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STEVIE VAN ZANDT: First of all, this book is terrific. It’s a fantastic book. Happens to be the second autobiography I’ve read this month (applause). A personal record. (laughing) But what’s not, I mean there’s so much in this book. It’s endlessly enjoyable. And we’ll get into some of it tonight, and probably just scratch the surface so please go get it. But the one thing that’s not in the book is, as Paul mentioned, the extraordinary, profound impact he and The Band had on our culture at a time when rock music actually HAD impact on the culture. For those of you youngsters out there, it was the hip hop of its time (audience laughter), this rock thing. It was a renaissance period and I don’t use that word lightly. At the center of the renaissance was music and The Band would represent the end of that renaissance period, those first 20 years, 50s and 60s, will be studied for hundreds of years to come I believe. And The Band had an extraordinary way of summing up everything that had come before it, and not just distilling everything down to its essence, but elevating that essence. And by elevating that essence elevated our culture. And everybody who came after all of a sudden felt very self indulgent. They had gotten it down to just this beautiful, beautiful essence. And anyway, I can’t say enough. The masters of the art form at that time, George Harrison, Eric Clapton, you name whoever you want to name, all made that, made that trip to Woodstock or wherever to see them and to give them respect which was an extraordinary moment in time and literally ended the most extraordinary decade ever with the most beautiful art that, again, The Band had elevated for all of us. So I have a lot of gratitude for him and The Band. Five guys, amazing. The book is Testimony. Please say hello to Robbie Robertson.
(applause)

ROBBIE ROBERTSON:  Hello. My old buddy.

STEVIE: Yeah.

ROBBIE:  How nice is this. I’ve never (applause) really great – thank you. Yeah. 

S: So, what’s new?

R: Let’s start at the beginning. 
S: Yeah. Let’s provide a little context. Should we go straight to Six Nations or where should we start.
R: Oh, well that’s where it started for me. 

S: That’s a good place to start.

R: I think it first struck me when I was maybe 8 years old and I would go with my mom who was born and raised on the Six Nation Indian reserve, and we would go and visit the relatives regularly. On the reservation, to me, it seemed like everybody played an instrument or sang or danced. There wasn’t a lot of touring shows coming through the res. They had to make their own entertainment. And when I saw everybody playing these instruments, and there’d be you know native drums and there would be a mandolin with a couple of strings missing and a homemade fiddle, all of this, it looked like a club to me. I thought, I gotta get in this club, you know. These people making this music. And you know the first time when you hear somebody playing music this close, where you can hear the breathing, you can hear the fingers on the strings. It just, it sent a shiver through to me. And so I thought I gotta get some of this on me and so at that young age I started asking some of my cousins and my relatives if they would show me a  little bit on the guitar and they’d say okay, well you put your finger here on the third, you know the story..
S: (chuckling)..

R:… they’d show me a couple little things and then the next time they’d show me some more and some more. And then after about 3 years, I thought I’m getting as good at this as any of these grownups. There might be something going on here.

S: (chuckling)…

R: So then the other huge flash for me from Six Nations was a little while after this first musical thing we went to hear an elder tell a story, a very important story in the Iroquois nation, the Hud Nasana, and it was the story of Hiawatha and the peacemaker. This was the real Hiawatha. Longfellow just got Hiawatha and another Indian mixed up. He didn’t know whtas the story really was. So anyway, to hear the real story of this guy and this elder telling it, the sound of his voice, the way that – the boldness in which he told the story. And it changed the whole course of the Six Nations history. What happened with Hiawatha and the peacemaker. And when he told this story I was just – it knocked me out, it did something to me that I had never felt before and after this I said to my mother, when I grow up I want to be able to tell stories like that. And she said oh I think you will.
S: And did you have access radio at that point? Were you hearing what was going on with this new thing called rock and roll or…

R: Well, this is just before that. So now, after a few years of them teaching me some chords and some, then I’m playing  a few little fills, things are stepping up – by the time I was 13 years old, I was playing guitar. I was standing at the crossroads and rock and roll came blasting out of the sky and I was reaching puberty. So it was a set up (laughing). The path was laid out all I had to do was follow it.

S: Now, by then were you in Toronto around that, from that point? I mean, at what point do you get to Toronto?

R: Well, I grew up between Toronto and Six Nations. Back and forth. 

S: So obviously would have had more exposure to the modern culture, the radio stuff or TV in Toronto I would think.

R: There was no TV. That was just around the corner. 

S: (laughing) ..

R: It’s a few minutes away. But the radio, the radio was our religion. It was, stuff that would come over these airwaves and infiltrate your life like that. And I really thought from some of what I was hearing on the radio, I’ll never be the same.

S: Well it was  a wonderful medium to spark one’s imagination, right? It wasn’t filling in all the blanks as TV does, right?

R: Right.

S: It was actually the first interactive medium right? In that sense, right? That same storytelling would be coming out of the radio. And you had to fill in, you had to make the pictures, right? Again, which would eventually translate into…

R: There was a thing in Canada that on cold, clear nights, you could get down at the end of the dial some stations, these 50,000 watt stations and I would hear music, I would hear sounds like when you first hear a Jimmy Reed record. You thought, what IS that heavenly thing coming out of this box that is amazing. The sound. And it was a big part in the beginning of rock and roll. There was things that, it felt good rhythmically. Somebody was saying some cool things, some funny things. A lot of it just felt good to sing. And then there was records that had a sound. Like what came out of Sun Records. And it was like, oh my god, that takes this thing to a whole other level and I’ve gotta learn about that. I’ve gotta discover what these guys know how to do.

S: So by, what, 14, 15 you had The Suedes was it?

R: Yeah. 

S: Which was, you know, early to have your own little rock band.

