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who thought this was a good idea. To my daughter, Rachael, who
probably won’t get this, but eventually she will. To my
granddaughter, Lily: Don’t be alarmed, Grandpa is always like this.
To Brent, Robert and Layla: You’ll get used to it. Brady and Fitch
(RIP) told me it was cool…whatever it is. My agent Lori Perkins,
who probably was not quite sure, but had the courage to say yes,
anyway. To all the musicians who made this possible, and to those
who were willing to talk about it once they stopped laughing. And
finally, to all of those who take this stuff seriously and often
suffer the slings and arrows because of it. Don’t worry, I have it
on good authority that we’ll all win out in the end.

And a very special thanks to Camilla Saly-Monzingo,
my editor, who fact and double-checked my myriad references and
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Couldn’t Have Done It Without You

 


Finding musicians who would be willing to talk about
Hey Joe in any way, shape or form was always going to be the
tough nut to crack. Time, memory and mortality limited the gene
pool somewhat as I attempted to connect the Hey Joe dots
across the years and decades. And there were those who, for
whatever reason, were not interested or did not want to be
involved. That’s cool. No arms were twisted in the making of this
book. Fortunately, there were some who graciously came forward with
their time and memories.

Keith Olsen (The Music Machine): He was easy. Just
give him a time and a phone number and he was there. Gave a good
account of himself on the specifics of The Music Machine and the
song. A big plus was how a band like The Music Machine functioned
in the infancy of the Sunset Strip rock and roll scene. If he
didn’t remember something, he would tell me so. But he remembered a
lot.

Rob Landes (Fever Tree): Initially Rob was a bit
amused as to why a book on Hey Joe and why him? But he
warmed to the idea with an insightful chronology of a band that had
been up, down and was suddenly hanging by a thread whose only
lifeline appeared in the form of a song, Hey Joe.

Don Preston (The Mothers of Invention): Easily one
of the highlights of my Hey Joe research was when Don, in
mid-interview, broke into a version of Hey Joe on his
keyboard, complete with what would turn out to be the first time he
ever sang the song. Don is a musicians’ musician. That’s his
vocabulary and he was quite good at describing how Frank Zappa
managed to parody Hey Joe and turn it into a work of
art.

Toody Cole (Death Moon): Calling her cold and making
my pitch resulted in sheets of laughter. When she realized I was
serious, she proved quite the guide through the regional rock scene
of the 80’s and 90’s and how Hey Joe was actually a pivotal
point in the band actually making a living. She was still laughing
at the end of our conversation.

Randy Holden (The Fender Four, The Sons of Adam,
Blue Cheer): Randy has a kind of water off a duck’s back attitude.
He had been through a lot. He could have been a contender if the
music biz fates had been kinder in the 60’s, especially as it
pertained to The Sons of Adam coming this close to having the first
commercial release of Hey Joe. He remembered the 60’s
experience as good even when it wasn’t always so. Randy filled in a
lot of important spaces in the evolution of Hey Joe. Many
thanks and keep rocking.

John ‘Eddie’ Edwards (The Vibrators): Caught Eddie
as The Vibrators were pulling into a San Francisco hotel on yet
another US tour from one of the oldest and continuously active punk
bands on the planet. In between checking into the hotel and
preparing for sound check, Eddie gave an insightful look into how
Hey Joe impacted and influenced the music scene in the UK
and how The Vibrators were diligent in beating the shit out of
their version of the song. Everything in Eddie’s take on Hey
Joe seemed covered with irony and humor. But why not? Eddie’s
been around almost as long as Hey Joe has and he deserves to
tell the tales any way he damned well pleases.

John Medeski (Medeski, Martin & Wood): John was
late to the evolution of Hey Joe. He discovered Hendrix’s
version after the fact. But as part of the avant-garde jazz group
Medeski, Martin & Wood he would describe his group’s foray like
an explorer discovering an out of the way plateau. He described
Hey Joe as light years from calculating yet ripe with new
opportunities. John describes his group’s journey into Hey
Joe in often vague, subtle tones. But his efforts are paving
the way for what the future holds for the song.

Vernon Reid (Living Color): Vernon was calm,
intellectual and serious about what Hey Joe has meant on a
historical level and what the song portends for the future. It
seemed to come by him naturally. He was cerebral in dissecting
Hey Joe. And as far from boring as he could possibly be.

Otis Taylor: One gets the feeling that Otis Taylor
is an artist masquerading as a veteran blues man. Especially when
it comes to Hey Joe. He talks calmly, almost matter of
factly about the love affair he’s had with the song over the course
of several albums and a myriad of styles. He was easy to talk to.
And, perhaps more importantly, to listen to. Because he saw a
future for the song and he was glad to be along for the ride.

