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BY JOE NEUMAIER

W
hen Ang Lee decided to take a look 
at a  crucial moment in  American 
pop -cultural  history, the Oscar-
winning director of “The 

Ice Storm,”  “Crouching Tiger, Hidden 
Dragon” and “Brokeback Mountain” of 
course appreciated the impact of the sex, 
the drugs and all the rock ’n’ roll. But 
“Taking Woodstock,” which opens Aug. 
26, notably and bravely omits re-creations 
of that last element.

Based on Elliot Tiber’s 2007 book “Tak-
ing Woodstock: A True Story of a Riot, a 
Concert and a Life,” the movie recounts 
how Tiber, who was 34 in 1969, used his 
parents’ rare permit to stage festivities 
near their run-down motel in Bethel, N.Y., 
to save a weekend music festival  recently 
rejected by the nearby town of Wallkill.

 Lee, 54, says his memories of Wood-
stock are of watching news reports about 
it in his native Taiwan. “I saw guys with 
big hair and guitars, and a lot of people,” 
Lee says. “Something like that happening 
of that scale in America, to a 14-year-old 
kid in Taiwan, it was like a dream. It was 
like watching a movie, actually.”

What struck you most about Woodstock 
as you prepared the fi lm?

Actually, it’s something lost, an inno-
cence and a spirit of sharing. The circum-
stances at the show were pretty bad — 
there were half a million people there, 
many thousands more got stuck on the 
way — but it was a kind of utopia, and I 
don’t think we could have that anymore. 

It was an ideal. Of course, it would start 
out as a business, but the heart of going up 
there — you can’t say that there was any-
thing cynical about it.  

Your sons are in their 20s, and many of 
the actors in your fi lm are the same age. 
Do you think this generation can connect 
with the Woodstock generation?

The actors, for me, even the extras way 

in the back, carried themselves in this 
mellow, unfocused way — today, you see 
in kids’ eyes a kind of pose, and a pur-
pose. Back then, they were wise, but how 
they connected to each other with one 
look, I think, was brilliant. Even though it 
was a kind of illusion, it’s a good thing to 
pass on to kids that such a thing can exist.

 
Tiber’s experience is a sort of  travelogue 
through the background characters 
— the money men, the organizers, the 
townspeople, even the transvestite secu-
rity guard (played by Liev Schreiber).

Tiber’s book was great source  material 
— it captured Woodstock within a small 
family drama, Tiber (played by Demetri  
Martin) and his parents (played by Imelda 
Staunton and Henry Goodman). It was a 
great tool to cut into the whole thing, oth-
erwise it would be too vague and abstract 
an idea to make a movie about. But Tiber’s 
story allows both the big scenes and the es-
sence of it, so to speak.

   
You’ve lived in the U.S. for  more than 
three decades, but your fi lms range from 
“The Wedding Banquet” to “Sense and 
Sensibility” to “Crouching Tiger, Hidden 
Dragon” to “Brokeback Mountain.” Did 
you learn anything new about America 
from doing “Taking Woodstock”?

Many things, some I probably knew a bit 
about but didn’t pay attention to. Nothing 
as surprising or dramatic as when I made 
[the 1999 Civil War drama] “Ride With the 
Devil.” But it was small things, like how 
many of those beautiful songs were infl u-
enced by acid, whether in the music or 
lyrics. That was something new to me.

It was scary to take on such a huge cul-
tural event. But thrilling, too, the same 
way portraying gay cowboys was scary. 
Even “The Ice Storm.” Many of my Amer-
ican movies have scary elements, but 
somehow I live through them. But this one 
was not dangerous, like some of the other 
ones. But it was intimidating. 

Ang Lee takes 
on ‘Woodstock’ 

Director Ang Lee (right, with actor Emile Hirsch) says Woodstock was “a kind of 
utopia, and I don’t think we could have that anymore.”

