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TO MOM AND DAD, WHO TAUGHT ME HOW TO WRITE AND JUST ABOUT EVERYTHING ELSE, TOO.
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Prince lays down the solo for “Purple Rain” (the song) in Purple Rain (the movie).
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In a 2011 interview with George Lopez, Prince explained his feelings about cover songs: “I don’t mind fans singing the songs, my problem is when the industry covers the music. You see, covering the music means your version doesn’t exist anymore. There’s only one version of Law & Order, but there are several versions of ‘Kiss’ and ‘Purple Rain.’”


Put aside his poor choice of comparison—there are, at latest count, seven versions of Law & Order. Was he right about cover songs? Do covers somehow diminish the originals? Can you really have too many versions of “Purple Rain”?
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Sinéad O’Connor’s 1990 Prince cover was the biggest hit of her career.


This book is filled with examples of songwriters who thought exactly the opposite, from Mick Jagger dancing around the room when Devo played him their “Satisfaction” to the Beatles sending Joe Cocker a thank-you note for his take on “With a Little Help From My Friends.” Jagger and the Beatles knew that these covers didn’t diminish their legacy; they burnished it. Prince, of all people, should have known this, too—how many people would know his song “Nothing Compares 2 U” without Sinéad O’Connor’s massively popular cover (ever an enigma, Prince reportedly loved this cover—a fact hard to square with his 2011 complaints)?


[image: ]


Willie Nelson wrote only two of the ten songs on his cover-heavy 1982 album.


A cover song doesn’t mean, as Prince put it, that the original artist’s “version doesn’t exist anymore.” Instead, a great cover adds to the song in a number of ways.


In some cases, a cover song can reveal new meaning in a songwriter’s lyrics. The Pet Shop Boys said their electronic cover of “Always on My Mind” made the country standard’s lyrics seem cynical and disturbing after the more traditional Elvis Presley and Willie Nelson versions. Presley himself took the sexual innuendo out of “Hound Dog,” while Patti Smith added sex and danger to Van Morrison’s bar-band staple “Gloria.”


Some cover songs explore cultural avenues that the original song only hinted at. Otis Redding’s “Respect” strictly addressed a relationship, but Aretha Franklin’s cover became a generational anthem. Jimi Hendrix transformed the Bob Dylan deep cut “All Along the Watchtower” into a storming anthem for soldiers in Vietnam. Johnny Cash remade Nine Inch Nails’ industrial-rock drug song “Hurt” into a song about old age and dying.


A well-done cover song can introduce a little-known song to a broader audience. “Unchained Melody” would have remained an obscure movie-soundtrack curio if the Righteous Brothers hadn’t belted it. The Fugees translated “Killing Me Softly” for a hip-hop generation that might have never heard of Roberta Flack. Adele took a recent Dylan song and made it a modern-day songbook standard (no artist has benefited more from cover songs than Dylan).
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Though the cover song may seem like a niche category in today’s music industry, when most musicians either write their own material or have it written specifically for them by teams of professional songwriters, the vast majority of musical compositions ever performed were on some level covers, from orchestras playing Mozart and Beethoven to farmers singing to each other in the fields. In fact, the first song ever recorded was a cover.


In 1860, a French printer and bookseller named Édouard-Léon Scott de Martinville sang the traditional folk song “Au clair de la lune” into a new invention he called the phonautograph. The phonautograph could only record sound, though, not play it back (scientists finally figured out how to play Martinville’s primitive recording in 2008—it sounds like a warped transmission from another galaxy). The first recording someone could play back immediately came from Thomas Edison two decades later, and it was once again a cover song: “Mary Had a Little Lamb.”


Of course, no one would have called these cover songs back then. Actually, up until the midpoint of the twentieth century, the “cover song” as a concept did not really exist. Before then, consumers had no expectations that singers would record songs they had written themselves. Moreover, the audience for recorded music often did not care who sang their favorite songs.
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Thomas Edison with a phonograph, c. 1877. Edison claimed he was the one singing (“shouting” in his phrasing) on that historic early cover of “Mary Had a Little Lamb.”


With a few big-name exceptions, listeners in the 1930s and ’40s bought records by song title, not artist. They would go looking for a recording of “Some Enchanted Evening” and usually didn’t know or care who had sung it as long as it roughly sounded like the version on the radio. This is a huge mental change from today’s consumers. You don’t want a record of just anyone singing “Someone Like You”; you want to hear Adele. But before the dawn of rock and roll, the song was paramount, not the singer.


The phrase “cover song” came out of this era, just after World War II. The first mention of the phrase in the leading music-industry magazine Billboard comes in 1949. In a discussion of current country-music hits, Billboard writes, “The original disking of Why Don’t You Haul Off and Love Me?, cut for King by Wayne Raney, has hit 250,000, and versions are now available on all major labels.” They then continue on to another song: “Another King disk, Blues Stay ’Way From Me?, by the Delmore Brothers, is close to 125,000 in six weeks, and the other companies have just begun to cover the tune.”


What do they mean by “cover” here? It’s not really what we mean today. We think of musicians, not companies, covering songs. The key comes in the preceding sentence: “versions are now available on all major labels.” In the era when customers were more likely to request something they heard on the radio by song title rather than artist, labels would rush out sound-alike copies of popular hits. These labels tried to hoodwink a listener who heard a hit song on the radio into mistakenly buying a copycat version by their own artist. A “cover” back then was a trick, a con on the listener.