 


Addendum

 


And although they will be thanked by name later in
the book, I want to extend my heartfelt thanks to the
non-musicians, the producers, family members, managers and those
unknowns who were an important cog in the Hey Joe pipeline.
The people behind the scenes who patiently received and considered
my emails and finally agreed to answer my questions and to help
push the story of Hey Joe further down the road. This is a
story that I felt passionate enough about to undertake. I could not
have done it without you.

 


Thanks for all your help. Marc out.
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Are You Nuts?

 


Before we get started I have a confession to make. I
am an addict.

No it’s not drugs, alcohol, gambling, or most
aspects of daily life that give me the shakes and drive me to
distraction. What sets me to Jonesing is the obscure, the fringe
stuff, the little known facts that keep me awake nights.

I haven’t fallen prey to the stuff that baffles and
defines most fanatics. Things like calculating sports statistics
bore me to death. And don’t try to bend my ears with the latest
gluten/vegan concoction guaranteed to make me painlessly lose a
ton. Do I live and die by computer games? No. I don’t play games.
Am I hip to every facet of modern technology? I know just enough to
create an international incident.

This is how I roll when it comes to obsession.

I can tell you how many cigarettes actor Forrest
Tucker’s character smoked in the movie The Crawling Eye. Two
classic television shows that are most likely classic only to me
are T.H.E. Cat and Manimal. Jewish rock stars?
The greatest hit of The Bubble Puppy? Hell, on a good day I
can even recite chapter and verse on who really killed Lincoln and
Kennedy. And yes, it was the same person. If it rates at some
importance to me, I’m there. And I can mentally picture most of the
civilized world running the other way.

I have the most wonderful wife on the planet, but if
I had a dollar for every time a long-winded explanation of mine
caused her eyes to glaze over, I’d be a very rich man. The same
tolerance or inattention extends to my daughter, who chalks up my
blathering to old age and more old age. Hell, even my granddaughter
and dog have been known to give me funny looks when I’ve been on a
rant. Bottom line, my insanity or eccentricity has never been in
doubt.

Expounding on all things obscure is not for polite
society. It is for the denizens of science fiction and horror
conventions and for those who find meaning and psychological
purpose in the most ‘out there’ images and topics that populate the
dark corners of life.

But my case is a bit different.

I write for a living, which tends to lend itself to
some contrary thoughts and attitudes. I once turned a buck by
convincing a magazine that they could not continue as a viable
literary entity if they did not have a story about rock stars who
died on stage while performing. I once turned a couple of side
questions to a roadie who used to work for Led Zeppelin into a
conversation about the time he worked for Apple Records, and the
result was cash on the barrelhead, his eyewitness account of John
Lennon and Yoko Ono fighting, and his divulgence of heretofore
unknown details about the tour Lennon was planning when he was shot
and killed.

But those were small potatoes. It would take my
mania for all things Hey Joe to expand my tolerance for
obscurity and turn it into this real live book. The reasoning
behind this sudden mania for a song that is essentially about
premeditated murder came late into my world. I grew up with the
song as presented on 93 KHJ and 1110 KRLA by The
Leaves. The song was mildly gnarly, and, by the standards of most
teenage sensibilities, it registered as both cool and dangerous.
For a long time that was pretty much the extent of my attraction
and obsession.

That was until not too long ago, when I came across
a website devoted entirely to the song Hey Joe. It was a
revelation. There were others out there like me, and they had not
been locked up. And boy this was the beginning of a brave new
world. It turns out that close to 1800 covers of the titular song
existed, and a lot of them were by pretty big names, many of whom
had experienced Hey Joe in their misspent youth, and
survived the encounter on the road to stardom. And those were only
the versions that received marginal release. There’s this guy in
France named Christian Arnould, who also lives and breathes Hey
Joe, to the extent that he has made it his life’s work to dig
up the most obscure international Hey Joe 45’s, bootlegs and
everything else on the planet. His contributions alone bumped my
list of Hey Joe covers to well over 2000 and counting.

Adding to my mania is the fact that, to this day,
nobody is completely sure who actually wrote the song.

Everybody and his mother has taken credit for
writing Hey Joe, including a Scottish balladeer, a UK pop
group named Marmalade and the British metal band Deep Purple. The
contrariness and the inconsistencies were maddening. Who could
possibly care, let alone lay down money, for something that had
little or no potential for big time success?

I would. But then I wasn’t in my right mind at the
time.

The idea bubbled under as I worked on various other
projects. But it resurfaced late in 2014 when my agent and I were
bouncing ideas off each other. If you’re familiar with my
bibliography you know that the notion of writing an entire tome on
the little known and little cared for intricacies of one song seems
a little far-fetched. But I had worked up a lot of sweat equity
over the years, and my instincts tend to be more spot on than not.
So when the discussion came around to whether we should do a book
on John Lennon’s women (a long percolating project that may, one
day, still happen), I took the plunge and enthusiastically pitched
the alternative idea that would ultimately become Hey Joe: The
Unauthorized Biography of A Rock Classic, thinking all
the while that my agent’s eyes would glaze over in that
non-commercial stare and we would move onto the next and much saner
project.

