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This book is about every song the Rolling Stones recorded in the studio and released between 1963 - 2024, and every solo song Mick Jagger and Keith Richards released during the same time. That’s 512 songs, recorded across 60 years.

For each song, my goal is to identify the elements that contribute to its success, or – far less often – to its mediocrity. Why does “Jumpin’ Jack Flash” still thrill us? Why does “Down in the Hole” make less of an impression? (Yes, “Down in the Hole” is a Stones song; and yes, it sounds like it should be an AC/DC song where “the hole” isn’t a metaphor.)

Beyond that, I describe what the song sounds like, and I do my best to identify the Stones’ goal in making the song. If the song is a cover, as many of their early recordings are, I describe the song’s journey and discuss why the Stones wanted to record it themselves. I also occasionally throw in a joke that would make my son wish he had a cooler dad.

I keep each entry tight and focused on the Stones. Some songs merit more discussion than others, but I don’t bog down the entries with technical details, personal stories, or too much of anything. You won’t hear my epic story about the fifth time I heard “19th Nervous Breakdown” (you wouldn't believe it anyway). 

What qualifies me to write about this extraordinary music? I’m not a musician, and I’m not a musicologist. Rather, I’m a listener, and I’m a fan – but not an uncritical one. I’ve listened to the Stones’ music for a long time, and I’ve thought about it a lot. All this thinking has - hopefully - given me some insight into their 60+ years of recorded output.

Admittedly, there is a contradiction in my approach. If my goal is to identify the most consequential elements of a particular song, then why am I not doing the same thing for the Rolling Stones’ career? Instead of covering 500-plus songs, including Keith Richards’s 1978 single “Run Rudolph Run,” why don’t I highlight the 75 or so tracks that best express why the Stones matter? 

That’s a fair question. I definitely don't resent you for asking it. 

The serious answer is that the Rolling Stones are the World’s Greatest Rock ‘n Roll Band. The Stones manufacture a lot of cheesy hype, but that part is dead-on accurate. They are important, and they are fascinating, and they’ve been making killer music for six decades and counting. As such, every song in the Stones’ catalog either reveals something about their creative process or is at least worth hearing. Because of that, a book about every Rolling Stones song is a book I’d want to read, and I believe other people will want to read it, too. 

The awkward answer is that I have a completist’s brain, and if I missed some song that the Stones added to a movie soundtrack in 1982, I would view this entire book as being close to worthless. I know there are other people out there like me because I see them at our weekly therapy sessions. 

There are existing books that tackle every Rolling Stones song, but I've always found the language in those books to be generic. You can only read the phrase “one of their best riff-rockers” so many times before your eyes glaze over. By contrast, I keep my use of that phrase to the low double-digits. And I doubt any of those books mention “The Wild Colonial Boy”, the bushranger ballad Mick Jagger recorded for the soundtrack to the film Ned Kelly. It’s here, though – check out the entry for 1970 Singles and Extra Tracks – partly because my brain compelled it, mostly because every Rolling Stones song matters. Every song gives us some insight into their art, however infinitesimal.

My hope is that reading this book will give you a deeper appreciation of the Rolling Stones’ artistic legacy. Maybe you’ll notice songs you hadn’t noticed, or you’ll hear aspects of familiar songs that you’d never caught before. Maybe there are songs you’ve known were great (or mediocre), and this book will help you put words to why they affect (or annoy) you the way they do. Maybe you’ll learn about discographical nooks and crannies that help illuminate the music you already know, or that are just fun to discover. Hopefully, you’ll gain a deeper understanding of what’s made this great band tick for 60-plus years and counting.
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What’s Not In This Book
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While I’ve tried to be thorough regarding the Stones’ studio output, there are aspects of the Stones’ music that aren’t covered here. 

Live Albums

Okay, one personal story. In 1997, I saw the Stones play Miami’s Orange Bowl during the Bridges to Babylon Tour. It was a massive production, featuring a handful of opening acts that the Stones hoped would make them seem hip. My best friend Evan and I were too late to catch Third Eye Blind’s set, but we saw Dave Matthews Band noodle, and we smiled politely through the Smashing Pumpkins’ set and Marilyn Manson’s bizarre cameo. We then waited another hour and a half for our diva heroes to appear. 

When the Stones did finally appear onstage, they were absolutely magical. It was 27 years ago, but I distinctly remember thinking, “Mick Jagger still has it - and Keith Richards is God.” I was 17 years old and didn't even know Ron Wood’s name, so I called him Guitar Guy. As for Charlie Watts, while I was beyond impressed, I don’t remember any distinct thoughts, so I’ll let Mick Jagger comment, as he did at every show: “Charlie’s good tonight, isn’t he?” 

I’ll admit that I’ve never been a fan of live albums. When I think of live albums, I picture bands who owe their record company an album but who are fresh out of new ideas. And often, listening to a live album is like hearing your favorite songs played through the wall from your neighbor's apartment, and further obscured by the screams of people having a better time than you are. There are some significant exceptions, but for the most part, I think you had to be there.

All of this is to confirm that the Rolling Stones are, were, and might always be a great live band; and so the lack of live albums covered in this book is (mostly) not intended to be a critical statement. Rather, it’s a statement about the focus of this book and my own capacity to write more than is already here. If someone else wants to write about the Stones’ history as a live band, it’ll be worth reading, especially if it mentions the riff-rockers they play onstage. 

Guest Appearances

Members of the Rolling Stones have made innumerable guest appearances on other artists’ albums over the years. Many are important and entertaining; but for my own sanity, I’ve stuck to songs released under the official Rolling Stones, Mick Jagger, and Keith Richards banners.

Other Solo Albums

In addition to all songs released by the Rolling Stones, this book also covers the solo careers of Mick Jagger and Keith Richards. It does not cover the extensive solo careers of Bill Wyman, Brian Jones, Ron Wood, Mick Taylor, and Charlie Watts. I believe Jagger’s and Richards’ solo careers have had the most effect on the Rolling Stones’ music, especially during the 1980s, and that their solo music has the most to do, artistically and psychodramatically, with the Stones’ music. Solo releases by the other Stones are surely of entertainment value, and even artistic importance, but they are outside the scope of this book.

Studio Outtakes 

Studio outtakes are certainly important to the Stones’ story, whether they are early versions of the songs we know, or songs that have never been released commercially.  Writing about them, however, would turn an ambitious project into an unending one, so they will be outside the scope of this book. 

Archival Releases

The Stones have released Deluxe versions of some of their albums (Exile on Main Street, Goats Head Soup, Tattoo You) that contain unreleased tracks from the eras in which those albums were recorded. Some of the tracks were released as-is; some were spruced up with modern overdubs. A number of those tracks are surely important to the Stones’ story. However, this book is sticking to contemporaneous releases: songs that were released commercially within a few years of when they were recorded. 

American Albums

Prior to the mid-1960s, rock acts paid little attention to their albums, leaving the track listings to record company suits. Because suits in the UK took a different approach than suits in the US, Rolling Stones albums prior to 1967 had different names and different track listings in different countries. In general, Stones albums in the US featured hit singles like “Satisfaction” and “Let's Spend the Night Together"; while in the UK, singles were released separately. 

