a half, and then six and a half before my mother and father came and took me home. But I love the sea and I loved the time that I—it felt to me, I always used to feel that if I could just get out there—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Escape.

PETE TOWNSHEND: Escape. We lived near Manston Airport, which was a U.S. Air Force base, so the sky in those days was full of jets and planes and bombers and all kinds of stuff. That seemed to be a closed-off world to me. The sea was always a possibility. The sea down in Kent there’s a strange light down there and when I came to write this book I told myself I would go back there, and I never did. I was frightened to go back. I was frightened to go back because I felt that I might remember things that I didn’t want to remember, but I was also frightened that the light wouldn’t be the same, and I’m sure it is, but so I love Conrad because of the way that he writes about the sea, and I have to say I’ve just read Hemingway’s—a book about Hemingway called Hemingway’s Boats, nothing to do with literature, it’s about Hemingway’s boats, and I was very disappointed that he only had one boat. Come on, man! (laughter)

I’m very keen on boats, and I love the boats, I love floating things, and I love the way that boats are made, particularly beautifully made boats, wooden boats, classic boats, pretty much, though, anything that floats I love. But I love that sense of possibility that being on a boat gives you, that, you know, you have the wheel, you’ve got no roads, no fences,  just—and I love that thing that you can do in a small powerboat, that you can just go right round in circles like a lunatic, make waves, and then come back. “Where have you been?” “Just making waves.”

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We’ve been with you. Thank you so very much.

(applause)
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