R: I’ve been through a few – I had Robbie and the Robots. And it was  a friend of mine and he started the group too and I played with him for a while. Little Caesar and the Consuls, Thumper and the Trambones (audience laughing). And then The Suedes, and we opened at a dance weekend for this rockabilly band from the south, Arkansas called Ronnie Hawkins and the Hawks. And I had never seen music this fast, this violent, this beautiful up close like that. And I had seen you know some of these – I’d seen Buddy Holly on the Alan Freed Show, and I saw Carl Perkins at another show and it was like, it was just miraculous to me. But this Ronnie Hawkins thing, there was another spin in this. And I just felt like I’ve gotta get up close to this. I’ve gotta get some of that to rub off on me. 
S: So you opened for them in a local club which…

R: It wasn’t a club, I wasn’t old enough to be in a club. So it was like a dance thing, you know, one of those weekend dances, at a little arena..

S: ..wow..

R: ..and so and when we played that night I was hoping to do something that would impress Ronnie Hawkins and the Hawks, that – I was desperate, I was desperate to get closer to this southern thing. And after that, I just, I tried to hang around and not get in the way, but learn, learn how do you do this thing that comes from the south. How do you DO that, you know. And so I’ve – and then one day, when I was 15 this was happening, I heard Ronnie Hawkins say, I need to make a new record and I need some songs. And I thought, “bing” and I went and I wrote two songs…

S: … this is remarkable…

R: … and played them for him..

S:  ..15 years old..

R: …15… and he said, well I be damned, son, I’m going to record both of them. And I just thought, heaven opened up, I thought, okay, here we go, here we go. These things that you only year about. And especially in Canada, because Canada felt further away than anything. So there was  a feeling that it was just a longer reach always. So he says, I’m going to record both of these songs and he does and he brings me the record. And I get this album and I’m so nervous opening it and I take it out and I see my name on the label, on these songs, and it’s like a moment. But then I’d see, there’s ANOTHER name, beside mine. And I’m like – 

S: (chuckling)

R: … so I said to him, there was nobody else here when I wrote these songs. I don’t understand, you know? And he was like, well, son, there’s some things in this business. You gotta just – and I was like no, no, no there was nobody there. I don’t understand who is this guy. And he said well, here’s how it works. This man owns Roulette Records, my record label. His name is Morris Levy. He puts his name on any damn thing he wants and he’s a big time mobster and so that’s just the way it is. And I thought, that’s really unfair (audience and Stevie laugh).

S: But this leads to one of the great stories of the book, for me. So because of that, and Ronnie always looking out for new songs, he sends you to New York City …

R: He brings me to – he said if you can write songs that are good for me, maybe you could HEAR things that would be good for me to record too.

S: Unbelievable.

R: So he brings me to the Brill Building and introduces me to Leiber and Stoller, Pumice and Sherman, Otis Blackwell..

S: (chuckling)…

R: … Titus Turner, all these guys working inside the Brill Building. So he tells them – first of all, they LOVED Ronnie, and he says to all these songwriters there, he says guys, I want to explain something to you up front. There’s no difference between Elvis and me except for talent and good looks (audience laughs). So I go in an these guys, Leiber and Stoller, Pumice and Sherman, I loved Doc and Mort. I mean they were friends and Leiber – so knowing them all my life it seems.
S: Keep in mind, these are gods, okay, of – Leiber and Stoller invented the songwriter, producers, you know…

R: They wrote “Hound Dog”. They wrote “Kansas City”. You know? They wrote rock and roll standards.

S: And they’re auditioning songs from this 15 year old kid (audience laughing).

R: So they put, I go into a room. The first thing is, I first go in with Otis Blackwell. He wrote “Don’t Be Cruel” for Elvis Presley. He wrote “Great Balls of Fire” for Jerry Lee Lewis. So I go into this room with him, he has a little spinet piano against the wall. He sits down and he’s trying to think of something that might work for this and he starts playing the piano, and he accompanies himself, telling a story about how Kernel Tom Parker screwed him on “Don’t Be Cruel”..
S: (laughing)

R: .. and he’s accompanying him, and it sounds kind of good. He’s like, he knows how to do it. And I can tell this isn’t the first time he’s told this story. Then I go down the hall, I go in – Leiber and Stoller, and they’re saying, what would be good for Ronnie Hawkins. And so they play a song and it’s fantastic. Just them playing it there is a beautiful experience. I say that was great. Have you got another one. They day, okay, and they say, here’s when it’s half finished. They play another one I say oh my god this is amazing. Do you have anymore. Jerry Leiber says to me, who are you again (laughing).
S: (laughing)