MOVIES

Food shortages and driving rain couldn’t dampen the spirit 
of the original Woodstock  festival, but when organizers tried 

re-creating the magic 30 years later, the riots and raging 
bonfi res that broke out instead proved  that the beautiful 

accident of  ’69 couldn’t   be repeated.

WOODSTOCK 

Max Yasgur’s 600-

acre dairy farm in 

Bethel, N.Y.

 The former Griffi ss  Air 

Force Base in Rome, N.Y.LOCATION

$6.50 for one day, $18 

for three days 

(advance sale)

$150 plus service 

charges for three daysTICKET 
PRICES

 An estimated 500,000 

people

220,000 people
CROWD SIZE

Peace, love and music Riots, looting and fi resMEMORABLE 
THEMES

The Who, Janis 

Joplin, Jimi Hendrix

Limp Bizkit, Sheryl 

Crow, Red Hot Chili 

Peppers

FAMOU S 
HEADLINERS

“Freedom” singer Richie 

Havens

“Sex Machine” singer 

James Brown

OPENING 
ACTS

Crosby, Stills & Nash, 

Santana

Dave Matthews Band, 

Moby
BREAKOUT 

ARTISTS

Mud pits Mosh pitsPIT STOPS

Free love Four reported rapes
SEXUAL 

RELATIONS

Down with the war in 

Vietnam!

Buying peace-sign 

souvenirs in a former 

B-52 hang ar

POLITICAL 
STATEMENTS

Goodstock BoobstockNICKNAMES

“There has been no 

violence whatsoever, 

which is remarkable 

for a crowd of this size. 

These people are really 

beautiful.” — Dr. William 

Abruzzi, Woodstock’s 

medical director  

“It was dangerous to be 

around. The whole scene 

was scary. There were 

just waves of hatred 

bouncing around the 

place. ... It was clear we 

had to get out of there.” 

— MTV host Kurt Loder

FAMOUS LAST 
WORDS

vs’69      ’99

Fans were drenched 

by almost three 

days of rain

Fans were parched by a 

three-day heat waveWEATHER

Copious amounts of pot

Looted trailers and 

 vendors’ booths, a 

radio tower and a small 

bus (and also, copious 

amounts of pot)

UP IN 
SMOKE

Nicole Lyn Pesce

NEWSSTAND JU NKIE IS ON VACATIONFr
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W
illiam Pollard was pretty famil-
iar with Medgar Evers College
long before he took over as its
president last week.

He was a member of the Mid-
dle States Commission on Higher Educa-
tion committee, which evaluated the
Crown Heights, Brooklyn, college two
years ago.

Yet a week into the job, Pollard, 64, said
what he finds most remarkable is how
much of himself and his history he sees in
Medgar students.

“My parents were probably like a lot of
parents of the children who come to
Medgar Evers College,” he said. “Both of
them, like many of the parents in Brook-
lyn, valued education and they pushed it.

“They inspired us like the parents of to-
day’s Medgar Evers students are inspired
because the students who come to
Medgar, the few I have met so far, are stu-
dents who seem to be inspired.

“My sense is, like my parents, these par-
ents want their children to have a better
life. They also want them to make a contri-
bution to the community. That’s what
links me with this population and with this
school.”

Pollard joins Medgar Evers after a more
than 30-year academic career which has
included six years as president of the Uni-
versity of the District of Columbia in Wash-
ington, a 10-year stint as dean of Syracuse
University’s School of Social Work, and
four years as dean and founder of the
School of Social Work at Grambling Uni-
versity.

Most notably, while studying for his doc-
torate at the University of Chicago, Pol-
lard worked with noted African-American
historian John Hope Franklin, and with
historian and educator Benjamin Mays,
the Morehouse College professor whose
students included Martin Luther King Jr.

Born in Raleigh, N.C., Pollard grew up
in the Walnut Terrace public housing
project, the oldest of
eight children — seven
boys, one girl.