Boy, was I surprised when her response was, “Do
either the Lennon book or the Hey Joe book.” And it was my
decision to make. Shortly after picking myself up off the floor, I
sat contemplating my decision. The Lennon book would be fun. But
the Hey Joe book would be insanely fun. Ten minutes after
being given the option, I was on the horn with my decision that it
would be Hey Joe.

Much to her credit, my agent did not back down. It
would be Hey Joe.

Writing the book was a rollercoaster ride. There
were literally hundreds, if not thousands of cool musicians,
producers and, yes, seeming non-entities, to talk to—that is if
they wanted to revisit Hey Joe. Some were obviously long
dead, or short on memory. Many of my requests went unanswered, some
responded with their memories in due course, and a couple came
through within minutes. A couple of noted authors on the subject of
60’s music, who will be profusely thanked and noted elsewhere in
the book, volunteered contact numbers and their notes from their
books that pertained to the song.

When it came to drawing as complete and as critical
a picture of a simple song and its impact on the world, my research
was diligent to the point of madness.

I have a love/hate relationship with technology, but
I have to admit that, when it came to searching out the myriad of
versions of Hey Joe, the Internet was aces. I easily
listened to a couple of hundred different versions of Hey
Joe. I found my Hey Joe senses were sharpest in the
morning. The sounds of Hey Joe at 6:00 a.m. were not
uncommon. If you don’t believe me, just ask my neighbors. By noon
things started to get a bit fuzzy. Anytime after 6:00 in the
evening…well how do you spell blotto? I was hearing Hey Joe
in my dreams. The heavyweight, name versions were there, but so
were a ton of obscure ones, many of which were quite good. There
were some unexpected surprises, too.

And I’m not going to lie to you. Some of the
versions of Hey Joe were only average or competent. Others
were sub-par, and still others were uninspiring barkers. Everybody
has an opinion. I tended to end up on the side of the good stuff,
but I urge you, if you truly want to follow me down the rabbit hole
of Hey Joe, feel free to listen far and wide and form your
own opinion.

Not surprisingly, a lot of people laughed their
asses off when I told them what I was doing. Some musicians got a
chuckle at the idea that Hey Joe was worthy of a book, but
then they got into the spirit of fleshing out their experiences
with the song. One musician happened to be sitting at his keyboard
during our interview and broke into an impromptu rendition of the
song. It was the first time he had sung it after decades. It
doesn’t get any cooler than that.

I went into the interviews with no expectations or
agendas. I considered anybody who agreed to do them a serious
bonus. My opening shot was, “Tell me the first time you heard
Hey Joe.” Then, in a journalistic sense, we were off and
running.

The result was a lot of labor intensive but loving
work that now results in Hey Joe: The Unauthorized Biography a
Rock Classic. This book is my Christmas present to those who
are willing to risk delving into surreal waters and literal tidal
waves of WTF, perhaps to emerge with a newfound respect and
understanding for people a lot like me.

Like I said. I am addicted. There is no cure. But
who in their right mind would want one?

Marc Shapiro

2016


Introduction




Remember The Time?

 


I heard a lot of music back in 1966. Transistor
radios were the hip conduit when out and about. The sound quality
varied depending on where you were, or how you twisted the flimsy
antenna. But one thing you could always count on was music and lots
of it.

It was the time in Sothern California of
KRLA, KHJ and numerous other Top 40 rock stations.
Radio jocks like Dave Hull, Sam Riddle and The ‘Real’ Don Steele
piloted the airwaves with hip between-song patter, lame jokes and
outrageous sound effects. But most of all it was about the
music.

Rock and pop were in flower in 1966, thanks in no
small part to the coming British Invasion, and the music de jour
was rarely over two minutes and 20 seconds of pop, slightly dusted,
with clangy guitar and nasal teen-friendly vocals. These songs were
the heartbeat of the 60’s generation’s restless youth. Surf music
had seemingly been the first strike against lame pop, which was
slowly fading into the sunset. Being considered hip and cool meant
listening to Misirlou by Dick Dale and The Del Tones, Nut
Rocker by B. Bumble and The Stingers and The Bristol
Stomp by The Dovells. The Top 40 list that was that in name
only. The reality was that there was a Top Ten list that was played
over and over on a seemingly continuous loop between jock talk and
the quick snippets of news.

In an hour you might hear your current favorite
three times, just long enough to be able to sing along with it and,
by weeks’ end, be sick of it. At its zenith, Top 40 songs were
built for the short haul, with even a smash hit likely to have a
life expectancy of a few weeks. New additions to that vaunted inner
circle of ten would magically appear on a weekly basis.