To stick with the Billboard example, within months of Raney releasing his wonderfully titled 1949 hit “Why Don’t You Haul Off and Love Me?,” his label’s competitors had their own artists record similar versions. They rushed these “covers” onto shelves, and stores would sell whichever version they had in stock. Some big hits could earn the backhanded compliment of up to a dozen copycat covers hitting the market within weeks. The five-and-dime store chain Woolworth’s even had its own record label churning out copycat covers to sell cheaply in its stores. A cover song only existed to ride the coattails of someone else’s hit.


There are several theories behind why these copycat songs became known in the industry as “covers.” Some sources say the word comes from a label “covering its bets” by releasing its own recording of a popular song. Others claim labels aimed to have their record literally “cover up” another version of the same song on a store’s shelves. The third theory holds that when a label exec asked an artists and repertoire (A&R) man if his label had any recordings of a popular song to release, the A&R man would respond, “We’ve got it covered!”


Whatever the reason for the word entering music-biz jargon, a “cover” then was not what we now think of it as. The goal was not to raise the profile of the original song, but to bury it. Prince’s critique would hold more merit had he made it in 1949. Cover songs were copycat recordings done quickly. Creativity was not the goal, just profit. “American Pie” songwriter Don McLean, whose song “Empty Chairs” later inspired the oft-covered “Killing Me Softly,” complained on his website in 2004:




The word “cover” is now used by music writers and music fans incorrectly. They use it to describe any attempt by an artist to perform old songs or previously recorded material. The use of this term gives them a bit of authority since it makes them sound like they are in the music business. They are in fact ignorant of what a cover version of a song really is.


Back in the days of black radio stations and white radio stations (i.e., segregation), if a black act had a hot record, the white kids would find out and want to hear it on “their” radio station. This would prompt the record company to bring a white act into the recording studio and cut an exact, but white, version of the song to give to the white radio stations to play and thus keep the black act where it belonged: on black radio. A “cover” version of a song is a racist tool. It is NOT a term intended to be used to describe a valid interpretation of an old song. . . .


Madonna did not “cover” American Pie; she just sang an old song and made an old songwriter mighty happy.





McLean’s critique underscores another issue surrounding these early cover songs: racism. When the industry trend of cover songs emerged in the 1940s, any record by a black artist was confined to Billboard’s “Race Records” chart. Enterprising label executives would scan this chart for hits and then rerecord them with their white artists for the other, white charts. (This could go the other way, too: “Why Don’t You Haul Off and Love Me?” by Raney, who was white, was promptly covered by Bull Moose Jackson for the “race” market.)


McLean is not wrong about the music history, but his definition of cover songs is out of date. Language changes, and the term “cover” has as well. As we mean it today, Madonna did cover “American Pie.” None of the covers we explore in this book fit the Don McLean description—because, for the most part, those early copycat-covers he was discussing offered nothing creatively. The cover song only came into its own as a valid artistic expression with the dawn of rock and roll.
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Wayne Raney’s country hit “Why Don’t You Haul Off and Love Me?” was one of the first times the term “cover” was used, inspiring “covers” from early R&B star Bull Moose Jackson to Dolly Parton.
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As the 1950s moved forward, the trend of the copycat-cover subsided. Performers became as important as the song they were performing. It’s hard to pinpoint any single cause of such a broad shift in people’s thinking, but the advent of television and its accompanying music-performance shows likely played a role. You knew if you bought “Hound Dog” after seeing it performed on TV that the label had better read “Elvis Presley.” This was not entirely unprecedented; in the 1940s, so-called “bobby-soxers” (the precursors to teenyboppers) swooned for Frank Sinatra and wouldn’t have accepted some sound-alike. This expectation became the norm rather than the exception. Consumers cared more about the performer than just the performance.
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Billboard categorized songs targeted at black audiences as “Race Records” from 1945 to 1949.


The cover song as we know it today evolved out of this cultural shift. This was the moment when the cover song as a unique creative expression was born. From this point forward, a musician had to bring something new to the table if he or she wanted to sing a song someone else had already recorded. The art of interpretation became worth celebrating. A cover was no longer ripping someone off but was rather an artist taking a song someone else performed and making it his or her own.


Unfortunately, listeners didn’t always see it that way. As the 1960s moved toward the ’70s, the “cover” once again found itself a dirty word, but for a different reason. After the Beatles and Dylan, a premium was placed on an artist writing his or her own songs. Singing someone else’s songs was often seen as creative bankruptcy, particularly for pop or rock musicians. To this day, you occasionally hear a pop star criticized with “Well, I heard he/she doesn’t even write their own songs!”—as if there is no art to interpreting a song someone else wrote (any number of great jazz singers would beg to differ).


When musicians did release a cover in the latter half of the twentieth century, they would often pick a deliberately obscure song so people did not know it wasn’t an original—the exact reverse of the term’s origins of covering only hits. For example, Joan Jett did not exactly advertise that her huge hit “I Love Rock and Roll” was a nearly identical cover of a song by the short-lived British trio the Arrows. Even “Hallelujah,” today covered to the point of cliché after Jeff Buckley’s revelatory rendition, was originally a track from an obscure Leonard Cohen album that his label hadn’t even bothered to release in the United States. Unless you were friends with a record-store clerk, how would you ever know that an obscure folk songwriter named Jake Holmes released “Dazed and Confused” two years before Led Zeppelin did?
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Madonna’s “American Pie” cover was recorded for the soundtrack to her mostly forgotten 2000 romantic comedy, The Next Best Thing.
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Today, the Internet has erased the stigma. Cover songs have come out of the shadows. No one could get away with releasing a cover song without their fans finding out—any song’s origins are only a Google search away.