To the extent that the Stones did have a vision for their early releases, they incorporated that vision into their UK releases. Thus, this book stays as close as possible to that vision. Because of that, while this book does cover every song the Stones released, it will not discuss the US albums England's Newest Hit Makers (1964), 12 x 5 (1964), The Rolling Stones Now! (1965), the US version of Out of Our Heads (1965), December’s Children (and Everybody's) (1965), the US version of Aftermath (1966), Flowers (1967), the US version of Between the Buttons (1967), or Red, White, and Blues (not real). A few straggler tracks were only released on proper albums in the US; those will be listed in the year of their release. 

This isn't to downplay the significance of the Stones’ US albums, which loom special in the memories of millions of fans. As an American, my knee-jerk assumption is usually that anything we do is better than anything anyone else does. Just this once, though, the UK approach seems more appropriate, if only by an inch (not a centimeter). 

Compilations

The Stones are a big deal, and so their compilations have been a big deal. As with the American albums, Stones compilations are foundational memories and discovery points for a lot of fans. I grew up with my dad's copy of Hot Rocks on vinyl, and I loved it. Others surely have attachments to Big Hits (High Tide and Green Grass), Through the Past, Darkly (Big Hits Vol. 2), More Hot Rocks (Big Hits & Fazed Cookies), Made in the Shade, <deep breath>, Rolled Gold, Sucking in the Seventies, Rewind, Jump Back, Forty Licks, GRRR!, Honk, and, coming in 2039, 75 Lashes.

The good news is that all the songs on those compilations are discussed in this book. However, the compilations won't be discussed as separate entities. 

Songs by Gerry and the Pacemakers

No. What a weird thing to ask about. 
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Discographical Notes

Nanker Phelge

When the Stones began releasing original compositions (or pretending that existing songs were original compositions), many of those songs were credited to Nanker Phelge. Nanker Phelge was actually a joint writing credit covering Jagger, Richards, Jones, Wyman, Watts, Andrew Loog Oldham, and sometimes Ian Stewart. They used the credit on and off through 1965, when Jagger and Richards figured out that they could earn more money if the other guys earned less money. Not for nothing did Jagger attend the London School of Economics. If you're wondering, a “nanker” was a wacky face Brian Jones made to crack up the others; Phelge was the last name of Jimmy Phelge, a one-time roommate of Jagger, Richards, and Jones. 

Richard(s) 

Between 1963 and the late 1970s, Keith Richards styled himself professionally as Keith Richard, because showbiz. It does sound classy, though in a way he rarely actually tried to live up to. Simply to avoid confusion, I refer to him in this book by his birth name and eventual death name, Keith Richards.

B-Sides

In the age of CD singles, “A-sides” and “B-sides” became less relevant as a description of a song’s place on a single. I still use the terms, for old times’ sake. In my mind, the music industry - and culture in general - peaked in the 1960s, decades before I was born.

And Now, On To the Music

What it says.
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1963 Singles and Extra Tracks
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Come On 

(Chuck Berry) (1:51) A-Side, June 1963

On May 10, 1963, only four months after their lineup solidified, the Rolling Stones gathered in London’s Olympic Studios to record their debut single. Acknowledging a great influence, they covered a Chuck Berry song – if a quixotic one. Chuck’s 1961 A-side “Come On” didn't chart in the US, and Chuck sounds tired on it, vocally and lyrically (“Everything is wrong since I last saw you, baby/I really want to see you, and I don't mean maybe” - say it ain't so, Chuck). By contrast, the Stones have a blast showing off what they can do with the same material. Wyman’s bass bursts out like a beeping car horn from a better Chuck Berry song, and Richards locks in immediately on rhythm guitar. Brian Jones adds swirling sirens of harmonica and cheekily rasps along during the chorus. The moon/June lyrics are actually better suited for Jagger, who, in the early days, emphasized energy over the humor and nuance most of Chuck’s lyrics demand. Despite reaching UK #21, “Come On” has mostly been forgotten, but anyone hearing it in 1963 must have been excited to hear whatever these guys did next. 

––––––––
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I Want To Be Loved 

(Willie Dixon) (1:55) B-Side to “Come On," June 1963

The Stones take on the 1955 single “I Want to Be Loved” by sexual deity and occasional bluesman Muddy Waters. Muddy’s single displays almost none of the magic the great man was capable of, from its seemingly improvised arrangement to the way his attention drifts mid-verse. The Stones, on the other hand, construct a looping riff, doubled by Wyman on bass and Jones on harmonica, and Watts provides a rhythmic foundation that Muddy’s original lacks. Even Jones’s ebullient harmonica break blows away Little Walter's tentative solo. Jagger alone seems oddly distanced from the material, delivering the chorus’s mighty come-on in a dribbled whisper. (More problematically, he mimics Waters’s phrasing: “Every time I axe you for a date”; “I wants to be loved.") Improbably, the Stones outdo Muddy Waters, even if they had to choose a minor-league Waters track in order to pull it off. 

––––––––
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I Wanna Be Your Man

(John Lennon/Paul McCartney) (1:46) A-Side, November 1963

In a 1980 interview, John Lennon slagged off “I Wanna Be Your Man,” which he and Paul McCartney donated to the Stones for their second single: “It was a throwaway. The only two versions of the song were Ringo and the Rolling Stones....we weren't going to give them anything great, right?” Lennon was correct that the lunky “I Wanna Be Your Man” isn't a great song. Still, the Beatles’ own version (released on 1963’s With the Beatles) is a party on vinyl, and it ended up being perfect for the early Rolling Stones. Mick Jagger was still finding his way with Chuck Berry story-songs and subtle blues numbers, but he was bursting with the energy that these single-mindedly horny lyrics demanded, and his vocal matches Brian Jones’s fiery slide guitar for sheer intensity. The bottom of the record is a boiling cauldron, Wyman’s bass in particular bouncing right off your head. That potent combination took Lennon/McCartney’s tossoff to #12 in the UK.

––––––––
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Stoned 

(Nanker Phelge) (2:12) B-Side to “I Wanna Be Your Man," November 1963

In 1962, the house band at Stax Studios in Memphis, Booker T. & The M.G.’s, improvised a blues instrumental called “Green Onions." Their track was laid-back and catchy and became a #3 hit in the US. Unfortunately, its success inspired other bands to improvise their own grooves and call them songs. Thus, “Stoned”: two minutes of the “Green Onions” bassline, with Ian Stewart plinking aimless piano on top and Keith Richards respectably channeling M.G.’s guitarist Steve Cropper with a trebly solo. And yet, for all the lack of musical interest here, “Stoned'' is genuinely transgressive. Mick Jagger, who months earlier had bowdlerized Chuck Berry’s “some stupid jerk” into “some stupid guy” and who in 1967 would kowtow to Ed Sullivan's censors, here spookily intones that he is “stoned.....out of my mind” and asks in a spacy voice, “Where am I at...??” This, in an era when smoking marijuana was viewed as the moral equivalent of robbing a bank and kicking a puppy on your way out. The guy contained multitudes. 
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The Rolling Stones EP
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January 1964

Between their second single and their first album, the Stones released a self-titled EP. An EP (extended play) usually contained four tracks, allowing artists a middle ground between singles and full albums and allowing record companies to commit to releasing an artist’s work without really committing to them. As the Stones’ originals were still either nonexistent or not really originals, their first EP contained four cover songs, specifically of American R&B hits. 