R: And so this is – at the end of this Ronnie Hawkins says we are now, we’re going up to Roulette Records. I’ve gotta see Morris Levy, you should come with me. I think to myself, I’m going to get this song writing confusion cleared up. I’m looking forward to this. So we go up to his office and it looks right out of a gangster movie. It looks like Damon Runyon theater. We go in, there’s these guys with crooked noses and black mohair suits with a bulge in the pocket right here. There are these secretaries that have perfect blond hair coming down over one eye, and it’s like, this is a movie right? Out of this office a door opens, Morris Levy comes out and he say, “I love this guy. Ronnie, come on in, I love this guy!” You know? And I think what happens to gangsters when they’re a kid that they’re voices all go gravelly like that (audience laughing). Why do they all talk that way? We go into the office, Ronnie’s doing this camel walk and Morris is like, and calling him “Hoss” and it’s like, there’s something perfect about this whole setup and Ronnie says, “Morris, I just came up to see if there’s any papers you wanted me to sign.” Because the story was that Morris had his guys hold somebody out the window by the ankles and say ‘are you going to sign the contract or do we let go.’ So Ronnie’s like, “Anything you want me to sign, I’m ready.” So we sit down and Ronnie says, “Morris, this is the kid I was telling you about, that I told you I think he has a lot of potential.” So Morris looks over at me and he says, “You know, he’s a nice looking kid, if you every have to do time it’d be good to have him with you.” (audience laughs) I thought, whoa! I decided right then and there I’m going to let this songwriting dispute just float by. I’m not going to bring it up.
S: I love that story. (laughing) So okay, so you, not lacking in nay courage or ambition, get invited down to visit them, the band, in Arkansas and, to sort of audition as a guitar playing, right?
R: When I was 16 Ronnie said I want you to come down here and, you're too young, but I want to, I’ve got a feeling, I want to see if something might, could work out with this. I’ve got some guys that are leaving The Hawks and I’ve gotta find some new people, come down and we’ll see. I don’t know, I can’t make any promises. So I think, the door is opening here. I’m 16, I’m going from Canada on a train down to the Mississippi Delta, down to the holy land of rock and roll, and I gotta win this. I’ve gotta figure out how to win this. And this whole trip going down there, like I talk about it in the book, it – and then to be able to kind of in a cinematic way, I could go back and talk about how I got to the point of getting on this train, right? And it was just kind of a storytelling way. So I get to, down to Arkansas, and I go in and Ronnie Hawkins is there with a bunch of his friends and I walk in and he starts laughing. I just walked in the door and he starts laughing. And I’m like, what? And he says, “Well people down here have never seen a Canadian hobo before.” He said, “What the hell is that overcoat you're wearing.” And I didn’t know what – I said, “It’s reversible.” (laughter) I went on a mission, I got down there, I got to the South, and I thought this is, this is everything every dream of mine was pointing to. I was here, I was there where blues just grew out of the ground, where all this music and these rhythms and the Mississippi River and the sound of people’s names and places and everything, it all just swirled together in a beautiful rhythmic beauty, and I thought, ‘This is it. I’m going to win this somehow or another.’ And all along, he’s saying, “Damn, son, you look so young, I don’t’ know how we’re going to do this.” Because you had to be 21 to play in all the places they played.
S: Amazing.

R: And so, there was no way that this could just work out fine. It needed some fixing. And the fixing was I decided I would practice harder than anybody in the world to win this thing and he saw that. He saw the blood running down my fingers and said, “This kid’s got some devotion, I might have to try to make this work.”
S: (laughing) Okay, and one of your band mates had already joined him and then you discovered this other guy playing drums in the band, right?

R: Well, Levon was one of the original Hawks, and after (audience applause) – yeah – so I think, Ronnie had to wait until Levon graduated high school before he could hire him, so I think that he got hired when he was 18 and that was really pushing it. Me being 16 was almost impossible. And Levon was – I had never met anyone with that much music just running through their veins. Everything – and he played guitar, and he was showing me some tricks some tricks and everything and the way that, to SEE him back then, the way he looked when he played drums, it was a sight to behold. His ticks were twirling and he was playing a mile a minute and he was playing eighth notes on the bass drum and singing and it was a show unto itself.
S: I think it’s worth making a note of because I think he was, what 4,5 years older than you?

R: yeah.

S: .. and you know it could have went another way. I mean, they could have treated you like this you know, this kid who just really didn’t fit in there, was going to be gone…

R:  It crossed my mind…

S: And instead – and I didn’t realize it until I read the book – Levon really adopted you in a way.

R: Yup.

S: He really became your, you know, I mean just like that he decided this kid is going to be alright, I’m going to take care of him which I think is a crucial moment, you know? I think that could have sent you back to Toronto with a very bad feeling..

R: Oh yeah…

S: …instead of being embraced the way he did that. It’s fascinating…

R: Yeah, it was  a brotherhood and he did.

S: Right away, I mean right away pretty much.

R: Yeah. But I wanted so much to impress him, musically and with everything, my creativity, with everything I could, and that we were on the same page and the music that we loved, and he truly was from the Mississippi Delta and the music that came across the river from where he lived, from Clarksdale, Mississippi, was a religion there. And he took me into that and showed me things and I just grabbed the baton and ran with hit. And I thought anything he thinks is good I already think is good. 

S: So you end up joining the band, you know…

R: I ended up joining The Hawks. So they were all from the South, and now there was a Canadian in there. It almost, it was like odd man out or something. It didn’t quite fit, but I had to make this seem like it was as natural as it could ever be. And pretty soon, you know, Ronnie and Levon both were saying we’re going to look out for you in this thing. And when we’re playing in a club you're going to stand under that dark part of the stage (audience laughing) so nobody can see you too much, and if the liquor inspectors come in, you're going to wait in the back room.

S: (laughing) So all right, so let’s skip ahead  a little bit to eventually, the other future members of The Band end up also becoming members of The Hawks right? I mean through…