So artists took back control of the cover. As avenues to release music have proliferated, artists have found freedom in being able to perform the songs they loved with lower stakes. Artists can still release covers on albums or singles just as they could in the 1960s, but now they can also post them on YouTube or Soundcloud, record them for a radio session, play them live and see fan-filmed videos soar through music blogs. In 2015, Rolling Stone magazine wrote over three hundred stories about new cover songs—that’s almost one a day, just from A-list artists alone.


With this newfound freedom, musicians could easily turn fans on to their influences or surprise them by radically altering a song no one would expect them to like. This finally erased the cover song’s stigma and led to its recent resurgence. To take just one example among many, in 2016 the indie-rock community released Day of the Dead, a tribute album to the Grateful Dead. This was not the first Dead tribute by any means, but tributes from decades past mainly contained contributions by the Dead’s 1970s peers. Day of the Dead, though, included only the coolest of the cool bands, and not just a handful; this was a fifty-nine-track behemoth that included Wilco, the National, and the Flaming Lips. Seemingly every “hip” alternative musician of the past twenty years was lining up to cover that eternally unhip phenomenon: a jam band. Cover songs are cool again.
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No site has tracked this trend more closely than the cover-songs blog Cover Me. But then again, I’m biased: it’s my site. For ten years, my team and I have written news stories and features about cover songs new and old, big artists covering classic hits and under-the-radar artists digging up obscure gems. Ten years ago, it was a challenge to find something new to post every day. Now we can only post a small fraction of the stuff people send us.


The blog began in 2007, but its origins go back a year earlier, to July 2006. At the time, Bob Dylan hosted a syndicated radio show called Theme Time Radio Hour. He would play songs he loved on a particular theme—songs about the weather one week, songs about New York City the next. The tenth episode tackled summer songs, from Sly & the Family Stone’s “Hot Fun in the Summertime” to Eddie Cochran’s “Summertime Blues,” which was later covered by the Who (we’ll get there).


He began the show with one song more famous than even these: George Gershwin’s standard “Summertime.” This was one of those songs in the 1930s that saw hundreds of versions released in quick succession, most sounding roughly the same. And even since then, covers of it tend to follow a formula: languid and slow-moving, a hot summer day sitting in a porch’s shade. Some are beautiful, no doubt, but to my ears they all sounded somber and subdued, in contrast to lyrics about fish jumpin’ and wings spreadin’.


On Theme Time Radio Hour, Dylan played a different sort of “Summertime.” “Time to open up the fire hydrants and have a party in the streets,” he said by way of introduction, “’cause it’s summertime.” And “party in the streets” was right! After Dylan’s intro, soul singer Billy Stewart leapt in with a rolled-r vocal blast. Drums crashed in behind him, followed by blaring horns. He starts shouting “huh!” and “yeah!” The tempo was about three times faster than any torch-song version I’d heard before, and it seemed like blasphemy. This was not how “Summertime” was supposed to sound.


Billy Stewart’s “Summertime” opened my eyes to the expansive possibilities of cover songs. It took a song I thought I hadn’t even liked that much (too slow, too maudlin) in an entirely irreverent, up-tempo direction. It brought new meaning to the lyrics, sounding more like what summertime actually is: fun.
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Billy Stewart’s radical reimagining of Gershwin’s “Summertime” hit #10 on the charts in 1966—and partly inspired this book.


A college radio show started from there, and a year later came the Cover Me blog. Ever since then, readers have periodically suggested I write a book about cover songs. To which I invariably responded, “Dumb idea. That’s like saying ‘I’m going to write a book about original songs.’” (I phrased it more politely, I hope.) “Cover songs” is too broad a category. There are covers in all genres and all styles, covers that build on the originals and covers that bring nothing to the table, covers that soar and covers that flop. There’s no unifying theory of cover songs to fit tidily between two book covers; it’s too big and messy and wonderful a tent for that.


That explains the book you now hold in your hands. It’s not a book “about cover songs.” It’s a book about nineteen specific cover songs. But through these nineteen, a cover-songs story emerges. It involves artistic triumphs and music-industry shenanigans. It touches on trends in record-making, music videos, and the Internet’s impact on music (did you know the first viral song was a cover?). There are beautiful moments of unlikely artists coming together and some uglier instances of exploitation and racism. Every major change in the music industry since the advent of rock and roll finds some expression in the world of cover songs.


So no, someone covering “Purple Rain” doesn’t mean Prince’s version doesn’t exist anymore. A great cover only makes a song stronger. It can make you think about a lyric in a way you never had before, or make you remember a favorite song from years ago. It can bring a great song to a wider audience, or bring a forgotten song to a younger audience. Here are nineteen such examples of covers that did all that and more. [image: ]
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ELVIS PRESLEY
“HOUND DOG”
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SONG


“HOUND DOG”
[BACKED WITH (B/W) “DON’T BE CRUEL”] (1956)


WRITTEN BY


JERRY LEIBER, MIKE STOLLER


FIRST RECORDED BY


BIG MAMA THORNTON (1952)
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Elvis performs “Hound Dog” far too literally, 1957.





On July 25, 1956, songwriter Mike Stoller thought he was going to die. As he played poker on an Italian cruise liner, the Andrea Doria, it crashed into another boat outside of Nantucket. The cruise liner began to sink, and its 1,700 passengers scrambled to board limited lifeboats. Nearby ships eventually rescued those who made it. The refugees spent twelve long, cold, and shivering hours packed onto those rescue ships before disembarking at New York Harbor. Fifty-one passengers died that day, but Stoller was not among them. When he stepped out onto the dock, Stoller’s songwriting partner Jerry Leiber greeted him. Leiber had some big news.