The Rolling Stones EP spent 14 non-consecutive weeks at the top of the British EP chart. Its reign over this glamorous chart was interrupted for eight weeks by the Beatles’ All My Loving EP, because of course the Beatles.

Bye Bye Johnny 

(Chuck Berry) (2:09)

Not long after their debut single, the boys return to Chuck Berry - specifically his 1960 Rockin’ At the Hops LP, which they would continue to plunder. “Bye Bye Johnny” is Berry's sequel to that other Johnny song. Evocative and sentimental, it finds Johnny leaving his tree by the railroad track for Hollywood and glittering stardom, all related through the eyes of his adoring mother. Covering Chuck Berry was a holy pilgrimage for Richards, whose guitar tone shines through Oldham’s cluttered production. For Jagger, though, it was another day at the mic. He chews through Berry’s words and mangles the song’s lyrical nuance with audible dismissiveness. He still brings the energy, especially on the “byeeee, bye bye bye” chorus, Jones doubling him with his dulcet sandpaper tone. But it's hard not to picture Richards glaring at his partner from across the studio. 

––––––––
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Money (That's What I Want) 

(Berry Gordy/Janie Bradford/Barrett Strong [possibly]) (2:31)

“Money (That's What I Want)” was Motown’s first hit in 1959, putting their small Detroit studio on the map. Centered around a punchy piano figure, the song's clever, cash-hungry lyrics found a sympathetic audience in economics student Michael Jagger of London, England. Besides the yelping, frenetic original, the obvious point of comparison is the Beatles’ cover from their 1963 album With the Beatles. Compared to the crisp, genteel Beatles rhythm section, Watts and Wyman are a battering ram, even as Oldham’s production nearly turns it all into sludge. Faced with a subject close to his heart, Jagger goes all-in, shredding his vocal cords and enthusiastically ad-libbing during the free-for-all fade. If he's not as gut-bustingly passionate as a young, hungry John Lennon, he's still as exciting as anyone needs to be. 

––––––––
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You Better Move On 

(Arthur Alexander) (2:39)

Alabaman R&B singer Arthur Alexander wrote and sang impassioned, rhythmic ballads that touched a number of British bands, including the Beatles, who included “Anna (Go To Him)” on their 1963 debut album. Alexander’s “You Better Move On,” recorded in 1961 and addressed to a rival suitor, was a top 25 hit in America. On Alexander’s stately recording, his voice wavers and cracks throughout, suggesting that the song’s title is more wish than threat. Jagger, by contrast, croons the verses in a sweet country tinge but makes “you better move on” sound cooler and less negotiable, like he's watching to make sure you move the hell on. The band is tasteful and steady behind him, supplying a thick, thumping bottom end. Wyman and Jones add ghostly harmonies, perhaps meant to spook anyone not taking Jagger's threat seriously. 

––––––––
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Poison Ivy 

(Jerry Leiber/Mike Stoller) (2:06)

A half-year after they recorded Leiber and Stoller’s subversively goofy classic for the Saturday Club compilation (see that entry), the Stones give it another go. The result is heavier and somewhat sludgier rock, with Watts bashing his skins and the production emphasizing Richards’s guitar chunks. The slower tempo forces Jagger to focus more on each word, leaving the song’s humor somewhat more intact. If anything, though, he seems angrier here. The man was never destined to be Weird Al Yankovic.
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1964 Singles and Extra Tracks
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Not Fade Away 

(Buddy Holly/Norman Petty) (1:50) A-Side, February 1964

The Stones’ third single invokes several rock ‘n roll icons: it’s a song written and recorded in 1957 by precocious pop maestro Buddy Holly, based on a rhythm originated by irreverent wizard Bo Diddley. Plus, as rock historian Andrew Hickey has noted, the opening acoustic flourish is pure Don Everly of the Everly Brothers. It’s indebted, then, to the band’s forebears, but it's not beholden to any of them. Only Keith Richards could have envisioned an acoustic guitar as the vehicle for such a mighty beat. And where Holly's single is polite and romantic, the Stones’ front line kicks up a 107-second maelstrom: Jagger manhandles his maracas, Jones blows car-horn harmonica bursts, and Richards amplifies himself by overdubbing a crackly electric solo. Jagger bites through Holly's lyrics, stomping on the sweet melody, but when he reaches “I'm gonna tell you how it's gonna be,” he positively lights up.
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The Rolling Stones
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April 1964

It's challenging to generalize about early rock ‘n roll albums. In the pop world, Frank Sinatra had pioneered the concept album, a dozen or more songs recorded about a similar theme, or at least with a uniform sound. Even a decade later, though, rock ‘n roll albums were mostly just collections of songs, recorded at different times and for different reasons, usually compiled by record company suits. Because of that, there was no intent for The Rolling Stones to be anything other than a collection of songs by the Rolling Stones.

In light of that, I’m going to use the first few albums to get to know the band members, one by one - beginning with the guy who started it all.

The story of the Rolling Stones begins with Lewis Brian Jones, born in 1942 in Gloucestershire, England. A bright, talented lad, Brian took to music as a teenager, becoming proficient on saxophone and guitar. He was a blues nut who loved Robert Johnson and idolized Elmore James, practicing endlessly to learn James's slide guitar licks. 

Jones romanticized the lifestyle of the rootless, itinerant bluesman. As such, by the time he founded the Rolling Stones, he had fathered four children with four different women, all of whom he rapidly left, and there would eventually be two more children. Abandonment might have been the nicest thing Jones did to women. He was an abuser and a sadist who, even in a debauched world, stood out ignominiously for his utter brutality. 

In the early 1960s, Jones moved to London and began sitting in with local musicians, including Alexis Korner’s Blues Incorporated. In 1962, he ran an ad looking for musicians to join an R&B group. Other musicians would join, leave, take over, force him out; but Jones was there first. 

In April 1964, after three hit singles and a #1 EP, Jones’s band released their debut album, The Rolling Stones. Unsurprisingly for a debut, The Rolling Stones finds the band still working out their approach. The album consists of nine covers, spanning blues, jazz, soul, and rock influences, along with two originals that really aren’t and one that really is. 

The Stones are sharp, well-practiced, and often fierce, and that goes a long way, even as they’re not adding many ideas of their own. Jagger takes tentative steps down a number of different paths, succeeding more when he can sneer or puff his chest or make it on raw energy, less when he has to bare his soul.

The British public had been primed for The Rolling Stones, and they scooped it up, sending it to #1 for an astonishing twelve weeks. That seems like a bit of an overreaction, as they would get a lot better from here. Still, nine weeks at the top, maybe even ten, would have made perfect sense. 

Route 66 

(Bobby Troupe) (2:20)

The iconic U.S. Route 66 covered the 2,448 miles between Chicago and L.A., in the decades before the Interstate Highway System took travelers cross-country with greater speed, if with fewer chances to see the World's Largest Ear of Corn. In its honor, Bobby Troupe composed the jazzy “(Get Your Kicks on) Route 66," a finger-snappin’ version of which became a hit in 1946 for Nat “King” Cole. Other crooners followed, and - of most interest to the Stones - Chuck Berry recorded a mannered rock ‘n roll version in 1961. On their take, the Stones’ construct a flawless contraption of crisp guitars, handclaps, and thwumping bass, complemented by Jagger’s crisp enunciation of city names. Richards lets out a savage guitar break that's more Chuck Berry than Chuck Berry’s own version. They fill “Route 66” with energy Troupe couldn't have imagined, while staying true to the song’s loping, exploratory spirit. 

