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Springsteen: His Hometown
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The new, great exhibit at the 
Monmouth County Historical 
Association in Freehold

“Let us take a journey down the Shore to
 see what we can find…”

Bruce Springsteen, 1978

One word.
Bruce.

 Every Jersey Shore local and visitor 
knows exactly who that is. It’s not 
Bruce the accountant, or Bruce the 
guy down the street, or even Bruce 
the Shark.
 It’s Bruce Springsteen, the Jersey 
Shore’s most legendary music icon. 
The Springsteen: His Hometown 
exhibit at the Monmouth County 
Historical Association (MCHA) cel-
ebrates the life and story of The Boss 
right in his hometown of Freehold. 

The exhibit officially opened on 
September 28 and runs through  
late Fall.
 According to a release announcing 
the show, the exhibit provides a com-
prehensive look at how Monmouth 
County has been thematically woven 
into Bruce Springsteen’s music and 
art throughout his career.
 “Our whole museum will be 
filled with more than 150 items and 
artifacts from Bruce Springsteen’s 
entire career, from his early days 
with The Castiles through his most 

recent 2019 release of Western Stars,” 
said Meg Sharp Walton, Executive 
Director of the MCHA. “There’s 
going to be many pieces that the pub-
lic has never seen before, including 
a scrapbook of Springsteen’s career 
kept by his mother, Adele.”
 As Springsteen is the Jersey Shore’s 
first son, the shore is prominent-
ly woven throughout the exhibit. 
“This is a Monmouth County story 
with songs about places everybody 
knows about. The world meets the 
Jersey Shore through the words of 
Springsteen, and people in Sweden 
and Spain sing about our Route 9 
when they sing along with him,” 
Sharp Walton said. 
 The Springsteen: His Hometown 
exhibit is presented by the MCHA 
in cooperation with the Bruce 
Springsteen Archives and Center 
for American Music at Monmouth 
University and the History and 
Anthropology department at 
Monmouth University. Exhibit cura-
tors are Melissa Ziobro, Monmouth 
University specialist professor of 
public history, and Bernadette Rogoff, 
director of collections for the MCHA. 
Eileen Chapman, director of the 
Springsteen Archives, and Robert 
Santelli, founding director of the 
Grammy Museum in Los Angeles, are 
exhibit advisors.
 The idea for the exhibit stemmed 
from one of Ziobro’s Museums 
and Archives classes at Monmouth 
University, which became home to 
the Bruce Springsteen Archives and 
Center for American Music in 2017 
after housing the Bruce Springsteen 
Special Collection since 2011. “My 
class started with a small exhibition 
at the university library as they put 
what they learned about curating 
into play. My students wanted to put 
the exhibit in a more visible loca-
tion, so I approached the Monmouth 
County Historical Association to see 
if they were interested, and they said 
yes,” Ziobro explained.
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continued on page 12

 And from there, the exhibit took 
on a life of its own. 
 The exhibit begins in the muse-
um’s first floor Washington Gallery. 
A chronological story with a time-
line of Springsteen’s life and career 
snakes through the room. A looping 
Springsteen playlist and concert foot-
age complement the timeline, which 
includes segments on his internation-
al fame, his patriotism and politics, 
and of course, his fans. Other items 
on display include a host of album 
covers, including alternate covers 
with never-before-seen artwork, a 
number of guitars, and the four-track 
recorder he used while recording his 
album, Nebraska.
 Fans have been such an integral 
part of Springsteen’s success that  
part of the exhibit along the grand 
stairway to the second floor features 
fan art. 
 In addition to Springsteen mem-
orabilia, Sharp Walton noted there 
are a number of Freehold artifacts 
also on exhibition, including an old 
sign from the Freehold train station 
and large photographs from a 1950s 
parade on Freehold’s Main Street. 
“The Freehold Springsteen was born 
into, the Freehold that he would  
recognize, makes up part of the  
second-floor exhibit,” she said. 
 Springsteen’s genealogy and ances-
try, which dates as far back as the 

seventeenth century, is the theme 
of one of the second-floor rooms. 
Items on display from Springsteen’s 
family line include a Civil War docu-
ment that includes direct descendent 
Alexander Springsteen, a Medal of 
Honor, and a document signed in 
1801 by Revolutionary War patriot 
and Springsteen direct descendent 
John Springsteen. Since the MCHA 
receives a large number of inquiries 
from people researching their own 
family histories, Sharp Walton said 
that a film about the process of 
researching Springsteen’s genealogy 
will play on a loop at the exhibit.  
She said, “The film can be used as  
an example of how to research family 
history and how to avoid pitfalls  
and mistakes.”
 What impacted Springsteen as a 
child and a teenager influenced his 
artistry, and exhibit curators took 
great care to visually and aesthetically 
illustrate the connection. Fans who 
are familiar with Springsteen’s lyrics 
will notice links to them threading 
throughout the displays. One such 
example is Springsteen’s song, “Wild 
Billy’s Circus Song,” and the muse-
um’s inclusion of a Clyde Beatty-Cole 
Brother’s Circus poster that came 
to town when Springsteen was a 
child. “That poster tells a small part 
of Springsteen’s story,” said Sharp 
Walton, “because he remembered it 