“Mike,” Leiber said as soon as he saw him, “we got a smash hit on ‘Hound Dog’!”


“Big Mama’s record?” Stoller replied.


“No. Some white kid named Elvis Presley.”
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The “Big Mama” Stoller referred to was Big Mama Thornton (real name: Willie Mae), a three-hundred-pound blues belter with scars crossing her face. Dressed in overalls and combat boots, she aimed to appear as intimidating as possible. And by all accounts she succeeded.


Four years before their dockside reunion, Leiber and Stoller had been commissioned by producer Johnny Otis to write a hit for Thornton after her first two singles flopped. Leiber and Stoller were still teenagers at the time, white Jewish kids who loved rhythm and blues. After meeting Thornton, they knew they needed to write a low-down gritty blues to match what Leiber called her “monstrous” persona. In the car on the way to the session, they wrote one on the dashboard in ten minutes.


“I was beating out a rhythm we called the ‘buck dance’ on the roof of the car” while scribbling down lyrics, Leiber told the website Rock’s Backpages before his death. “We got to Johnny Otis’s house and Mike went right to the piano . . . didn’t even bother to sit down. He had a cigarette in his mouth that was burning his left eye, and he started to play the song. We took the song back to Big Mama and she snatched the paper out of my hand and said, ‘Is this my big hit?’ And I said, ‘I hope so.’”


They titled the song “Hound Dog,” but the lyrics had nothing to do with a dog, and certainly contained no lines about catching rabbits. The subject was a no-good man the narrator had caught stepping out. Stoller has said “hound dog” was actually a euphemism for a word you couldn’t say on the radio: “motherfucker.” Leiber and Stoller described it in their coauthored book (called, appropriately, Hound Dog) as a “deadly blues,” but when Big Mama went to record it in Otis’s garage, she didn’t sing it that way. This massive blues belter sweetly crooned like Frank Sinatra.
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“I’m looking at her, and I’m a little intimidated by the razor scars on her face, and I said, ‘It don’t go that way,’” Leiber said. “And she looked at me like looks could kill and said—and this was when I found out I was white—‘White boy, don’t you be tellin’ me how to sing the blues.’”
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Big Mama Thornton in 1955, two years after her original recording of “Hound Dog” topped the R&B charts.


Leiber eventually prevailed, convincing Thornton to sing “Hound Dog” more aggressively while the two songwriters barked and howled in the background. The result was a tough, swaggering track, rawer than the era’s typical R&B records, with only a guitar, bass, and drums played by Otis (who had to use a pseudonym as he was signed to a competing record label).


The single was released on the Texas R&B label Peacock Records in February of 1953. Industry magazine Billboard wrote that “this one is mighty potent and could bust through quickly,” and indeed it did. Within a month “Hound Dog” was a smash hit on the Rhythm & Blues chart. It stayed there for eleven weeks, seven of them at number one. After several misfires, Thornton finally had her hit.


Unfortunately, the charts, like so much of American culture, were still segregated in 1953. The “Rhythm and Blues Records” chart that “Hound Dog” topped had until just recently gone under another name: “Race Records.” And though the name had changed, the stigma remained for any song that appeared on that chart. The other two major charts—“pop” and “country” (which itself had recently been renamed from “hillbilly”)—might as well have hung a sign saying “Whites Only.” Even a number one hit among African-American audiences stood little chance of crossing over to the white market.
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The cover photo for Elvis’s “Hound Dog”/“Don’t Be Cruel” single came from the (in)famous Steve Allen performance, where he sang to an actual dog.
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Some white artists tried to make the leap that Thornton couldn’t. This was still the era of copycat covers. Within a month of “Hound Dog” topping the chart, six cover versions by white artists were rushed onto shelves. The threat of listener confusion appeared serious enough though that Thornton’s label took out an ad in Billboard proclaiming it “The Original Version of ‘Hound Dog’ . . . Beware of Imitations.” None of the covers were particularly distinctive, though, and for the most part vanished without a trace.


In addition to the knockoff covers, Peacock also had to contend with a phenomenon known as “answer songs.” This was a short-lived phenomenon in which other artists would “answer” a hit single (a concept that sees some modern-day parallel in back-and-forth diss tracks in hip-hop). An artist would record a song that changed a hit’s lyrics without changing the music, using his own words to somehow reply to the original singer’s. The concept was similar to a cover, but one that only worked if you knew the original lyrics.


In this case, the upstart Memphis label Sun Records quickly got a local DJ named Rufus Thomas to record “Bear Cat (The Answer Song to Hound Dog).” Sun’s Sam Phillips refashioned “Hound Dog”’s lyrics as the man’s response to the woman’s accusations and rush-released it for what Billboard called “the fastest answer song to hit the market.” The magazine added, “It used to be that the answers to hits usually waited until the hit had started on the downward trail, but today the answers are ready a few days after records start moving upwards. This has led some to remark that the [manufacturers] soon may be bringing out the answers before the originals are even released.”


“Bear Cat” became a surprise hit for Sun Records, the fledgling label’s first. It rose to #3 on the same R&B chart that “Hound Dog” had topped. This started a run at Sun that within a few years would include Johnny Cash, Jerry Lee Lewis, and, of course, a young kid from Tupelo named Elvis.