––––––––
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I Just Want to Make Love To You 

(Willie Dixon) (2:17)

Muddy Waters’s slow, strutting take on Willie Dixon’s classic blues was a top-ten R&B hit in 1954 (as “Just Make Love To Me”). The Stones don't aspire to Waters’s mystique or rippling come-on; instead, they let loose a double-time, supercharged performance, anchored by Richards’s Yardbirds-style rave-up rhythm guitar. Jones weaves in a stinging lead riff and overdubs euphoric harmonica blasts. For all Jagger’s brash lasciviousness, he knows he’s not a walking, singing libido like Waters. Rather, he energetically plays up his disapproving, aggressively disinterested persona. He sounds rote when singing about lovemaking, but he's downright enthusiastic barking out that he doesn't want you. 

––––––––
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Honest I Do 

(Jimmy Reed) (2:09)

Chicago bluesman Jimmy Reed was an influence on nearly every British R&B band in the 1960s, and the Rolling Stones were no exception. Reed’s ballad “Honest I Do," recorded in 1957, showcased his heartfelt vocals and piercing harmonica. The Stones’ cover is faithful, which might be a polite way of saying it's unimaginative. But unimaginative doesn't mean dull, and the band lays this one out in all its steady-rolling majesty. Jagger isn't Jimmy Reed on vocals or harmonica, but he's Mick Jagger, and that counts for plenty. He commits where it's called for and adds a healthy amount of icy reserve. His heart is on his sleeve, just rolled up like a pack of cigarettes. 

––––––––
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Mona (I Need You Baby) 

(Elias McDaniel) (3:33)

Authenticity is a thorny issue; originality is another. Can one be so far away in distance, culture, background, and skin color that mere recreation becomes a creative act? According to Keith Richards, Bo Diddley himself - sonic innovator, clown prince of early rock ‘n roll - was impressed with how well the Rolling Stones copped his iconic hambone beat. On their cover of Diddley’s 1957 classic “Mona," there's no denying it. Between Richards’s wavery, swaying guitar and the interlocking groove featuring maracas and Watts’s juddering bass drum, plus deftly-timed taps of the tambourine and Jagger testifying at the edge of his vocal range, the Stones create genuine imitation hoodoo. It wowed the London crowds and spread the gospel of Diddley’s music across a new continent. Whether or not it’s art is harder to say. 

––––––––
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Now I've Got a Witness (Like Uncle Phil and Uncle Gene) 

(Nanker Phelge) (2:29)

A putative original, “Now I've Got a Witness (Like Uncle Phil and Uncle Gene)” is actually an instrumental take on Holland/Dozier/Holland’s “Can I Get a Witness," which shows up elsewhere on the album. Despite the tease in the title, “Uncle Phil” Spector and “Uncle Gene” Pitney aren't even present, though they'll show up soon enough. Instead, Ian Stewart plays the plonking four-chord “Witness” riff on tinny Farfisa organ, Jones accompanying him on whirligig harmonica. Even Wyman briefly takes the spotlight on an amped-up bass. For a group of talented musicians given the opportunity to show off on record, they play it oddly safe; only Richards’s stinging solo ventures outside the tinkling groove and endlessly repeated riff. 

––––––––
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Little by Little 

(Nanker Phelge, Phil Spector) (2:39)

Because the blues is a performer’s genre, not a composer’s genre, it’s hard to prove that someone stole a blues song. Most blues songs adapt elements from other blues songs. The blues chord sequence is chiseled in stone. Even the most ambitious blues poet has maybe three lyrical topics to choose from (life has been unfair to me; my woman cheated on me; you should see how good I am at sex, despite the aforementioned). So you couldn’t prove in court that the Stones and Phil Spector changed the lyrics of Jimmy Reed’s 1963 single “Shame Shame Shame” and decreed that it was an original composition called “Little By Little." If Led Zeppelin had done it, though, we wouldn’t even be asking the question. In any case, “Little By Little”/”Shame Shame Shame” is a powerhouse early Stones blues performance, propelled by a booming Watts/Wyman rhythm and featuring standout solos by Richards on spare, incendiary lead guitar and Jagger on wheezing harmonica. Celebrated murderer Spector shakes the maracas, and American pop star Gene Pitney joins in on piano. More plagiarism should be this entertaining.

––––––––
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I’m A King Bee 

(James Moore) (2:35)

James Moore, aka Slim Harpo, wrote and recorded the spare, chugging blues “I'm a King Bee” in 1957. Stylistically, the Stones’ cover is a near-exact copy, down to Wyman plucking the same buzzing bass figure John Perrodin plucked on Harpo’s record. But if they're lacking any originality, the Stones are a force here, with Richards’s acoustic guitar and Watts’s drums locking into an ominous, unrelenting groove. Jagger isn't the sexual juggernaut he would become; as on “I Just Want to Make Love To You," he eschews lust for a menace he was more comfortable with. If you're keeping score - and you absolutely don't have to - the Stones make the better “King Bee”: Wyman’s bass buzzes deeper and louder, Jones’s slide solo is a frenzy of stings, and nobody in Harpo’s band possessed the deadly confidence of Keith Richards, strumming at you with the intensity of a swarm surrounding a hapless intruder.

––––––––
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Carol 

(Chuck Berry) (2:33)

Chuck Berry’s breezy “Carol” is one of his masterworks, catchy enough for melody fiends like the Beatles and enough of a guitar opus for a brigand like Keith Richards. Mr. Richards leads his band through a blistering cover of Berry’s 1958 hit, urged along by Wyman’s effervescent bass notes and those perfectly-timed Stones handclaps. Richards and Jones play the standard Berry guitar riffs like they're bursts from a machine gun they can barely control. Given Chuck’s penchant for paced stories and well-timed punchlines, the Stones might be playing and spitting out his lyrics faster than he would have preferred. One can forgive their enthusiasm. 

––––––––
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Tell Me (You’re Coming Back) 

(Jagger/Richards) (4:05)

What strikes about this early Jagger/Richards original is its complexity - not just compared with the other two “originals” on this album, but compared to what the Stones could have cranked out with reasonable hope of success. All they needed was a hit-and-run riff chorus, a risqué double-entendre, Jagger glaring into the Top of the Pops camera, and voilà, a likely top twenty hit. Instead, they give us something close to art. It's all in a minor key, but the song’s alternating segments are all varied melodically and tonally. The chorus rides a glorious ascending chord sequence, and the backing vocals offer an honest-to-goodness contrapuntal melody, all of it sung with feeling. Richards's acoustic intro even mimics a harpsichord. To be sure, the result isn't a Beethoven symphony, just a pop song. But it’s a great one, and a deserved Top 40 hit in America, and they didn't come by it the easy way. 