R: So after a period of time, there are all these guys form the South, one by one, they were leaving. And we were – Ronnie loved playing in Canada because he made more money and the hours were easier. And people just adored him. So as we were playing around there, we would again like my early group, we opened – we had that happen with all kinds of groups, and Levon and I would point out to [inaudible] and say, “That guy there, he’s got some po-tential. We need to keep an eye on him.” And it was Rick Danko. (applause) And the bass player was – yeah – and it was kind of extraordinary how Rick was completely uprooted from his life. He didn’t see this coming. He didn’t, you know, he had no idea this was in his future. And what Ronnie did to him spun his head around and Ronnie said, “If you can” – because he was playing guitar – and he said, “If you can concentrate and really take over on the bass, I’m going to hire you.” And Rick could also sing like a bird, so, and he looked good, so it was fitting into Ronnie’s idea of what he wanted. So we pull Rick in, Levon and I both spend time with him, bring him into our club, and the music that we appreciated. So then, a while later we play another place. There’s a little band playing and the guy, the keyboard player in it, and our piano player was leaving at that time, this guy sounds like Bobby Blue Bland and he’s a 17 year old white kid. It’s like whoa! And so we checked, and it was a group called The Rockin Rebels, and we said, who IS this guy, we gotta find out about him. And we did and we discovered what he was, spent some time with him and said we’ve got to have Richard Manuel (applause) in this group, right? Richard came in, filled in that spot, fit like a glove. He was extraordinary. And Ronnie started thinking of his group now as Richard can sing some songs, Rick can sing some song, Levon can sing some songs, I don’t have to sing as many songs. I don’t have to work as hard. And I’ll show everybody I can have the best damn band around, right? So we’re starting to understand this almost like the Ronnie Hawkins Review kind of an idea. And he was the leader and the showman and the funny guy and audiences just loved him. But we had one piece of the puzzle missing. And we had an opportunity in London, Ontario, Canada – there was  a musician that we had heard of and we knew that he was kind of a sophisticated musician and we didn’t know whether it would have any bearing on us at all. But at the club we were playing in the afternoon, this guy came and sat in with us. We’d never heard anybody play music like this, ever. We had never heard anybody that could incorporate 19 different kinds of music, you know, in 20 seconds. It was a phenomenon. And he could have been playing with John Coltrane, or with a symphony orchestra. He could have been doing any of those things. And it was mysterious what he was actually doing. It was mysterious. He played in a funeral parlor. He played in a funeral parlor and when people came in to pay their respects, he knew what to do to make them bawl like a baby, you know. And he enjoyed – and it wasn’t a joke. He enjoyed bringing out the emotions in people that they needed to respect the passing here. And I thought this is the weirdest thing I’ve ever heard of. So he plays with us and he comes another time, sits in with us, and it is – it is light years beyond any other piano player. It’s not like Jerry Lee Lewis piano. It is so far beyond that in imagination. And he plays organ from the funeral parlor, right? He plays organ, and we’re thinking, could we have a piano AND an organ in our group? That’s a big sound. And this was early on. You didn’t see much of this. So anyway, we say to Ronnie Hawkins, we’ve gotta get this guy in the group. We can learn from him, it’s going to make us better musicians all the way around. We gotta get him. So Ronnie goes, offers him a job. And he says no. So I said, “Wait a minute, let Levon” and I tell him about our life style (laughter), you know? So we say to him listen, we have a really good time. You WANT to be in this group. Believe me.
S: Compared to the funeral home…. (laughter) You couldn’t lose.

R: So finally, he says, “My parents have dedicated so much to my musical education that if I was to join a rock and roll band they would think it was like flushing it all down the toilet.” He said, “I can’t do it.”  So we said, “Let Ronnie talk to your parents.”
S: (laughing)

R: Because he was so charming. So anyway, he talked to the parents and says, he is going to be the music teacher in this group. And this is going to be such a prestigious position, and we are going to play all over, and people are going to enjoy your son’s capability, his special talent. And snowed them. So, but, but, the catch was the rest of us in the group had to pay him each an extra $10 a week for music lessons. So we were like, what? What did we get ourselves into here. But then Ronnie Hawkins invited Garth Hudson to become part of The Hawks (applause). 

S: So the group starts to do more and more, I guess, and Ronnie less and less because you know…

R: … yup…

S: ..and you're starting to really develop a thing now. I mean, between you as a band. I mean this is like the perfect sort of scenario. There’s no real pressure because all the pressure is on Ronnie, right?

R: Right.

S: You can kinda just develop at your own pace and start to – and this is what inevitably starts to happen, right? You start to really develop a band…

R: We grew up musically. We were on a mission and we were getting better all the time and Ronnie did, was doing his thing and our musicality was growing and being supported and then it just outgrew it after a while. You know? We couldn’t resort to what we had done before like that, and we outgrew it and eventually we said, you know, we’re going to have to go and do our own thing. We gotta make our own discovery. And you know, he wasn’t happy about it but we had to go out into the world. So we then, as The Hawks, as Levon and the Hawks, we went and did the Chitlin’ Circuit down South. And we had already played – I talk about in the book Jack Ruby’s club in Fort Worth Texas a few months before he assassinated Oswald. But anyway, we were playing some rough ass joints all over and we were just trying to make ends meet and grow musically. And in the meantime looking for a situation, you know, recording situation. I was trying to find time to write some more songs. And then one day we were playing down on the Jersey Shore, this place Tony Mark’s. It was  a fantastic club there, and we got hooked up to play there which we very, very rarely had an opportunity like this, but we played there for almost the whole summer. And during that stay down there, I got a call to go and meet with this folk singer, Bob Dylan, about something. And I’d met him in passing. I’d gone to a recording session..

S: …with John Hammond..

R: …with John Hammond, Jr., blues singer, and a friend and he said, Aw man, I told my buddy I would stop at his session, can we stop in for a minute?” And we go into Columbia Records, we go up to this studio, I don’t know who we’re going to see. He doesn’t mention a name. And we go in and Bob Dylan was there and he says to John, “D’ya want to hear something?” John says, “Yeah of course.” He said, “Are you sure? You’ve never heard anything like this before.” So John kind of grins and says, “Alright, man.” He plays, they hit “play” on the tape machine and it was the song Like a Rolling Stone. He was right. I HADN’T heard anything like that before. And it was like, there was some kind of electricity in the room, and listening to this music and trying to gather it all, like in the few seconds, it seemed to go by like that. And I couldn’t quite grasp it all because the words were flying out and the music was playing – and so anyway, but I didn’t know, I didn’t have a chance to really get a make on it. So it was like okay, great, so we leave and I say to John, “What did you think about that?” He said,  “I don’t know, man. It’s like – it was that fresh. It was that different.” And Bob was right, you ain’t heard nothin’ like this before. 
S: Plus John was – for those of you who may not know – the son of the very famous John Hammond, Sr. who had signed everybody from like Billie Holiday..

R: …Billie Holiday to Bruce Springsteen.