and wrote a song about it later  
in life.”
 Another example is a children’s 
book about a cowboy that Adele 
Springsteen read to her son when he 
was a child. Years later, that same 
story inspired Springsteen’s song, 
“Outlaw Pete.” “So when you see 
the children’s book about a cowboy, 
remember that it’s so much more 
than a book,” Sharp Walton said.
 The rich music scene on the seg-
regated west side of Asbury Park 
during the 1970s and 1980s also 
features prominently in the exhibit. 
“That scene included Count Basie 
and future E Street band members 
Clarence Clemons and Garry Tallent. 
Those after-hours jam sessions at 
The Upstage Club included musicians 
from the west side and the beach-
front bands,” said Sharp Walton.
 According to Sharp Walton, the 
MCHA is planning programming to 
accompany the Springsteen: His 
Hometown exhibit. “We are planning 
walking tours of both Freehold and 
Asbury Park, as well as a poetry work-
shop about Springsteen’s lyrics.” She 
explained that future programming 
will be scheduled at both the muse-
um and in and around Monmouth 
County as special events and pop-up 
exhibits. Sharp Walton hopes that the 
rights will be available next summer 
for this summer’s film “Blinded by 
the Light,” which was inspired by the 
life of journalist Sarfraz Manzoor and 
his love of Springsteen’s music, so 
that it can be shown next summer 
as a part of Freehold’s downtown 
summer movie series. “That would be 

The Springsteen: His Hometown exhibit, at the Monmouth County Historical Association,  
celebrates the life and story of The Boss right in his hometown of Freehold. 

What impacted Springsteen as a child and a 
teenager influenced his artistry, and exhibit 
curators took great care to visually and  
aesthetically illustrate the connection. 
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BEACHCOMBER SPRINGSTEEN, continued from page 11

perfect,” she said.
 The Springsteen story connects to 
more than just Jersey Shore locals 
and visitors, as it transcends zip 
codes, counties, and boundaries. 
“Springsteen’s childhood was similar 
to so many others around the coun-
try in a time when community was 
tightly knit and culture was shifting 
regardless of location,” Sharp Walton 
explained. Radical changes in society, 
the decline of factories and its effect 
on blue collar workers, and racial, 
counterculture, and generational 
conflicts occurred in every town, not 
just along the Jersey Shore. “What 
happened in Freehold and in Asbury 
Park during Springsteen’s formative 
years, and what he sings about, hap-
pened all across the United States,” 
she said.
 Springsteen’s devotion to his craft 
as a musician, combined with his 
creativity in writing honest lyrics 
about hard-working people living on 
the margins with dirt under their fin-

 Established in 2017, The Bruce Springsteen Archives and Center for American Music at Monmouth 
University in Long Branch serves as the official archival repository for Bruce Springsteen’s written 
works, photographs, periodicals, and artifacts. The Center preserves and promotes the legacy of Bruce 
Springsteen and his role in American music, while honoring and celebrating icons of American music 
like Woody Guthrie, Robert Johnson, Hank Williams, Frank Sinatra, and others.
 The original collection was started by Chris Phillips, editor of Backstreets magazine, in 2001. A group 
known as “The Friends of the Bruce Springsteen Special Collection, Inc.” assisted with managing and 
growing what became the Bruce Springsteen Special Collection. 
 Since 2011, Monmouth University has served as home of the Bruce Springsteen Special Collection, 
which comprises nearly 50,000 items from forty-seven countries. These items include books, concert 
memorabilia, articles, and promotional materials. The collection serves the research and informational 
needs of music fans, scholars, authors, and others with a serious interest in the life and career of 
 The Boss.
 Eileen Chapman is the Director of The Bruce Springsteen Archives and Center for American Music. 
Bob Santelli, founding Director of the Grammy Museum, serves as Executive Director. To learn more, 
visit www.monmouth.edu/springsteen-archives-and-center-for-american-music.

gernails in order to put food on the 
table and the Jersey Shore’s role in 
those stories, are what connects him 
to fans of all ages. “Bruce fans are 
multigenerational. I grew up listen-
ing to him because my parents loved 
him, and now my eight-year-old and 
my eleven-year-old love him too. It’s 
amazing to see Springsteen’s appeal 
span generations,” Ziobro said.

 The Boss celebrated his seventi-
eth birthday a few days before the 
exhibit opened. As a poet, a surfer, 
an author, a motorcycle enthusiast, a 
humanitarian, a musician, and more 
over those seventy years, the Jersey 
Shore Renaissance man impacted 
history, culture, and lives so much 
that exhibit tickets, which have been 
purchased by people from all over  
the world, are already sold out on 
certain days.
 “Art is a great way to tell a histor-
ical story, which Springsteen does 
well. He’s a troubadour of American 
history. I hope people leave the exhib-
it with an understanding of where 
Springsteen lived and how it played a 
role throughout his entire life, even 
as we speak,” Sharp Walton said. 
“Springsteen’s story is more than a 
story about a musician. It’s a story of 
American history.”
 Ziobro added, “Sometimes you for-
get just how important Springsteen is 
to so many people. We’ve been very 
conscientious of that. We wanted to 
get it [the exhibit] right, and I believe 
we did.”

—Jill Ocone

The Bruce Springsteen Archives  
and Center for American Music at Monmouth University

A personal scrapbook made by Springsteen’s 
mother, Adele, is on display.

 The Springsteen: His Hometown exhibit at the Monmouth County Historical 
Association at 70 Court Street in Freehold will run through Fall 2020. Hours are Wed., 
Fri., Sat., and Sun. 11:00 AM - 5:00 PM and Thurs. 11:00 AM - 8:00 PM. Tickets can be 
purchased in advance at www.monmouthhistory.org. (Adults: $15.; Seniors/Students with 
ID: $12.; MCHA Members, Freehold Borough residents with ID, and children up to 6 years 
old: free.) For more information, visit www.monmouthhistory.org or call (732) 462-1466.
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