––––––––
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Can I Get a Witness 

(Brian Holland, Lamont Dozier, Edward Holland) (2:55)

There's so little to say about this anemic take on Holland/Dozier/Holland’s stomping R&B riff tune that I'm going to indulge in a conspiracy theory: that it's secretly Brian Jones doing much of the singing. Whoever starts yelping at 0:19 and then, on the choruses, finishes Jagger’s “Can I get a...” with a throat-snarled “wiii-iii-tness,” has a timbre and phrasing unlike anything Jagger has demonstrated elsewhere, and sounds raspy and untrained enough to be Jones. Alas, it's just me and one random commenter on YouTube wearing tinfoil hats for this one. Whoever it is, for all their enthusiasm, they can't compete with the casual mastery displayed by Marvin Gaye on his 1963 original, a #22 American hit. And if my conspiracy theory is as off-base as most of the fandom thinks it is, then there's nothing even slightly notable going on here. 

––––––––
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You Can Make It If You Try 

(Ted Jarrett) (2:01)

This debut album is sharpest when the band lays down a nasty groove beneath their favorite songs; it’s most interesting when the band reinvents those songs entirely. The Stones’ version of Ted Jarrett’s serviceable 6/8 soul song “You Can Make It If You Try,” all of two minutes long, isn’t particularly sharp or interesting. It’s a near carbon copy of Gene Allison's 1957 original, with Ian Stewart producing the same dinky organ sound they heard on their turntable. So the record rises and falls on the quality of Jagger’s soul vocal, which is ragged and sincere, if missing the insouciance that could make him so compelling. Compared with Allison's impassioned yet polite take, Jagger’s gravel is far more arresting. 

––––––––
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Walking the Dog 

(Rufus Thomas) (3:10)

The 1963 hit “Walking the Dog” is a novelty song, mostly because composer/performer Rufus Thomas was a committed novelty artiste. It's also a respectable R&B riff tune, and that's likely what drew in the Stones, who were never the Coasters where humor was concerned. For all Jagger’s energy here, he was always better at brooding than at clowning. Oddly, it's Jones who accompanies him on the chorus, his voice sounding like the fuzz-tone guitar Richards would make famous a year later. The rhythm players bite into the groove without any jokey distance, and Richards adds a twisting, sputtering guitar solo. Watts and Wyman and Richards drag them all to the finish line, and I'll bet they questioned, like I am, whether it was worth their effort. 
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Saturday Club Compilation 
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1964

Between 1957 and 1969, the BBC’s Saturday Club radio program showcased performances by contemporary pop and rock acts, including the Beatles, Cliff Richard, and the Rolling Stones. In 1964, a compilation album was released that included recordings by regular Saturday Club guests. Along with songs by the Vernons Girls, Kathy Kirby, the Marauders, and the Chimes that we surely all know by heart, it featured two new recordings by the Stones, recorded in July 1963.

Fortune Teller 

(Naomi Neville [Allen Toussaint]) (2:20)

British bands in the early 1960s loved “Fortune Teller," written by New Orleans-based genius Allen Toussaint under the pen name Naomi Neville (his mother). Benny Spellman’s sprightly recording was the B-side of his #28 hit “Lipstick Traces (on a Cigarette)." To my ears, Touissant was slumming it with the song’s monochrome melody, and I wish the Stones, the Who, and the Hollies had instead gone after “Mother In-Law” or “I Like It Like That." You can't fault the Stones’ arrangement, which is jumpy and satisfyingly bass-heavy. Richards’s pulsating, circular rhythm guitar figure presages what Ricky Wilson would do decades later with the B-52s. As he often would in the early days, Jagger brings presence but barrels through the lyrics like he has a better song he's itching to record. He probably did. 

––––––––
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Poison Ivy 

(Jerry Leiber/Mike Stoller) (2:37)

Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller were the songwriting and production team behind dozens of early rock and roll hits, perhaps more notably for Elvis, but also for Ben E. King and the Drifters. Vocal group The Coasters were the team's outlet for jokier material, including 1959’s top ten hit “Poison Ivy." The subject of “Poison Ivy” is a woman with a venereal disease, but Leiber’s lyrics are veiled enough, and Stoller’s chorus is catchy enough, that it hit with a mass audience and is still beloved decades later. The Stones attack “Ivy” professionally. Jagger scrapes a güiro to add interest to the rhythm section’s Swiss-watch precision, and Jones’s and Wyman’s backing vocals evoke Buddy Holly’s Crickets. As he was wont to do with Chuck Berry songs, Jagger steamrolls Leiber’s humor in the pursuit of a gritty R&B performance, leaving the song’s double entendres in little entendre shards on the studio floor. The result is plenty entertaining, if not quite “Poison Ivy” anymore. 
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1964 Singles and Extra Tracks (cont'd)
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It’s All Over Now 

(Bobby Womack/Shirley Womack) (3:27) A-Side, June 1964

“It's All Over Now” was an idiosyncratic country tune written by R&B legend Bobby Womack and his sister-in-law Shirley Womack. Bobby was lead singer of the Valentinos, which consisted of him and his four brothers, and, with Sam Cooke producing, they cut the track in 1964. The Stones heard their record on the radio in New York City, and even though it had barely scraped the Hot 100, they heard a hit. Three months after the Valentinos had recorded “It's All Over Now,” the Stones cut their own version at Chess Studios. Indeed, from the moment Brian Jones’s electric arpeggios wade through Keith Richards’s echoey, doom-laden chords, it’s a hit. The verses, which are pure country, wouldn't have succeeded on their own, but they add enough quirk to keep the song interesting. And as soon as Jagger and Richards harmonize the Womacks’ indelible chorus atop Keith's chordal slashes, “It’s All Over Now” is a #1 hit.

––––––––
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Good Times, Bad Times 

(Jagger/Richards) (2:32) B-Side to “It’s All Over Now," June 1964

Here’s an honest-to-goodness Delta blues, or as honest-to-goodness as five un-oppressed British boys who have never seen a cotton field are going to deliver it. Gripping his 12-string acoustic, Richards cops the style of his American heroes, but he picks and strums with preternatural sensitivity and skill. Jagger’s lyrics concern lost love, as he imagines the blues should, but he quickly gets bored with that, singing instead as one more concerned with the fate of the world. Wisely, he avoids vocal blackface, opting to sing with an airy, contemplative lilt. Jones blows a nimble, if slightly glib, harmonica; Watts and Wyman lurk in the background with an admirable lack of ego, Watts thumping his bass drum to provide the barest bottom end. It's surely more imitative than world-weary, but on vinyl, the distinction hardly seems important.
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Five by Five EP 
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August 1964

In America for their first tour (and in between shows in Excelsior, Minnesota and San Antonio, Texas), the Stones spent two days recording in Chicago’s Chess Studios. Built in 1957 by brothers Leonard and Phil Chess, Chess Studios was home recording base for several of the Stones’ heroes, including Muddy Waters, Howlin’ Wolf, Bo Diddley, and, most especially, Chuck Berry. The Stones soaked in the atmosphere and spent two days cutting songs, deftly recorded by Chess engineer Ron Malo. 

Five of the songs recorded at Chess Studios were released as a 1964 EP titled Five by Five (as in, five songs by five musicians, possibly influenced by jazz pianist Thelonious Monk’s 1959 LP 5 by Monk by 5). Five by Five topped the British EP chart, beating out Getting to Know Petula and Herman's Hermits? Quite Indubitably! (maybe, these are guesses and possibly not real EPs). This time around, their EP spent an astonishing 21 non-consecutive weeks at the top of the chart. 