S: …Bruce Springsteen and … Dylan in between…

R: ..Dylan… 

S: .. and was the first one to combine black and white musicians and jazz groups..

R: ..yeah, yeah..

S: … and it was his son and John Hammond, Jr. was a terrific blues guy, still is. And in fact it would be the first time you guys recorded was on his record.

R: That’s right. We did a blues record with him and Mike Bloomfield came in and played on it. I was a little bit further along in guitar at that time, so Mike ended up playing piano on the album.

S: That’s a statement (laughing)

R: But that’s when I first met Mike and – oh I tell a great story in the book about going to Chicago..

S: …oh, it’s great..

R: ..with, and meeting up with Bloomfield and Butterfield. So anyway, we’re playing in Summer’s Point and I get a call to go to meet with Bob. And I have no idea what it’s about. And I go and he’s like this fire cracker of energy. I meet him and he’s smoking and he’s talking and he’s doing this and he’s doing that and I don’t know very much about folk music. And I feel a little embarrassed that I’m not more familiar with his background. But he doesn’t care, it’s like hey – and then he says, “Alright, let’s grab these guitars, wanna go somewhere?” So it’s all going on like this, we go and we sit down and he plays me a couple of new songs off his new album, it hasn’t come out yet. And then we pick up these guitars and we play them and his singing is like really fantastic, in the room, with the two guitars. I’m thinking, ‘Whoa. I love this guy’s sound.’ And it makes me want to play really good. So we’re doing this and we’re passing the baton back and forth and having a good time. So he says, “But I still don’t know way I’m there.” So he says, “Okay, man, I’ve got some dates that I’m going to do and I’d love for you to be the guitar player. I’d love for you to play guitar with me on these things.” And I said, “Oh, I have a group. We don’t do that.” You know, I’m with THESE guys. And if I went off it would be just weird, I can’t do it. And he says, “Oh no man, we gotta figure this out. This is really good and having a great time.” And I said, “Maybe if I could bring Levon too we might be able to do it for two dates, and then we gotta go back and do our thing.” And he says, “Levon? Is he any good?” I said, “Oh he’s reeeeely good.” He said, “Is he has good as Bobby Greg?” Because he’d played on his record. And I said, “Oh yeah, he’s really good.” So anyway, we ended up making arrangements and Levon and I play with Bob Dylan at Forest Hills in the Hollywood Bowl. And it is this close to a complete disaster. At Forest Hills, people rushed the stage, stormed the stage, knocked Al Kooper, who was – knocked him over, they were throwing things, it was so violent. And it was because these folk enthusiasts didn’t want their folk hero plugging into an amplifier. It was sacrilegious. They wanted him to remain the same the way that they knew him, and Bob wanted to evolve and grow and play rock and roll music.
S: After Newport, this is…

R: Yeah.

S: …after the explosion at the Newport Folk Festival where Bob first plugged in and now… now it’s contagious.

R: Yeah, and then we do these two dates, and Levon was like, “What the hell was that? Oh my god. What is going on? This is so strange.” So then, Bob says, “Now let’s do a whole tour.” (audience laughs) Well like, this guy is mad, he doesn’t realize, people don’t like this.
S: (laughing)

R: So I said, “So he wants us to continue on.” And I said, “We’re not going to do it because we’re, you know, we’re The Hawks, we’re a band and we can’t do it.” So he says, “Well we gotta figure this out.” So he came to hear us play and said, “Let’s have the whole group do this. C’mon, let’s hook it up.” And it was such an odd experiment in terror (laughter) that we went along with it. We thought this has got to be the weirdest thing in the world. Let’s check it out. And I was fascinated with him. And by now, we were becoming really good buddies too and this idea of playing music – and it went on, we toured all over North America, Australia, Europe. And people booed and threw stuff at us nearly every night (audience laughing) and at some point – and we could hear people saying, “You gotta get rid of these guys. They’re ruining it.” And he didn’t budge. He just, boom,  it was like this. But when you do it everywhere and you think, this is a weird way to make a living.
S: (laughing)

R: …you go out there and people hate you, hate what you're doing. So at some point in all of this, because after a while you start to think, is there something that we don’t get? Are we.. what are we doing wrong? We would listen to tapes sometimes after the show, and on the tapes we’d say, well this song, we’re playing it a bit fast. Let’ just bring it down a bit. This one, the intro, well you don’t know when to come in, we gotta do this – and we would make adjustments, musical adjustments that one would do, thinking that would make a difference. Nobody cared whatsoever about these adjustments. And then one, it was one night, we were listening to the tape of the show and I said to the other guys in The Hawks, I said to Bob, “They’re wrong, I don’t care, they’re wrong. This is really good.” And I just felt a boldness then. And at that point in our tour too is when Bob became kind of like “in your face”. And people are calling him “Judas” and he was like, oh really? And the music became a rebellion and then we knew clearly we were part of a musical revolution. This is – you don’t do this, this never happens that people go out and they boo you all over the world and you’re right, you know?

S: And that became, that’s one of the greatest musical collaborations in history. And then the tapes showed it, and it became one of the two, you were part of the two most famous bootleg records – we’ll get to the second one in  a minute – that became one of the most bootlegged records of all time, live at the Manchester – it’s called Albert Hall, but it wasn’t Albert Hall..

R: ..right.

S: It was in Manchester.

R: ..something, I don’t…

S: We all – first time we heard that was on the B side they put a live version I think “Tom Thumb’s Blues”..

R: ..that’s right..

S: .. on a B side and we all, like, that was the Holy Grail for us. Like we gotta get the rest of this show. So it was amazing, you were totally right. So let’s skip a little bit to – now I want to get into a little bit of the songwriting thing, because obviously you were about to change the world, and I mean that literally, with your songwriting, and I think probably it started to evolve in a way with The Basement Tapes and that moment when I guess Bob had moved to Woodstock, or [inaudible] got there first?

