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 WOODSTOCK — Barry Z. Levine 
considers himself one of the 
luckiest men in the world. As 
a 26-year-old, he arrived at 
Max Yasgur’s farm five days 
before the Woodstock festival; 
he had recently been hired to 
take pictures by the produc-
tion company that planned to 
make a film about the event.

First, Levine documented 
the construction crew build-
ing the giant outdoor stage. 
Although it may have been a 
great piece of engineering, 
Levine says modern-day safe-
ty inspectors would have been 
horrified. To attach trusses 
high above the stage, for ex-
ample, a crane would lift a 
carpenter inside a 55-gallon 
drum without so much as a 
leash to secure him. There 
were “guys hanging on with 
their hands … hammerin’ 
away. It was ‘hippie built.’”

The film crew supplied 
Levine with 30 rolls of 36-ex-
posure color film. While many 
photographers had to watch 
how much film they were using 
(running to the local store for 
more was out of the question), 
Levine had the luxury of shoot-
ing a lot of photos, and not just 
of the musicians. Perhaps one 
of his most famous photos is of 
a young, skinny-dipping couple 
kissing in Filippini Pond. To 
Levine, the image “says love, 
one of the prime things that 
Woodstock was about.”

Levine’s film/photo pass 
gave him unlimited access: 
Front stage, backstage, even 
on stage. Lying on his belly 
next to drummer Keith Moon’s 
bass drum during The Who’s 
performance, Levine noticed 
that Moon used his left foot on 
the pedal – a little known fact. 
His images of Pete Townshend 
jumping up with his guitar 
were used to open the band’s 
segment of the film.

Another favorite moment 
was drinking champagne 
and eating strawberries with 
Janis Joplin and Grace Slick 
in the performers’ area.

For nearly  40 years, he 
did little with his unique pho-
tos. Levine credits his wife, 
Linanne Sackett, with creat-
ing a collection of his images, 
“The Woodstock Story Book,” 
recently available in hard 
cover. (Web site: http://www.

woodstockstorybook.com/)

How did you end up being at 
Woodstock?

I was working in the music 
business, doing writing and 
producing, and I heard about 
the possibility of a big music 
concert. I went up to my par-
ents’ house in Kerhonkson and 
met an old friend named Larry 
Johnson, who had been hired 
to do sound for what became 

the “Woodstock” film. Larry 
told me that they needed a 
photographer on the film 
crew: “Would you do it? But 
we can’t pay you any money 
up front because we don’t 
have a deal yet.” I said OK, 
but added a few magic words: 
“But I own the negatives.”

What form of debauchery do 
you claim to have started at 
Woodstock?

I was shooting some aer-
ial photos with a “Woodstock” 
film cameraman named Da-
vid Myers. It was very hot in 
the helicopter and very hot 
on the ground, so after we 
landed, we walked down to 
the pond, dropped our clothes 
and jumped in. There were 
hundreds of people surround-
ing the pond, just standing 
around looking at each other, 
wanting to do something but 
needing some sort of permis-
sion. David and I gave them 
the permission. As soon as 
we went in, everybody came 
into the pond. All those naked 
people, thanks to us.

What were some of your 
favorite musical high points?

Equipment from all the 
bands was taking a lot lon-
ger than expected to get to 
the site, so after a five-hour 
delay, Richie Havens was 
asked to go out on stage. One 
man with a guitar, acoustic, 
came out and had to face a 
half million people, the larg-
est crowd ever assembled 
for a music performance. He 
had that crowd in the palms 
of his hands for three hours. 
Then after one of the lower 
points of the day on Saturday, 
after a lot of rain, people 
were packed in together, wet 
and miserable. Country Joe 
McDonald spontaneously 
started the “Fish Cheer” … 
One, two, three, what are we 
fighting for? Don’t ask me, 
I don’t give a damn,” which 
melded the crowd back into 
a community of like-minded 
people against the war. And 
Jimi Hendrix, who was such 
a consummate performer and 
musician that he gave his all 
to the crowd, which on Mon-
day morning had dwindled 
considerably.