It was the ideal universe of an easily distracted
teen: effortlessly digested, danceable bits of cotton candy with
rarely a hint of controversy and just plain outrage.

Then something unexpected happened in May 1966:
something called Hey Joe by a Southern California band
called The Leaves.

Musically the song was cool, serviceable pop, a
solid guitar riff backed by crisp backbeat, a subtle bass bottom
and an all-together radio friendly vibe. On the surface, Hey
Joe was party music. You could dance to it, bob your head to
it, and, in a fairly innocent way, show how cool you were. But then
there were those lyrics, those oh-so-unexpected, damnable oh-so-not
friendly lyrics. Lyrics that would be added to, subtracted from and
made just plain different in so many ways in the decades to
come.

What follows is the original, registered lyrics to
Hey Joe dated January 12, 1962, registered in the name of
singer/songwriter Billy Roberts from the files of the Library of
Congress and posted, among other places, on the Hey Joe
Versions.com website.

 


Hey Joe, where you goin’ with that money in your
hand?

Hey Joe, where you goin’ with that money in your
hand?

Chasin’ my woman, she run off with another man.

Goin’ downtown, buy me a .44.

Goin’ downtown, buy me a .44.

When I get through, that woman won’t run no
more.

Hey Joe, what are you gonna do?

Hey Joe, what are you gonna do?

Take my pistol, and kill her before I’m through.

Hey Joe, I heard you shot your woman dead.

Hey Joe, I heard you shot your woman dead.

Yes I did, got both of them lying in that bed.

Hey Joe, where do you think you’ll go?

Hey Joe, do you think you’ll go?

Leaving here, think I’ll go to Mexico.

Yes, I’m going, going where a man can be free.

Yes I’m going where a man can be free.

‘cause ain’t no hangman gonna put no noose on
me.

 


Just like that, premeditated murder to a rock and
roll beat was coming out of transistors and car radios as kids made
their way in the world. And it gets a whole lot grimmer.

Through the song’s fast, safe as mother’s milk
rocking tempo, Hey Joe not only shoots his old lady, but
runs on down to Mexico where he deftly avoids the hangman’s noose
and lives happily ever after. At the time, Hey Joe was
considered a catchy pop song. But once the song faded into the
either, it was on to the next, and with teen attention spans being
what they are, nobody seemed to give the violent lyrics much
thought—at least not initially.

Hey Joe was not around long enough for many
to truly dissect it. Within a matter of weeks it was up and down
both the Southern California charts, where it did actually sit at
Number one for a nanosecond, and the national charts, topping out
at a fair to middlin’ Number 31, and then off to obscurity.

In a recent conversation, Dave Hull “The
Hullabalooer,” one of the top jocks at KRLA when Hey
Joe came and went in Los Angeles, stated that “It has been 50
years since that song was on the charts, and I don’t remember
anything about it.” But when pressed, Hull did acknowledge, “I was
working at KRLA in 1966 when Hey Joe was on our
playlist. But, to be perfectly honest, the song did not last there
at all. In fact, Hey Joe by The Leaves didn’t make it into
the top 30 nationally that year, and since KRLA was prone to
dropping songs that didn’t appeal to a large share of the audience,
we would have dropped them pretty quick, as we did in this
case.”

A follow up single by The Leaves, Too Many
People, was slightly brash, but not as alarmingly high strung
as Hey Joe. It did not do as well, and just like that, The
Leaves were history.

Or were they?

A certain outrageously cool aura, the low-slung fog
and the bad cold that would not go away, seemed to linger around
Hey Joe. People who cared about such things would constantly
return to it, marveling at how a song so literally extolling the
virtues and rewards of murder could seep through to public
awareness on the wings of lightweight pop. The lyrics and their
presentation would ultimately stake out the claim of Hey Joe
as being something special—as well as a bit sinister and
unsettling.

There was a pulpy rawness to it all. Something
direct and almost matter of fact in the song’s delivery. It was
primitive stuff, all eye for an eye, on a level that would get into
kids’ heads as they waited for the next zit commercial. Bottom
line, it was a goddamned great song that would appeal to a whole
lot of people for decades to come.

In those early days of psychedelia and the Sunset
Strip, a lot of musicians who were just beginning to find their way
were also discovering the possibilities of Hey Joe.

Paul Rogers, legendary singer from Free and Bad
Company, acknowledged in an interview with Rock Cellar
Magazine that the first time he heard Hey Joe, it
scarred him for life in the best possible way. “The first time I
heard Hey Joe it blew my mind, and it still does today.
Whenever I hear that song it takes me back to that day when I first
heard it. That was an amazing moment for me.”
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