R: Well, after the tour, after this tour, and when we came back, he wanted to go and do another tour. We were like, this guy, I’ll tell you what, you know. Somebody needs to lock this up because this is dangerous now. If you didn't get the message – and they were talking about this and then he had an accident on his motorcycle and there’s people over the years have said, ‘oh, it was this and that’. No, he fell off the motorcycle and fractured his neck. And it was during this period that things really evolved to a whole other place. The tour thing then was no longer in existence. And the guys and myself found this house in, out in West Saugerties, because we’d never had a place where we could play without people saying “turn it down, shut up” or beating on the wall. It was always bothering somebody or somebody bothering us. Albert Grossman, our manager, says, “In Woodstock you can find a place, nobody is going to bother you.” You’ll have – because I had this dream that I wanted to find a workshop, a clubhouse, a place where we could all gather like a street gang every day, but instead of fighting we would play music. Right? It was just this kind of – and we found this house and in the basement set up the equipment and some microphones and I thought, this now is when I’m going to be able to write the songs that I’ve been meaning to write all my life. This is it, we need this kind of sanctuary. So we get this set up. I drive out there one day, I’m saying to Bob, “I want you to come see our setup, it’s very nice, you know, it’s something I’ve wanted for a long time.” And he knew that. So he comes out and it’s this ugly pink house and he’s looking the place over and he’s thinking, huh, nobody is going to find you out here, you know? And then we go down into the basement and he sees the whole setup, and he said, “Oh, can you make music down here? Could you record it?” I said, “We have a little tape recorder here, we’ve got microphones, a mixer, you know, this is for writing.” He said, “It’s for writing.” He said, “Well you know, I’ve got a couple of tunes kicking around, maybe we should try them here and see how it sounds, see how it feels.” Now, I’d already brought in a sound guy, a sound mixer guy who I said, “I want you to see our setup and see what you think.” So he comes and he looks at it and he says, “Oh, it’s all concrete floors”… walls, glass, big furnace over here. He said “This is probably going to make the words sounding music you could ever have heard in your life”. So I thought, great, that’s just what I wanted to hear, because we’re looking to break some rules in this place.
S: (laughing)

R: So we start laying some things down on this little tape recorder, and it’s really fun. And we’re making music that is for nobody in the world to hear. It’s just for us to share between us. And then, there is a purpose that a lot of people want to record Bob Dylan songs back then. Everybody  - you know – so the publishing people are saying could you give us some new material. So in the midst of it every once and a while there would be a song that you could imagine somebody covering. So we’d lay down some song, and Bob would say what do you think, [inaudible] and Husky on that one? (chuckling) And so all of this – and it was half in fun and half serious. And in that mixture of no pressure whatsoever – never been in a studio where there was NO pressure, or making music in a situation where who cares, this just feels great – out of that was some beautiful songs coming, and then there’d be something so absurd, you know, but we thought no one will ever hear that so it’s cool, you know? It’s for us. And then after we’d done all of this recording, they send the songs to the publishing company, it becomes a thing. People are saying, “Did you hear this song, The Basement Tapes” – and it becomes the next, the bootleg, THE bootleg and it was like somebody peeking in your closet or something. It didn’t feel right. It felt like this isn’t – no, no, no, no, don’t be all up in my business here. It felt that way. These songs you can hear. They’re for artists to cover. This other stuff get out of the way. Don’t start snooping around here. And it went on to become The Basement Tapes phenomenon.

S: Which was, again, the second, the first – (applause)  - one of the great albums of all time (laughing).
R: Yeah.

S: Between that one and The Albert Hall were the two biggest bootlegs. They both went platinum or something, multi platinum. Anyway, so okay, so now out of that you guys are ALL writing a little bit, at first, the whole, all the band.

R: Yeah.

S: And you start to really…

R: Well Richard Manuel was writing some beautiful things, and out of this basement, beside The Basement Tapes, comes The Band’s first album, Music From Big Pink. (applause) because that’s …
S: And this was, so completely unique. I mean, frankly, most of us in the rock world at that point, you know, young people who are – at that point, this is 1968 – which every year in the sixties was a different trend, we were all very much a  monoculture in a funny way. It was all British Invasion in 1964, it was all folk rock in 1965, it was country rock then psychedelic rock – and 1968 was pretty much the hard rock year..

R: ..yeah..

S: …you know, Jimi Hendrix had just put out two albums, The Jeff Beck Group with Rod Stewart had just put a couple records out, and Cream were just about to..

R: …yeah..

S: … you know, but they were just still so strong. So the whole hard rock thing had taken over, and it was the beginning of long solos and virtuoso musicianship on display, you know, ad nauseum. And suddenly, - so the first album comes out and a lot of us didn’t get it, you know. We didn’t quite get it. We kind of liked this crazy “Chess Fever” song because it was just something about that one that was weirdly cool, you know. The rest was just too sophisticated for our minds, and we didn’t – and those of us in that local rock world, we didn’t get it until the second album. The second album was the one for us because we just, it took us a minute to adapt to this completely unique sound that you had created. I mean, out of just being on the road so much and the roots that you had gathered and that particular five individuals had created this completely original music. And it came at a time that just blew everybody’s mind in the industry. It literally, I mean Eric Clapton broke up The Cream because of it. He said, (you know) “Enough of this 20 minute guitar solo stuff. I want to do what Robbie Robertson’s doing.” You know? This is Eric Clapton who was the, at the time, the guy who invented modern rock guitar, okay? You know? And George Harrison, like I said, and so many others were – and by the time of the second record, I remember taking that second record to Bruce’s house and I said, “Bruce, you gotta here this.” I said, “I just heard the greatest record I ever heard in my life. This song blows my mind. It’s by Canadian guys, I don’t get it.” (audience laughs). You know? I don’t know if we knew the word… (applause) I don’t think we were conscious of the word “Americana” at the time, but this was about to redefine Americana and the Canadians and this song –
R: … North Americana..

