Woodstock by Helicopter - Joe Renzetti

By the mid 60s, living in New York City, | had been established as a
first-call arranger, thanks to hit records like "Sunny” by Bobby Hebb,
"98.6" by Keith, and "Apple, Peaches, Pumpkin Pie"

by Jay and the Techniques, along with the Spanky and Our Gang album.
One of the producers | often worked with was Artie Kornfeld, who had
wrote and produced the “The Rain The Park and Other Things"

by THE COWSILLS.

One day in 1968, Artie called me in to arrange music for one of the artists
he was producing. After the session, he excitedly told me about a recording
studio he and some pals were planning to build in Woodstock, New York.
He said, “Just think how great it would be; we could go up there, hang out
for a week or two, and make records.” | thought it sounded fantastic!
Woodstock was known for being a cool, artsy, hippie-dippy town, and | was
pretty much a hippie -so very cool.

A month or so passed, and Artie called me in to arrange music for another
one of his artists, and sometime during that day, | asked Artie how the
Woodstock studio was coming along. He said the plans had changed.
“Now we’re going to have a nightclub attached to the studio.” “Wow, how
cool! What a great setup! We could record bands live in front of an
audience!” We were both jazzed about the possibilities.

A few more weeks went by, and | saw Artie again at another recording
session. | asked him, “So when’s the new studio/nightclub going to open?”
More hyper than ever, Artie shared some big news. “Not only are we
building a club and a recording studio, but now we’re adding a hotel!”
Overstimulated by Artie's excited hype, | gushed, “Golly jeepers

Mr. Kornfeld, this is going to be so far out and groovy!”

Artie nodded with a satisfying grin on his face.

Another month or so passed, and Artie called me for yet another session,

| asked for an update on his club/recording-studio/hotel. “Oh! no! no, forget
all that. We’re going to do a music festival outdoors in a big open field
instead. A really big field shaped sorta like an Roman amphitheatre”



Weeks went by, and the next time we talked, Artie rattled off a long list of
artists booked to perform at this gargantuan super festival. Each name was
more impressive than the last. | was blown away, if not fatigued just by
listening! | just couldn’t believe all the acts they had lined up: Jimi Hendrix,
Janis Joplin, The Who, Santana, Jefferson Airplane, Joe Cocker,

Sly and the Family Stone,

Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young, Arlo Guthrie, Richie Havens, and he kept
listing more names.

| asked “How are you going to squeeze all these performers in, all in one
day?”

He said, “We not! It’s going to be a whole weekend-long festival!”

Artie Kornfeld with three others were the originators, the owners,

the managers of Woodstock; Michael Lag was the driving force behind the
festival, John Roberts was the financier-backer, Joel Rosenman financier
and planning. Also, there was a film crew going to document the concert.
So there would be a audio-visual recording of this possibly historical show.
The filming worked out well. It was a slog because of the rainy weather and
the mud, lack of food, lack of everything.

The Film Woodstock was released in 1970. It is a documentary that
captures all the performances, all the activity, shots of the audience and the
performers, all capturing the spirit of the festival held in 1969.

It won the Academy award for the best documentary feature, directed by
Michael Wadleigh.

Before the event rolled around, Artie promised he’d hook me up with a
backstage pass and access to the private helicopters flying from the
PanAm building in downtown NYC up to Woodstock, landing right behind
the stage. “Count me in” | said. Great, he said, “you’ll be on the VIP list—
just show up.”

The first day of the festival was on a Friday and that night in my cozy little
apartment near Times Square, | turned on the TV and all the news stations
local and national, were buzzing with the chaos and the massive crowds
showing up, all trying to get into the festival. There was lots footage of
hippies, some half naked, some fully naked, pushing the fences down,
jumping all over them, barging in for free.



There were many shots of guys with long hair, and girls with no clothes
dancing in the mud, the whole field was covered with nothing but young
people having a ball. Suspiciously some of them looked like they were
stoned or something.

It was definitely a summer of love. Actually the whole year was, actually it
was a whole decade.

When | woke up Saturday morning, | turned on the TV again to see that it
was still raining, the crowd was way larger than they’d predicted, and the
fences were down. Everyone was getting in free of charge, a great big
sloppy mess!

So | figured, let’s see... flying in a helicopter in the rain, landing in mud in
an area that was in total chaos, with talk of the Governor calling in the
National Guard? The friggin’ Guard!

So, | did what any self-respecting New York music professional with no skin
in the game would do: | decided to stay home in my cozy apartment near
Time Square and take a well deserved nap.

| don’t regret my decision one bit. My idea of fun is not sleeping in mud, not
being able to sleep, having nothing to eat or drink, standing in line for hours
waiting to pee or poop in a backed-up Porta Potti; or possibly getting killed
in a fiery helicopter crash during a vicious thunder storm; | find all this
deeply not appetizing.

So when all the hip cool people claim they were at Woodstock and how
much they loved it, you can include me as one of the few severely unhip
you’ll ever meet who proudly decided not to go -even as a first-class VIP, it
was a wise choice

If you watch the film Woodstock, there's a scene where the interviewer is
talking to Artie Kornfeld, the interviewer asks, "you know the fences went
down and you'll probably lose all the money invested, there is no profit, you
probably have a big loss, right?”

In a close-up, you could see Artie's face slowly go from a smile to a look of
a reality check and financial setback. Many years later, in a phone
conversation with Artie, | asked him if | was really on that VIP list for the
helicopter. “Absolutely” he said, “but you would have had to pay for it.”

Great, so now | saved some money too!
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