His late mother, Bette,
and father, Linwood, did
a variety of jobs — Pol-
lard recalled his mother,
who died in 2005, work-
ing as a maid, cooking in
a deli and grading tobac-
co in a warehouse. His father was a labor-
er and cabinetmaker before he got a job
with the local gas company.

Though neither parent finished school,
they fervently believed in educating their
children.

“My mother got us a library card early.
We lived in public housing projects about
two blocks from the library. They kept
books in the house and they bought books
for us.”

After graduating from Ligon Junior-Se-
nior High School — “where the core of my
academic preparation started,” and

“where I was first mentored by men and
women teachers who got me to look be-
yond the here and now” — Pollard went to
Shaw University, also in Raleigh.

It would turn out to be a seminal deci-
sion in his life.

“I spent four wonderful years at Shaw,”
he said. “It’s the place where I learned
how to be a black man and an engaged citi-
zen, and it’s the place where I met my

wife.”
(Pollard and his wife,

Merriette have two sons,
William Jr. and Freder-
ick.)

This was the
mid-1960s, when the civil
rights movement was at
its peak — the Student
Nonviolent Coordinating

Committee, or SNCC, was founded at
Shaw in 1960. Pollard remembers joining
fellow students as they gathered at the
school before marching in various pro-
tests.

“I could not just live in Raleigh and not
be a part of this revolution that was sweep-
ing the nation,” Pollard said.

Pollard sees many parallels between his
education in the segregated South in the
’60s and the atmosphere at present-day
Medgar Evers.

“When you come to a place like Medgar,
students have an opportunity to experi-

ence teaching that can be provided by a
community of people who look like them
and represent the diversity of the black ex-
perience,” he said. “It’s a powerful influ-
ence, something I wish we had been able
to capture from my day because there are
so many children who grew up in Raleigh
after the early ’70s who did not get that.

“There were a lot of positives in the Afri-
can American educational experience that
got lost,” Pollard continued. “And for that
reason, Medgar becomes that much more
important, because you not only have an
appreciation for the African-American ex-
perience, you have an appreciation for the
Caribbean experience and all that that
brings to Brooklyn,” he said. “We have
such an opportunity to transform the
world because our students are trans-
formed by one another in this kind of envi-
ronment.”

Still, Pollard said he did not so much
choose a career in academia as academia
chose him.

Though he planned to be a social work-
er when he entered Shaw in 1963, he did
some community organizing for a local
group that helped him perfect his ability to
work with others.

“I wanted to change the world, and in
the process I found community organizing
was just a part of that,” he said. Pollard en-
rolled in the master’s program at the Uni-
versity of North Carolina at Chapel Hill,

majoring in community organization.
By the time he graduated, he was given

a choice — enlist in the armed services or
teach.

P
ollard chose to teach.

Thanks to an incredible list of
mentors urging him on, Pollard
completed his masters degree,
then moved to Chicago to com-

plete his doctorate. Franklin, then a Uni-
versity of Chicago professor, was on Pol-
lard’s thesis review committee, and Mays
helped him refine his dissertation topic,
“Black Welfare Developments in the
Southeast, 1890-1915.”

Pollard said he is “thrilled” to “step into
the shoes of someone like [20-year
Medgar Evers President] Edison Jackson,
who has contributed much to the institu-
tion.

“I want this to be a student-centered in-
stitution,” he said of his vision for the
school. “Everyone who takes a check from
Medgar has an obligation to contribute to
student success,” he said.

“While the faculty plays a vital role,
there is another obligation for the remain-
ing members of the family to lessen the
stress of being a student, from financial
aid to keeping the building clean.

“Ultimately, it’s all about what we each
do to ensure student success.”

crichardson@nydailynews.com

Spotlight on Great People

Passing the torch of hope
New college head
has a small goal:
Change the world

New president of Medgar Evers College, William Pollard, says he’s “thrilled” with job, the culmination of years of community organizing
and education. He regrets that many “positives in the African-American educational experience” got lost. Photo by James Monroe Adams IV
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