S: …or North Americana – I played him the song, I played “The Night They Drove Old Dixie Down,” you know? (applause) And it was just the most, you know, authentic, cinematic piece of music I think we’d ever heard. You know? And he said, play that again. And we played it like three, four times in a row because, before I could even get him to play the rest of the record. I mean, that completely changed, as I said, all of a sudden everybody felt self indulgent. And I remember the interview at the time. (chuckling) – which was mind blowing because there’s a revolution taking place and there was a real generation gap that was – we’re experiencing another one now, but not nearly as profound as the one back then where the entire world was about to change from the pre-Sixties to the post-Sixties, and we were having a generation gap with our parents, very bad. We were an embarrassment to our parents, we were at war with our parents and (chuckling) and suddenly you guys come out – I remember the interview like it was yesterday, and your line was “We don’t hate our parents” (laughing) you know?
R: We took a picture in our album cover, with all of us with our folks, with our family, and it was so not trendy at the time.

S: I’m telling you, it’s hard to imagine now because you know, everybody gets along with their parents now…

R: It was called Next of Kin, the picture we took with our folks. We were like, we’re not cut from THAT cloth. You know? And, I don’t know, I thought that at the time, I thought that it was dark and cruel, and I thought in time, in a timeless place, this wouldn’t exist. This is trendy. And people were making songs saying, “I want to kill my father, and I hate my mother…” and all this – it was like what's up with that? Come on. This is going to go away. It needs to go away.

S: But I think, interestingly, because of the, I think because of the Mohawk and the Six Nations beginning where you had this Native American integrate art into life, I don’t even think they have a word for art because it’s such a natural part of life, right?

R: Right.

S: you had that integration going on at a very young age I think, and then cut to 16 years later and you have the same thing going to Levon’s family house in West Helena, wherever it was, and again, the whole family comes out and they have like a picnic thing, and they’re all playing instruments, and they’re all – it’s integrated –

R: ..right..

S: - again, integrated. So you had those two experiences I think that were completely unique, compared to the rest of the culture, you know?

R: Yeah, it was like being inside a world that we invented. It was like being inside of something that everything that was going on in music, in culture, in everything, we stood aside from that and really thought, ‘we’ve got to make our own story’. We’ve gotta tell a truth here. And just because people think this is good THIS week and next week they’re going to think THAT’S good, we gotta get off that train. That’s not what we’re playing here. We gotta find something that could have been done 100 years ago or 100 years from now. And it was kind of a feeling, a goal of the soul, you know. Just something that could reach that place, deep inside us and live on.

S: And what an amazing time, that being a renaissance period and you can define renaissance many ways, but one of the ways is it’s when the best art is also the most commercial, you know? And that was what was going on. In other words you didn’t have a lot of hit singles. But you were the most respected band in the world, you know? Purely on an artistic evaluation, you know. What a wonderful time that was to have something like that exist. 
R: It’s so funny that you say that. We were suspicious of singles (chuckling). We thought, ah, are we sucking up here? Are we trying to get someone to like us? After what we’d been through with Bob Dylan we were used to not having to suck up.

S: (laughing) So now, The Band, you know, becomes successful and with that comes some of the indulgences of your own within the group I guess.

R: Well, we know that success is as tricky game. And I mention an incident in the book, I can remember we were playing, we were out doing concerts and we were back stage somewhere and somebody is coming up and they’re talking to me about the show and everything, and they reach over and they dusted off my shoulder. Right? And I thought, I’m not dusty. This is weird. This is somebody – and it’s like when they say to you, all of a sudden in your life, What do you want, what do you need, do you need anything? I got some shit, you want something? Know what I mean? All of this stuff, it starts to play into the game of success. And we tried to stand outside of that. We’d been around, we weren’t new, we weren’t naïve. We didn’t think. And in this thing, now we’re on the first American group that’s ever been on the cover of Time Magazine, and things are going and they’re building and they’re building and they’re building, and some kind of reaction, a self-destructive reaction comes out of that. Nobody understands it, nobody was looking for that. Nobody was conscious, like saying, “Well I’ve gotta disrupt this thing…” and everything. Some interior madness comes out of this. You get spoiled in a certain kind of way. And it can bring out weird behavior. So you see, the seeds of this are planting and it starts to grow all around you and so you can’t see very far anymore. And you're IN it and it is a type of madness that you know, it’s like one of the great mysteries of what happens when somebody – “You want one of these? How about I give you two of them.” All of a sudden you think, don’t I deserve three? Know what I mean? It starts messing with your head in the creative process where you live in a cloud anyway to a certain degree. And then these things come along and they start stepping on your toes and it starts interfering with the music and the creativity and all of this is going along and then you say, “Oh, I get it. This is the 1970s, it’s insane.” You know? And there’s no stopping it. All of the dreams and the things of the sixties and everything, they were kind of going up in flames. And we’re watching it all burn down around us. You think, isn’t this weird. But that’s kind of what we do, right? And it builds and it builds and it builds until finally you hit a wall, and we did. We had been together for 16 years and we thought, ‘We’ve got to do something because somebody is going to die. This is going to be really disastrous.’ And you don’t know what to do. And you see all kinds of groups around you and people are dropping like flies and it’s, and you see terrible self destruction. And you see drugs seeping under the door of all kinds of people’s lives and you think, I don’t know how to stop this. But we were out on the road and we were playing and there were some dates where some of the guys could hardly make it. And there was dates we played and Richard Manuel had to be rushed to the hospital and so I whispered to the other guys, I said, “We gotta do something. We gotta pull this into the station and get out of the public eye, you know, or somebody is really going to get hurt.” And after the whole thing, you know, we were friends with Jimi Hendrix and Janis Joplin and all of these things were happening, it’s like you gotta read the writing here. So we said, “How about this: Why don’t we have a musical celebration. Why don’t we do something really in the name of what we’re about. Let’s do that, we’ll bring it to  a culmination and we’ll do something beautiful with that,” and then, and at the same time people are saying, “Know what, I’m thinking about making my own record and everything” – you think, that’s fantastic. You need some individual spirit in all this too. So there was all these really nice ideas looming around that people wanted, on their own, not have to do it through The Band. Right? So and we had been around the mountain. We had been to the lowest places you could possibly play, and the highest places you could – so it wasn’t like, “Oh god, we’re missing out on something,” you know. Really felt this could be fulfilling. So we said, “Let’s have this concert in the same place that we played our first concert as The Band, at Winterland in San Francisco, for Bill Graham. And for this concert let’s invite Ronnie Hawkins and Bob Dylan. That’s the respectful thing to do. Our fearless leaders from the past, right?” It was all kind of a nice personal statement. And then somebody said, “You can’t not invite Eric Clapton, you know? Come on, he’s been waving the flag higher than ANYBODY.” And it was like, of course, of course. But if we invite Eric, god knows we gotta invite Van Morrison. And then it’s like, “I know but what about the Canadians, what are you going to do, you're not going to have Joni Mitchell and Neil Young there? That’s ridiculous.”
S: (laughing)