The success of “Bear Cat,” though, marked the end of the answer-song era. Because Phillips had replaced Leiber and Stoller’s names with his own on the songwriting credits, the “Hound Dog” publishers sued and won to the tune of $35,000. In a strange twist of history, this began a financial decline for Sun that culminated in Phillips having to sell Elvis’s contract shortly before he recorded his own “Hound Dog” cover.
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Though there were no more answer songs to contend with, two years later another artist changed Leiber and Stoller’s lyrics without permission. Freddie Bell led a musical-comedy band in Philadelphia called Freddie Bell and the Bellboys. As other artists had before them, Bell and his producer Bernie Lowe thought “Hound Dog” could be a hit among white audiences. They decided the reason that those previous attempts had failed was the song’s salacious subject matter. To sanitize it, they would have to rewrite it.


Their solution? Make “Hound Dog” about an actual dog. They dropped double entendres like “You can wag your tail / But I ain’t gonna feed you no more” and substituted “Well, you ain’t never caught a rabbit / And you ain’t no friend of mine.” The fact that this rendered the other half of the song meaningless—how could a dog say he’s high class?—didn’t concern them (if one wants to get nitpicky, one could also note that hound dogs aren’t supposed to catch rabbits at all, just point them out for their owner to shoot). Leiber himself would later complain that these rewritten lyrics made “no sense.”


Regardless, Freddie Bell and the Bellboys released their rewritten “Hound Dog” on Lowe’s small Teen Records label in 1955. It got some airplay in Philadelphia, but little traction nationally. It did, however, interest a concert promoter enough to book the band for a residency at the Sands in Las Vegas. “Hound Dog” soon became the band’s showstopping closer. They added choreography and hammed it up for the older Vegas audiences, who chuckled at a novelty song that seemed to be sending up the rock-and-roll movement.


One night, though, Bell had a much younger man in his audience. This musician was playing his own Vegas residency and had heard good things about Bell’s show.
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In April of 1956, a twenty-year-old Elvis Presley was a rising star. After a string of successful Sun singles, his contract had been sold to RCA after a bidding war the previous fall. His debut album that spring had gone straight to #1.


But if he was a hit among teenagers, word had not reached the Las Vegas high-rollers more accustomed to a Judy Garland floor show. Like Bell, Presley had been booked for a residency in town, a two-week stand at the New Frontier Hotel. Unlike Bell, his was going poorly. He was billed alongside a saxophone-playing bandleader and the four songs Elvis performed each night—“Heartbreak Hotel,” “Long Tall Sally,” “Blue Suede Shoes,” and “Money Honey”—went over like a strip show at the country club. He later said, “It was strictly an older group of people. They weren’t my kind of audience, they didn’t applaud, and I couldn’t tell if they were dead or alive.”


When he wasn’t busy bombing onstage, Elvis had a lot of free time. He didn’t drink or gamble, which limited one’s options in Vegas, so he mostly went to movies and concerts. He attended Freddie Bell’s show and liked it so much he came back again and again. He was especially taken with Bell’s closing number.


Sources differ on whether Presley had ever heard Big Mama Thornton’s original “Hound Dog.” As a fan of R&B records, he likely had, and it’s hard to imagine he wouldn’t know “Bear Cat,” the big hit for Sun Records shortly before he joined the label. A childhood friend even said he remembered Elvis singing along to one of the crossover attempts by Bob Wills and the Texas Playboys (though presumably the friend meant former Texas Playboy Tommy Duncan, as Wills never covered the song himself). Regardless, the goofy novelty cover Freddie Bell and the Bellboys were performing struck Elvis in a way no other version had.


“When we heard them perform that night, we thought the song would be a good one for us to do as comic relief when we were onstage,” Elvis’s guitarist Scotty Moore wrote in his autobiography. “We loved the way they did it. They had a piano player who stood up and played—and the way he did his legs, they looked like rubber bands bending back and forth.” In another interview, Moore was more succinct: “We stole it straight from them.”


Presley asked Bell’s permission to perform his arrangement live, and Bell agreed. According to one source, Elvis’s manager Colonel Tom Parker promised Bell an opening slot in return, but if so it never materialized. Bell would later say onstage that he had given Elvis the tune to do. “He was proud that Elvis did what he did,” says Bell’s later musical director Gary Olds. “He was always the type of guy who would share the stage and go out of his way to help an up-and-comer like Elvis out.”


“I didn’t feel bad about that at all,” Bell once told an interviewer, “He was an extraordinary talent but he didn’t know how to sell rock ’n’ roll in Vegas. We had choreography, while Elvis just stood and sang.”
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Elvis soon threw “Hound Dog” into his live set. “He came onstage one night and told us he was going to sing it,” drummer D.J. Fontana said a few years later. “We just [held on tight], every man for himself.”


Just as it had for Freddie Bell and the Bellboys, “Hound Dog” quickly became a crowd favorite for Elvis, and he too began closing his shows with it. “We were just looking on it as comic relief, if you will,” guitarist Moore said, “just another number to do onstage.”


The lackluster Vegas audiences had done nothing to slow Elvis’s momentum, and the band was soon booked for their second appearance on the Milton Berle Show on June 5, 1956. The band had first played the show two months earlier to rave reviews, and, more importantly for Berle, huge viewership.


Getting ratings like that was a rarity for the fading TV star in those days. A series of poor business decisions and shifting audience tastes had seen his show’s formerly huge audience dwindle. Shortly before Elvis’s appearance, NBC told Berle his show would be canceled. June 5 would be its final episode. Berle wanted to go out with a bang, and a return from Elvis was the just the way to do it.