If You Need Me 

(Wilson Pickett/Robert Bateman/Sonny Sanders) (2:03)

“If You Need Me” is a 6/8 soul weeper, co-written and recorded by Wilson Pickett. Pickett released it on an electric, affecting 1963 single, which tanked; but his friend Solomon Burke’s own gripping version was a #2 US R&B hit. Further stacking the deck, both singers were backed on their respective singles by the legendary vocalist Cissy Houston. The Stones, recording at Chess Studios, perform a reverent, perfectly respectable version of “If You Need Me." Ian Stewart suffuses it with organ chords, which lay a shimmering bed for Jagger’s soul vocal. Jagger sings without irony or disdain, testifying with everything he's got, and in 1964, Mick Jagger already had plenty. His vocal is doubled by Richards, who, for all his yowling charm, was no Cissy Houston. The Stones were always going to get the bronze medal here, and that’s nothing to be ashamed of. 

––––––––
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Empty Heart 

(Nanker Phelge) (2:37)

Jagger and Richards - or rather, “Nanker Phelge” - were still finding their way as songwriters. One can admire their ambition while acknowledging that they weren't yet Lennon/McCartney or Goffin/King. As such, “Empty Heart” comes and goes without making a melodic impression. Even Jagger seems to realize partway through that there's no song for him to sing. It's to the rhythm section’s credit, then, that “Empty Heart” is still kind of a jam. Almost all the interest comes from Charlie Watts riding his cymbals and Keith Richards (or Brian Jones) doodling away on guitar. But these were master cymbal riders and guitar doodlers, and they entertain. 

––––––––
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2120 South Michigan Avenue 

(Nanker Phelge) (2:07)

Giddy about where they were recording, the boys named this improvised instrumental after the Chess Studios’ street address, 2120 South Michigan Avenue. If you're wondering, the rest is: Chicago, IL 60616. Wyman improvised a simple, driving bass riff to kick it off, and the rest of the band fell in with him. As Ian Stewart flails for most of the song, trying to find interesting organ chords, and Jones on harmonica and Richards on guitar play virtuosically but quickly run out of ideas, there's no instrumental hook as such. Once again, it's up to the rhythm section to save the day, and they do. The sprightliness of the bass/drum/tambourine groove makes three and a half rambling minutes feel shorter and more exciting than it should. 

––––––––
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Confessin’ the Blues 

(Jay McShann/Walter Brown) (2:48)

“Confessin’ the Blues” was an early blues, recorded in 1941 by classy pianist Jay McShann and his pleading vocalist Walter Brown. It's an obscure pick, though the presence of alto sax legend Charlie Parker may have snared Charlie Watts. It's more likely that the Stones were familiar with Chuck Berry’s 1960 recording from his Rockin’ at the Hops LP, which is energetic if uncharacteristically rushed. The Stones split the difference at Chess, playing the song as their first stereotypical, thumping twelve-bar blues, like you'd hear at 2 a.m. in a smoky blues club (probably, I've never been to a blues club or been awake at 2 a.m.). Watts, Wyman, and Richards work up a rolling thud that hits you where it's supposed to, Stewart tinkles the piano, Jones blows cascading harp, and Jagger sings with a canny mix of force and reserve. The blues rewards depth of feeling rather than stylistic innovation, and there’s feeling to spare here. 

––––––––
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Around and Around 

(Chuck Berry) (3:05)

Keith Richards, standing in Chuck Berry’s studio, had to record a Chuck Berry song. This time around, he goaded the band to play “Around and Around," which was released in 1958 as the B-side to “Johnny B. Goode." Berry’s track is a beloved classic, the rare Chuck Berry song that's a bouncy celebration of good times and rock 'n roll instead of the doom metal that was his usual stock in trade. The Stones play it straight-ahead, first at Berry’s jaunty pace but gradually upping the tempo and intensity as Richards introduces a slashing rhythm guitar tone. Jagger emcees with growing confidence, reveling in the simple lyrics that allow him to coast on sheer verve. Ian Stewart, who lived to play major-key boogie-woogie piano, sounds like he's having the time of his life. According to Bill Wyman, Mr. Berry himself visited the studio and complimented the band for “really getting it on." He should know, and he did. 
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1964 Singles and Extra Tracks (cont’d again)
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Little Red Rooster 

(Willie Dixon) (3:06) A-Side, November 1964

The red rooster in Willie Dixon’s “Little Red Rooster” has been around as long as the blues. It’s almost certainly a metaphor for a penis, because everything in the blues is a metaphor for a penis. However, by the time the song reached Howlin’ Wolf in 1961 (as “The Red Rooster”), the metaphor had become strained. He's the little red rooster? But he's also looking for the little red rooster? While the Stones were influenced by Wolf’s pained, full-throated interpretation, they play “Rooster” with remarkable understatement. Over a steady clip-clop beat (influenced by Sam Cooke’s classy 1963 take on the song), Jagger keeps his cards close, singing with a cool mystery that sidesteps easy parody. More than anything, “Little Red Rooster” is a star turn for Brian Jones, who blows harmonica and adds twinkling slide guitar commentary throughout. It's an early example of Jones bringing sonic novelty to a band that could be stultifyingly traditionalist. Bizarrely, the Stones released this slow, straight-ahead blues as a single; even more bizarrely, it became their second UK #1, so great was the clamor for anything Rolling Stones.

––––––––
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To Know Him Is To Love Him 

(Phil Spector) (3:07) Cleo Sylvestre A-Side, 1964

“To Know Him Is To Love Him” is the immortal love song that put its teenage writer Phil Spector on the map, and at least temporarily on the straight-and-narrow. His vocal group the Teddy Bears took the song to #1 in the US in 1958. Six years later, Andrew Loog Oldham produced a cover by up-and-coming singer Cleo Sylvestre, backed anonymously by Oldham’s buddies the Rolling Stones. In typical Oldham style, it sounds like the population of a small country is all playing into the same microphone, and in that context, Sylvestre’s clear voice comes through appealingly. Unfortunately, there’s very little hint here that we’re listening to the Stones. It’s likely that none of them played the trombone solo, though it’s presumably Jagger who’s decided that his tambourine, of all things, will be the first among thousands of equals in the mix. Even the backing vocalists sound like a pair of random thugs. Wyman and Watts play their rote parts with uninspired skill, while Ian Stewart adds energizing piano. Aficionados of the band can listen for Keith Richards enthusiastically strumming his acoustic guitar, but that’s all the interest they’ll find here. 

––––––––
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There Are But Five Rolling Stones 

(Andrew Oldham/Mike Leander) (2:23) The Andrew Oldham Orchestra, B-Side to “To Know Him Is To Love Him," 1964

Needing a B-side for the Cleo single, Oldham had the boys knock out this instrumental, crediting it to the Andrew Oldham Orchestra. Ian Stewart pounds out a piano theme by Mike Leander that’s maybe three-quarters catchy, while the Stones kick up a danceable, double-time ruckus behind him. Wyman, in particular, has fun and handily earns his few quid. As was Oldham’s way, the sound quality is equivalent to someone listening in the studio and then sending you a telegram describing what they heard. Irritatingly, just as Richards begins a bluesy guitar solo that promises to be interesting, Oldham fades out the record. 