R: You know? And so this thing, in a very natural way, never thinking about making this big – or anything. Nobody was going to know who was playing with us. But it grew to a place of respect of different musics. ‘Let’s have Dr. John come in from New Orleans. The New Orleans influence on music, gotta have it. You gonna do this and not have Muddy Waters? Don’t be ridiculous (audience laughs). Right?’ We’ll have him come – so all of these pieces, these spokes in the wheel of our music – we thought, now this is a real celebration and that’s completely what it’s going to be about. Then…

S: …. Might as well film it…

R: Then, Bill Graham says, “Well hell, you probably gotta document this thing because this kind of thing may never happen again.” So we started out – and the other night Martin Scorsese and I introduced The Last Waltz here at a screening, and he spoke about – and his point was, so we started out – he said “The first idea…” he liked, well, “We’ll get a couple of black and white video cameras, capture it, you know, and that way, you know, it’ll be remembered you know in its very simple form.” And then it was like, “I know but it’s not going to look very good. Shouldn’t they just shoot it, 2 or 3 cameras maybe in 16.” Then, at the time they said, “Have you seen super 16? It’s really pretty nice, right?”
S: (chuckling)

R: So all of these steps are going along and it’s all in the name of respect for what’s going on. So then I ask Martin Scorsese, I tell him who’s involved in this and that we want to capture it right on film and we should do this. And he says to me – and I’m asking him to direct it – and he says, “We have a problem.” He said, “I’m in the middle of shooting a movie right now. They don’t like it when you go and shoot another movie in the middle of the movie you're making. The studios really, really object to that.” He said, “I can’t do it, I can’t do it because you know, I’ll get sued, they’ll do this…” everything. And so we spend the evening – we have dinner, we’re hanging out, we’re talking about the music of some of these artists and everything. Finally, he throws his hands in the air and he says, “I don’t care! They can crucify me, I have to do this. I have to do this. I don’t care, sue me, carry me away..”  he goes on this rant right of like – and so he says, “But we’re going to have to be quiet about it.” (laughter) So we proceed to, in an underground way, put this thing together that nobody knows what’s going on, and he’s pulling together the greatest cinematographers in the country. And some of them from the world. So all of this is going on in like a bunker below the ground, right? And we’re building to this thing. Nobody knows who is going to be at the concert except The Band. Nobody knows there’s going to be film making, because he can’t have that happen. And through the grace of god, somehow or another, we managed to make this happen. Because they told us, they told us – once we get Lazslo Kovaks, the great cinematographer, and Michael Chapman involved, they’re like, “I don’t’ want to shoot this in 16. We see that in all these music – it looks awful. You gotta do this is 35.” So Marty says, “It would look beautiful.” (audience laughs). So we’re like, I guess, okay. And then, they come back to us and they say, “The only problem is these cameras can’t shoot that long. They will melt. They will not, they’ll just go up in flames. It’ll never work.” So we have to figure out a system so the cameras don’t overheat, that they can reload – there’s no digital, right – they can reload, change the batteries and we figure out a whole sequence and a way to do this in 35. But they’re saying, “It’s probably not going to work.” Then The Band, with very little time, has to learn 21 songs by artists as varied as Joni Mitchell and Muddy Waters. We have to learn – and there’s no cheat sheets – there’s nobody reading music or anything. This is all by memory, 21 songs that we barely had any time to run over at all. So this was impossible. This can’t work. But we’ll do our best. That was her attitude. And more things. Now the poets of San Francisco are coming. Lawrence Ferlinghetti and all of these things, and it keeps coming and keeps coming. And we come down to that evening, that night, and I sit in the dressing room with the guys and it was like, ‘Okay, we’re going into the trenches here boys. We’re going to have to, we’re going to have to rise to the occasion.’ And everybody is like, ‘Damn right, damn right.’ Everybody is like, ‘I’m going to go out there and I’m going to do it, baby.’ And we feel this kind of surge in the room and everything and all these artists that we love and everything and we GOTTA rise to this occasion. And we went out there. The cameras didn’t melt. We didn’t make a mistake on any of the songs, in the 21 songs. And played some of our songs as good as we ever played them in our life. And the fact that we had Martin Scorsese there to capture this, you know, is quite an extraordinary thing, that this is the 40th anniversary of The Last Waltz. (applause)
S: Well. I think that’s probably a perfect ending.

R: (laughing)

S: ..for tonight and also for the book. 
R: Thank you so much.

S: Thank you all for coming.

R: So much fun, so much fun to share this with you. 

END
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