Plus, unlike his rival, Ed Sullivan, Berle actually liked this new music called rock and roll. Backstage before the show, Berle suggested Presley perform without a guitar, saying “Let ’em see you, son.” For the first time on TV, Elvis was unencumbered by an instrument, free to move around. And move he did. He performed two songs: his current hit single “I Want You, I Love You, I Need You” and his live showstopper “Hound Dog,” which few viewers would have known.


For the first half of “Hound Dog,” Presley stood still, save for a few toe shuffles. But then a cymbal crash moved the song into a half-speed knock-’em-dead ending the band had honed on the road. Elvis began hamming it up in an exaggerated bump-and-grind, jerking his hips about and dragging the microphone. The teenage girls in the audience cheered, but you can also hear some laughs at the jokey theatrics. It was sexy, sure, but also goofy, a bit of physical comedy. When Berle came out after Elvis finished, he began imitating the movements in a slapstick routine while Elvis grinned. Berle asked, “If I did that thing the same way you did, do you think I could get all the girls like you?” Elvis replied, “Well it might not get you girls, but it will sure keep your blood circulating.”


The next day, though, the press didn’t see the humor. Critics blasted his supposedly offensive “Hound Dog” performance (totally ignoring the other song he did with a tame barbershop quartet) and branded him “Elvis the Pelvis.” The New York Times called him “a rock-and-roll version of one of the most standard acts in show business: the virtuoso of the hootchy-kootchy” and compared him to a burlesque dancer. The New York Journal- American lamented “a display of primitive physical movement difficult to describe in terms suitable to a family newspaper.”


This polite Southern boy suddenly epitomized everything older generations feared about rock and roll’s corrupting influence. Elvis was forced to defend himself in interviews. “I’m not trying to be sexy,” he told one reporter. “It’s just my way of expressing how I feel when I move around.” He called his new nickname “one of the most childish expressions I’ve ever heard coming from an adult.”


Despite outrage with “Hound Dog” in the highbrow media, the ratings told a different story. Berle got the out-with-a-bang finale he wanted. Twenty-two million people reportedly tuned in, and Elvis’s office was deluged with thousands of letters containing money for fan club photos (“I got so much money I can’t bring it in,” Elvis’s PR man told the bank). The attention gave an Elvis song that no one had known a week before a massive launch.
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Four weeks later, Elvis appeared on TV again, this time on NBC’s Sunday night program The Steve Allen Show. While Berle’s show was at its end, Allen’s was brand-new, launched only the week earlier to try to compete with Ed Sullivan’s juggernaut over at CBS. Unlike Berle, Allen was not a fan of rock and roll and had only booked Elvis opportunistically. After the “Hound Dog” fracas, Sullivan had publicly vowed never to book Elvis, and Allen made a ratings play. Still, NBC put out a statement saying the show “won’t stand for bad taste under any circumstances.”
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Elvis’s August 1956 Tampa concert was the town’s second rock-and-roll show ever, after Bill Haley & His Comets came through that May.


The question on everyone’s mind: Would Elvis repeat his “Hound Dog” performance? One New York Daily Mirror columnist even penned a poem about it:




Will Elvis rock and wiggle on Steve Allen’s show tonight???? While thirty million teenage fans applaud in wild delight??? And will he shake his torso like a trotter with the heaves??? While pear-shaped notes of purest gold tell how his poor heart grieves??? Will Presley’s fans all rally at the nearest TV set??? While mom and pop retire just as far as they can get??? Will maidens swoon and lads grow faint when Elvis starts to squeal??? And who can Sullivan dig up to fight such (ugh) appeal???





As it happened, the answer to most of those questions was “no.” Elvis did not wiggle and maidens did not swoon. Not wanting to court controversy so early in his show’s run, Allen reined in Presley. “I had no interest in . . . letting him do his spot as he might in concert,” he said later. Instead, he dressed Elvis up in a tuxedo and made him sing “Hound Dog” to an uninterested basset hound in a top hat. Elvis gamely played along, throwing baleful looks to the audience when the dog refused to cooperate, but despite his best efforts it was a castrated display devoid of the energy and excitement of his Milton Berle appearance. Moore said it must have been “one of the most excruciating performances of his career.”


Despite—or because of—the efforts to make “Hound Dog” tamer, the press hated it. In a dramatic 180, they now decried Allen for preventing a repeat of the display that four weeks earlier had so appalled them. And once again, ratings shot through the roof. Allen won his sought-after victory over Sullivan, with a whopping 55 percent of the television viewing audience tuning in to the (even) goofier version of “Hound Dog.”
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The day after the Allen show, July 2, 1956, Elvis had a recording session booked at New York’s RCA Studio A. He arrived at the studio in the early afternoon. Outside, a couple girls were carrying picket signs that proclaimed “We Want the Real Elvis” and “We Want the Gyratin’ Elvis.”


After the exposure “Hound Dog” had gotten on TV, it would seem natural to release it as his next single, but Elvis initially resisted recording it. He saw the tune as a live novelty not worth putting to disc. Cooler heads eventually prevailed, among them RCA’s Steve Sholes, the legendary A&R man responsible for poaching Elvis from Sun, who produced the session. Elvis eventually consented, but protested that it was the silliest song he’d ever done and he thought he would sell ten or twelve copies to his parents’ neighbors.


After warming up with a couple spirituals, Elvis kicked off the “Hound Dog” session with the whole band recording live, as was still required at the time. He used his regular road band: Scotty Moore on guitar, Bill Black on bass, and newcomer D.J. Fontana on drums. To this he added his backup singers the Jordanaires, for what would be their first of many recordings with Presley: Gordon Stoker (first tenor), Neal Matthews (second tenor), Hoyt Hawkins (baritone), and Hugh Jarrett (bass).