What does Woodstock mean 
to you?

I think one of the main 
things Woodstock represents 
and why it has remained in 
the consciousness of the world 
is that it represents hope in a 
time when there wasn’t a lot of 
hope. Without the authorities 
looking over us, we created a 
community and an environ-
ment that was better than the 
one we came from.

jpertel@th-record.com

Festival 
Facts

ON THE WEB
n CHECK OUT  our Deadline:  ’
69 blog that recaptures news of 
Woodstock. 
n VIEW  PHOTOS of the 
1969 Woodstock Festival.

OUR WOODSTOCK    |    MUSIC & MEMORIES

’69
’09

 HOW WOODSTOCK 
HAPPENED: PART 8 of 12

This is an excerpt of 
a story written by Times 

Herald-Record staff and first 
printed in 1989 that describes 
how the Woodstock festival came 
together. This week, Bethel’s 
population explodes:

By the afternoon of Thursday, 
Aug. 14, Woodstock was an idyllic 
commune of 25,000 people. The 
Hog Farmers had built kitchens 
and shelters with two-by-fours and 
tarps. Their kids were swinging 
on a set of monkey bars built of 
lumber and tree limbs, jumping 
into a pile of hay at the bottom. 
Wavy Gravy recruited “responsible-
looking” people and made them 
security guards. He handed 
out armbands and the secret 
password, which was “I forget.” 

Down the slope, stands were 
ready to sell counterculture 
souvenirs: hand-woven belts, drug 
paraphernalia and headbands. 
Christmas tree lights were strung 
in the trees. Sawdust was strewn 
along the paths. Over the hill, 
carpenters were still banging nails 
into the main stage. The Pranksters 
and the Hog Farmers had built their 
own alternative stage.

A young Bethel couple lived a 
quarter-mile from Yasgur’s field. 
The wife, 22, was pregnant with 
the couple’s second child, and the 
husband, 27, a salesman, had 
an important business meeting in 
Albany on Friday morning. But the 
couple wasn’t budging from Bethel. 
They looked out front.

“Nothin’ but cars and people. 
Saw a trooper. Ten kids were on the 
hood of his car,” the husband said.

They looked out back.
“People were camping all over 

the yard,” he added.
Michael Lang woke up Friday 

morning to find that something 
was missing ... the ticket booths. 
Others had known for days, but 
Lang said that Friday morning was 
his first inkling that Woodstock 
would never collect a single dollar 
at the gate.

Concert organizers blamed state 
police for the monstrous traffic jam. 

The troopers had refused to enact 
the festival’s traffic plan.

“I think the cops figured that 
if they had done that, they would 
acquire responsibility for whatever 
might happen,” said campground 
coordinator Stan Goldstein. 

“Of course, they were not 
necessarily in favor of these 
kinds of events, and they wanted 
it to turn to (chaos). They wanted 
it to be a disaster.”

Next week: With some hitches, 
Day 1 begins.

A photo pass that was worth gold 

n YIPPIE LEADER Abbie Hoffman 
convinced the festival’s producers to 
donate $10,000 to the Yippies – mainly 
by threatening to disrupt the proceedings.
n MELANIE SAFKA was supposed to 
sing, so she and her mother got in her 
mom’s 1968 burgundy Pontiac Bonneville 
and headed upstate. They turned onto 

Route 17 and noticed lots of traffic. When 
Melanie called the festival’s producers, 
they said she’d better get to a hotel where 
they would take her by helicopter to the 
festival site. At that hotel, she saw a slew 
of TV cameras focusing on Janis Joplin and 
her bottle of Southern Comfort. “And me?” 
says Melanie. “I was just a fleckling.”

Times Herald-Record/JOHN PERTEL

Levine, at age 26, right, under the stage at the festival in 1969, 
and last week, left, describing how he started the skinny-dipping 
in Filippini Pond.
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Barry Z. Levine took this photo of guitarist Harvey Mandel and the 
group Canned Heat, above, at the Woodstock festival. 