––––––––
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365 Rolling Stones (One For Every Day of the Year) 

(Andrew Oldham/Mike Leander) (2:02) The Andrew Oldham Orchestra A-Side, 1964

Here’s another track by the alleged Andrew Oldham Orchestra, this time released as an A-side. It features Ian Stewart (or Reg Guest) vigorously plunking a sort-of-riff by Mike Leander, while his mates play something approximating a Bo Diddley beat. It’s a tad more complex than “There Are But Five Rolling Stones”: Richards plays a crisp, Everly Brothers-style intro, Watts plays a dramatic drum breakdown, and Jagger keeps a maraca groove that Jimmy Miller would be proud of. But that piano gets old real, real quick. As an odd bonus, future jazz fusion superstar John McLaughlin scratches out hardly-audible riffs in his first studio appearance. As an odder bonus, Brian Jones hoarsely shouts out brief exhortations to party, one of the few examples we have of a Jones lead vocal on record - unless you believe my crazy theory about “Can I Get a Witness?"

––––––––
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Oh, I Do Like To See Me On the “B” Side 

(Andrew Oldham/Charlie Watts/Bill Wyman) (2:30) The Andrew Oldham Orchestra B-Side to “365 Rolling Stones (One For Every Day of the Year)," 1964

The title of this Andrew Oldham Orchestra track references the 1907 British music hall hit “I Do Like To Be Beside the Seaside." Cute. The Stones again pose as the Orchestra, possibly with some studio pro guests. In contrast to the enforced glee of the A-side, they play a slower blues groove, spotlighting Jagger’s sensitive if unilluminating harmonica. Even for a blues, it's less than imaginative, with a brief scale where a riff might have gone. Either Ian Stewart or Reg Guest does his best to fill space and kill time on the piano. Bill Wyman and Charlie Watts score songwriting credits for “‘B’ Side," alongside impresario Oldham. It's a nice coup for them, because nobody actually wrote this - it just kind of oozed from the musicians. 

––––––––
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Time Is On My Side [US Single Version] 

(Norman Meade [Jerry Ragovoy]/Jimmy Norman) (2:50) 12 x 5 American album, November 1964

See The Rolling Stones No. 2.

––––––––
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Congratulations 

(Jagger/Richards) (2:28) 12 x 5 American album, November 1964

Given that the tepid ballad “Congratulations” sounds nothing like a Rolling Stones song or a Rolling Stones record, it's likely that Jagger and Richards intended to pass it off to another act and - with any luck - reap the songwriting royalties. It's not lacking a melody or a hook or serviceable lyrics, just any life force. Whether out of professionalism or sincere affection for the song, Richards takes the session seriously. He plays sensitive acoustic runs, including a delicately-picked solo, and his backing vocals are unusually focused and even resonant. By contrast, Jagger is so bored that for the final 30 seconds, he substitutes “la la la” for whatever words he was supposed to sing, so sure is he that this is a bum take - or a bum song - that obviously won't end up being released. Whoops. 
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The Rolling Stones No. 2
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January 1965

The Rolling Stones No. 2 is what it sounds like, a second batch of songs by the Rolling Stones. For the most part, the Stones step away from the hardcore blues covers they'd tackled on their debut, opting for lighter R&B covers and even some pop. This time around, there are three Jagger/Richards originals, and while they're not anything to make Burt Bacharach shake in his suede loafers, that's three steps in a positive direction. Most significantly, even when the song - cover or original - isn't much to speak of, the Stones usually play it with punch and verve.

The young man who sings all twelve songs on The Rolling Stones No. 2 is Michael Philip “Mick” Jagger. Jagger was born in 1943 in Dartford, Kent, a suburb of London. For a time, the eventual symbol of everything wrong with today's youth was “Mike," a good boy who minded his parents and behaved in school. His test scores in secondary school earned him a place in the prestigious London School of Economics. 

But Mike loved to sing; he was nuts about blues and rock ‘n roll music, including Muddy Waters and Howlin’ Wolf and Chuck Berry, and especially the explosively entertaining Little Richard; and he yearned to be rich. He began singing with friends in his mid-teens, forming a band called the Blues Boys, and - now decidedly “Mick” - he sat in with Alexis Korner’s Blues Incorporated at the Ealing Jazz Club. When guitarist and blues nut Brian Jones posted an ad looking for people to join his band, Jagger joined - alongside an old primary school friend he'd recently reconnected with. 

Everybody Needs Somebody to Love 

(Bert Berns/Solomon Burke/Jerry Wexler) (5:03)

The three men credited with writing “Everybody Needs Somebody to Love” dispute who actually wrote the song - though given that it's a four-chord vamp with rambling verses and a minimal chorus, the most accurate answer might be “the wind." Rather, the song’s power derives from Solomon Burke’s vocal. In the guise of a sermon to an excited audience, the soul powerhouse cycles through tenderness, lust, religious fervor, and the human condition, all inhabited with startling feeling, and all in less than three minutes. By contrast, the Stones throw a party. Reverend Jagger has enthusiasm to spare, but he irons out Burke’s nuance, insight, and feeling in favor of keeping his parishioners mindlessly aroused. A game Charlie Watts keeps the beat bouncy, even as it remains unvarying and eventually stultifying. By the 2:45 mark, at which point Burke was wrapping up his message, the Stones are hardly halfway done and already out of ideas. 

––––––––
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Down Home Girl 

(Jerry Leiber/Artie Butler) (4:11)

“Down Home Girl” has a strange, somewhat uncomfortable genesis. A humorous but unrelenting put-down of a woman, intended for a black artist, with lyrics that incorporate elements of African-American culture, it was written by two white guys, Jerry Leiber and Artie Butler. Soul singer Alvin Robinson recorded it in 1964, produced by Leiber and Mike Stoller. The record's instrumental backing is top-of-the-line R&B with a strutting bottom end; Robinson’s vocal is impassioned if somewhat on-the-nose. The Rolling Stones aren't as tight yet, at least consistently, but they're still tight, and the mix satisfyingly boosts Wyman’s hypnotic six-string bass notes. While Jagger sounds fully on-board with the song’s humor, he seems uncomfortable with its misogyny. Wait – reverse that, it’s the other way around. And even if Jagger had been a deft musical comedian, four minutes of any joke is a lot. 

––––––––

[image: ]


You Can't Catch Me 

(Chuck Berry) (3:38)

Chuck Berry’s coooool, unstoppable 1955 single “You Can't Catch Me” checks all the Berry boxes: driving (in a flying car, no less), rock 'n roll, impending romance, getting hassled by white lawmen, even Maybellene. The Stones maintain Berry’s breakneck tempo, but their sound is harder. Richards chug-a-chugs his rhythm guitar with almost frightening single-mindedness, while Watts and Wyman are similarly focused. On this go-round with Chuck Berry, Jagger finally allows the man's lyrics to breathe, treating the words like words instead of jammed-together syllables, allowing us to absorb Berry’s nuance if not his lighthearted humor. Not that there's no humor: at 2:45, Jagger flubs a lyric, chuckles, and then keeps singing. Despite that, they still thought the take was still too hot to not release, and their instincts were spot-on.