The band played through the song once. Photographer Al Wertheimer described what happened when they went to listen: “Everyone sat on the floor around the one speaker in the room. Elvis held his forehead in his hand and concentrated on the sound. Steve Sholes stood by, shirtsleeves rolled up, his hands in his pockets, waiting for the reaction. At the end of the playback, Elvis looked up preoccupied and discontent. The engineer was concerned the drums were too loud. Elvis thought they were all right, he wanted more guitar and another run-through.”


They played through the song again. And again. And again. The band had been confident that “Hound Dog” would be a snap to record, having been honed over two months of live performances and a pair of TV appearances, but it proved just the opposite. Over the next two hours they did thirty-one takes. Some lasted only a few seconds before someone messed up. On some, Elvis’s bouncing around took him too far from the microphone. On others, one player or another flubbed their part, knocked into a mic, or missed a beat.


For the first dozen takes or so, the band joked around about their mistakes. When Fontana missed a drum beat, he turned it into a long drumroll. When Moore flubbed a note, he began loudly playing another song entirely. As time went on and they couldn’t seem to get through the song right, though, tensions rose.


“The humor that had started the session was fading and people began glancing at Elvis to check his mood,” Wertheimer wrote. “He wasn’t happy.” Surely exacerbating his grumpiness was that, despite the 83-degree temperature outside, the building’s air-conditioner had been turned off due to the noise interfering with recording. The session went on for so long that pianist Shorty Long had to leave for another appointment and was replaced by Gordon Stoker of the Jordanaires. That meant the entire backing vocal needed to be rearranged, since they all needed to sing around one microphone and he couldn’t reach it sitting at the piano. Stoker later said, “That’s one of the worst sounds we ever got on any record.”


As frustrations grew, the band began playing more aggressively. Fontana pounded his drums harder and harder, distorting the recording so much that the engineers gave up trying to keep the needle out of the red. On the end result, the only drum even audible in the mix is the snare. Rolling Stones drummer Charlie Watts called it “one of the great drum tracks of all time.” Moore’s guitar solo also grew increasingly unhinged, “the result of frustration” he wrote, later labeling it “ancient psychedelia.” Keith Richards said that it sounded like Moore had gotten that raw sound by taking off his guitar and dropping it on the floor (he meant this as a compliment).


Elvis’s vocals too got rougher and rougher. He had already made the decision to lop off the slow outro they had been doing live in favor of a harder-hitting version that raced to the finish. He traded any remaining nuance for high-decibel shouting, and the result was a far cry from the crooning Elvis of “I Want You, I Need You, I Love You” or “Heartbreak Hotel.”


After thirty-one exhausting takes, Elvis and Sholes thought they might finally have it. Everyone slumped around the speaker to hear the recordings. As Wertheimer describes it, “Elvis combed his hair, drank the Coke offered by [an assistant] and shrugged in reply to comments about how good the music was. Steve trod lightly: ‘Elvis, you ready to hear a playback?’ As if bad news never had good timing, he said, ‘Now’s as good a time as any.’


“Elvis sat cross-legged on the floor in front of the speaker. The engineer announced the take over the PA and let the tape roll. Elvis winced, chewed his fingernails, and looked at the floor. At the end of the first playback, he looked like he didn’t know whether it was a good take or not. Steve called for take eighteen.”


This went on for take after take, until eventually Elvis settled on take thirty-one. He asked if a copy could be brought to his hotel the next morning. Then, after two stressful hours, they moved on to the next song.
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RCA knew they had a hit on their hands and rushed out the single to capitalize on all the TV attention. Less than two weeks after it was recorded, “Hound Dog” started hitting store shelves, jukeboxes, and radio. It was backed with another song recorded in New York, the Otis Blackwell–penned ballad “Don’t Be Cruel.” In a sign that any bad feelings had been forgotten, the cover featured an image of Presley on the Steve Allen Show, singing to that basset hound.


The double-sided single was a huge hit, the best-selling of Presley’s entire career. Within a week it had sold almost one million copies, and by September the pair of songs was #1 on all three major charts (Pop, Country, and R&B). “Hound Dog” had finally crossed over. Technically B-side “Don’t Be Cruel” reached #1 and “Hound Dog” topped out at #2, but because of the confusing way charts were then calculated, that didn’t necessarily mean the former was actually more popular. It just meant it did better on radio, the only place two sides of the same single could be tabulated independently (whereas a sale from “Hound Dog” in stores would count equally for both sides). Variety reported that this single at one point amounted to a full two thirds of the discs RCA Records was manufacturing.


Just as the TV performances had earlier that summer, the “Hound Dog” single divided listeners along generational lines. Perry Como said, “When I hear ‘Hound Dog’ I have to vomit a little.” Frank Sinatra sarcastically called it “a masterpiece” when he joined a campaign against “inferior music.”


The next generation of musicians, though, had a different reaction. Over in Britain, a nine-year-old named Davy Jones was listening. “I saw a cousin of mine dance when I was very young,” the boy said years later, when he had rechristened himself David Bowie. “She was dancing to Elvis’s ‘Hound Dog’ and I have never seen her get up and be moved so much by anything. It really impressed me.” Up in a Minnesota, a fifteen-year-old Robert Zimmerman, soon to be called Bob Dylan, was equally impressed. “When ‘Hound Dog’ came across the radio, there was nothing in my mind that said, ‘Wow, what a great song, I wonder who wrote that?’ It didn’t really concern me who wrote it. It was just there.”