––––––––
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Time Is On My Side 

(Norman Meade [Jerry Ragovoy]/Jimmy Norman) (2:58)

The first recording of Jerry Ragovoy’s wrenching soul ballad “Time Is On My Side” was made in 1963 by trombonist Kai Winding. Winding trombones his heart out, but it's his murderer's row of backup singers - Dionne Warwick, her sister Dee Dee Warwick, and their aunt Cissy Houston - whose rising, increasingly thrilling vocals make it such a heart-stopping record. The next year, Jimmy Norman added additional lyrics to the song, and soul singer Irma Thomas, backed by an ecstatic gospel choir, recorded a full-throated cover that - again - knocked the song out of the park. After that, was there room for the Rolling Stones? Our heroes recorded two versions: a faster, more organ-focused take in June 1964, which was released as a single in the US and reached #6 on the charts, and a bluesier, more focused recording in November 1964, which was added to The Rolling Stones No. 2. In both instances, they earnestly cover Thomas's record, down to duplicating the guitar solo. But where Thomas's “Time” sprawls, the Stones are tight and punchy, mobilizing Ian Stewart's organ and even that filched guitar solo to build tension - and dread, via the ominous thump of Jagger’s tambourine. Jagger doesn't possess the humility of a great soul vocalist, but he draws deeply from whatever passes for love in a 20-year-old boy’s gut - braggadocio, possessiveness, resentment, and even some affection - and he channels it into his microphone. And even though the guitar solo is a nick, the marauding, syncopated thrumming of Keith Richards’s rhythm guitar has no precedent in Winding’s record or Thomas's record - or any other record I've heard.

––––––––
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What a Shame 

(Jagger/Richards) (3:03)

This early Jagger/Richards composition isn't much of one, with minimal lyrics and a hook that's more forceful than memorable. But what the hell, not every song needs to be “American Pie." Instead of aimlessly jamming, which had surely been a blast for them, they show up this time with a blueprint - a blues lick as old as time - and a unified purpose. The result is a rip-roaring blues anchored by a Watts-Wyman pocket made of solid bedrock and distinguished by Jagger’s freewheeling harmonica solos. Even better, for perhaps the first time (but not - ahem - the last time), Jagger is an utterly convincing blues-rock vocalist. The song’s blunt simplicity is an ideal vehicle for channeling Jagger’s angry, frustrated energy. Finally freed from having to acknowledge another vocalist's model, he can work on creating his own Jagger thing. 

––––––––
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Grown Up Wrong 

(Jagger/Richards) (1:50)

Knowing that Jagger and Richards were capable of writing a song as complex, sensitive, and memorable as “Tell Me,” it's frustrating that they were still also tossing off compositions as cruddy as this one. Jagger’s lyrics sound like he wrote them while the engineer cued up the tape, and he chants instead of singing. Given that the song has about eight words, it wouldn’t have been too hard for Richards to learn all of them before singing backing vocals. Still, because the Stones were good and rapidly getting better, “Grown Up Wrong” is an exciting record. Watts’s slam-banging rhythm swats away boredom for 110 seconds, and Jones’s slide guitar pierces through the melodic monotony. Jagger displays a more authoritative vocal style, a welcome development. Lyrics that put down women unfortunately seem to bring out the best in his art. As we continue through the band's career, reckoning with that isn’t going to get any easier. 

––––––––
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Down the Road Apiece 

(Don Raye) (2:55)

The swinging “Down the Road Apiece” dates back to 1946 and a recording by the Will Bradley Trio, which reached the top ten. However, as with “Confessin’ the Blues," the Stones likely knew “Down the Road Apiece” from Chuck Berry’s 1960 album Rockin’ at the Hops. Chuck’s take on the song isn't particularly notable, though it's as charming as everything else he ever did (musically, anyway). The Stones, marinating in the vibe at Chess Studios, lay it the hell out, Ian Stewart in seventh heaven on the piano, Jagger selling the good-time lyrics like a grinning carnival barker, and Richards shredding his heart out for Berry, who was watching them play. None of it works without Watts, though. His beat has wheels, and it sounds like he could have happily kept bashing until the Chess brothers turned out the studio lights. 

––––––––
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Under the Boardwalk 

(Arthur Resnick/Kenny Young) (2:48)

The Drifters’ calypso-style “Under the Boardwalk," intricately produced by Bert Berns and irresistibly sung by Johnny Moore, reached #4 on the charts and has since become one of those songs that defines the early 1960s. For context, when I was a kid, our local oldies station counted down their top 500 songs of all time and it all climaxed with “Under the Boardwalk." But it’s sure a perplexing choice for the Rolling Stones. Nobody seems comfortable with the lilting tone, and when Richards introduces electric guitar stabs, they jar. Only his tasteful 12-string acoustic solo adds anything to what we already know of the song. The summer vibe and guileless love lyrics allow Jagger to explore his softer tones, even pushing him into a sweet falsetto during the chorus. But his heart, such as it was, couldn't have been in this. Amazingly, the Stones’ version of “Boardwalk” hit #1 in Australia, knocking “Tie Me Kangaroo Down, Sport” out of its five-year reign at the top (maybe, that's just a guess). 

––––––––
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I Can't Be Satisfied 

(Muddy Waters) (3:26)

Muddy Waters’s 1948 blues classic features Waters on vocals and precise electric slide guitar and Ernest “Big” Crawford on bass, and they don't need anyone else to mesmerize the listener. According to Waters, he’d adapted the melody from a spiritual he heard sung in church, and back in 1941, he’d made an acoustic recording of the song for traveling musicologist Alan Lomax (as “I Be’s Troubled”). The Stones recorded their take in Chess Studios, and while it requires a full five of them, they creak out a respectably minimalist groove. Brian Jones plays bottleneck (slide) guitar to subtle but stunning effect, one of the first examples of him pushing the band into new sonic territory. Jagger isn't as casually captivating as Waters, but he deftly navigates the tightrope between imitation and homage, putting his own coolly mean-spirited stamp on the song. 

––––––––
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Pain in My Heart 

(Allen Toussaint) (2:11)

Soul legend Otis Redding claimed to have written the 12/8 torch ballad “Pain in My Heart” with his manager Phil Walden, and he recorded it as the title track of a 1964 album. It - oops - later turned out that Allen Toussaint had written a nearly identical song called “Ruler of My Heart," which Irma Thomas recorded in 1963. Now, I can't get mad at Otis Redding about anything, but I can see why Allen Toussaint might have had beef. The Stones were clearly fans of Irma Thomas, but they sing Redding’s lyrics. It's a classy, full-bodied performance that any soul band would have been proud of, emphasizing the midnight buzz of Bill Wyman’s six-string bass. In contrast to Redding’s understated vocal, Jagger commits, perhaps too much; some of his allegedly broken-hearted mannerisms ring false and over-wrought. Where the Jagger persona is concerned, “Pain In My Heart” is a song more believably sung about him than by him. 

––––––––
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Off the Hook 

(Jagger/Richards) (2:38)

Somewhere between the carefully-planned “Tell Me” and the improvised detritus of “Grown Up Wrong," “Off the Hook” is middle-of-the-road catchy pop. Watts and Wyman play their bread and butter, and engineer Bill Farley smartly mixes them way up. Curiously, whoever plays the spindly guitar solo seems petrified and runs away after a few notes. The lyrics are mostly inscrutable, but Jagger has fun singing them. There's nothing innovative about the structure or instrumentation of “Off the Hook,” but the chord progression appeals to the part of your brain that enjoys nice chord progressions, and the way Jagger and Richards phrase the chorus makes it more memorable than the verses. It clears your head and engages your butt until something deeper comes along. 
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