Very few people, it seemed, wondered who wrote it. Few reviews mentioned the Big Mama Thornton original, and none mentioned the Freddie Bell arrangement Elvis had lifted. No one buying the disc would be any the wiser, either, as neither of their names appeared anywhere on it. As far as the public was concerned, “Hound Dog” belonged to Elvis.


This irked those involved with the original. Leiber and Stoller famously hated Presley’s cover, though in later interviews they often added “until the checks started coming in!” He “ruined the song,” Leiber told a TV interviewer. “It was a song that had to do with obliterated romance. In effect, she was saying, ‘Get out of my house.’ And ‘You ain’t caught a rabbit, and you ain’t no friend of mine’ is inane. It doesn’t mean anything to me.” “It sounded too nervous,” Stoller said. “The original record is insinuating and funky and this was some kind of fast, nervous, rockabilly version.”


Despite his gracious words initially, Freddie Bell did later sue Elvis for a share of the profits. It wasn’t a matter of ego, Bell’s music director Gary Olds says. He just needed the cash as bookings dried up. Bell lost the suit, though, because he hadn’t ever gotten permission to alter the lyrics. So while credited songwriters Leiber and Stoller made millions off Elvis’s hit, Bell never saw a penny.


Thornton, who never had another hit and whose hard living led to a long downward spiral (by her death in 1984, the woman known as “Big Mama” had wasted away to ninety-five pounds), was not pleased, either. “I never got a dime” when he recorded it, Thornton told an interviewer later. “I didn’t even get a box of nothing. He refused to play with me when he first came out and got famous. They wanted a big thing with Big Mama Thornton and Elvis Presley. He refused.”


Though it’s hard to know to what exactly she’s referring—she never elaborates and no one else ever mentioned a possible collaboration—her story is plausible. Though Elvis would regularly acknowledge his musical influences generally, neither he nor his people were ever very overt about mentioning when particular songs they did were covers. Indeed, not long after “Hound Dog,” they made it a practice to demand Elvis be added as a co-writer to any songs he recorded, despite him never writing a note.


Big Mama’s accusations contribute to a reputation that plagues Elvis to this day, one not uncommon in the world of early cover songs: racism.
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In 1989, twelve years after Elvis had died, Public Enemy had a #1 rap song with the incendiary title “Fight the Power.” At the beginning of the third verse, Chuck D raps “Elvis was a hero to most but he never meant shit to me / Straight-up racist, that sucker was.”


This was a reasonably common sentiment by this time, particularly in the African-American community. One oft-cited piece of evidence was—and still is—“Hound Dog.” Elvis took a song sung by a black woman and had a huge hit, giving her neither credit nor money. A few years before Public Enemy’s song, acclaimed Color Purple author Alice Walker helped popularize this narrative with a short story in which a fictional black blues singer named Gracie Mae (a stand-in for Thornton’s real name of Willie Mae) gives a song she wrote to a “womanish-looking” white boy. He has a hit and becomes the “Emperor of Rock and Roll” while Gracie Mae is relegated to history’s dustbin.


The accusation that Elvis earned far more money and fame for “Hound Dog” than Big Mama did is, of course, true. But how much blame should be assigned to him and how much to the culture that surrounded him? Was Elvis really, to quote Chuck D, a “straight-up racist”? What does someone covering a song owe to that song’s original performer?


Racial appropriation has long been a dark undercurrent in the history of cover songs. The copycat covers of the ’40s and ’50s often used white performers to “cross over” black hits. One famous example was Pat Boone having a bigger hit with his carbon-copy “Tutti Frutti” cover than Little Richard. Boone’s producers thought Richard’s R&B hit could cross over if a white face sang it, and Richard loudly and publicly called them out for whitewashing his song. Another example was Bill Haley changing the lyrics to Big Joe Turner’s “Shake, Rattle, and Roll” to remove any references that might scan as black.


There are many instances of white covers cashing in on black creativity, and the music industry, like so much else, was inarguably racist at the time. Indeed, a number of white performers had tried to copy Big Mama Thornton’s “Hound Dog” for white audiences. But the picture with Elvis’s “Hound Dog” is a little more complicated than “Tutti Frutti” or “Shake, Rattle, and Roll.” For one, in this case the songwriters were also white. And, perhaps even more importantly, the musician Elvis took his version from wasn’t Big Mama Thornton, but Freddie Bell, a lounge singer as white as they come. If anyone had a bone to pick, it was Bell.


This doesn’t clear Elvis of some blame in how he handled “Hound Dog.” He certainly could have made it more of a point to credit Thornton in interviews, acknowledging her song specifically, rather than just his appreciation of black musicians in general. And there’s no question that a white face had an easier time getting on the charts in 1956 than a black one. But any mistakes he made recording and promoting this song were born more out of naïveté than racism. The fact that he had the bigger hit than Thornton is an indictment of the system as much as anything.


Fifteen years after “Fight the Power,” even Chuck D would change his tune. “He was a bad-ass white boy,” he said in a documentary. “Elvis had a great respect for black folk at a time when black folks were considered niggers, and who gave a damn about nigger music?”
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Elvis had many other hits over the years, but according to guitarist Scotty Moore, “Hound Dog” remained their most requested song right up until Presley’s death in 1977. It would be “a riot every time” they played it, Moore wrote. And dutifully, Elvis continued to deliver the hit live and on TV.


Despite initially claiming he would never book Presley (“He is not my cup of tea”), Ed Sullivan couldn’t ignore his rivals’ ratings forever and booked Presley three times in ’56 and ’57. Elvis played “Hound Dog” each time, in one instance famously being filmed from the waist up to avoid the camera catching any untoward hip movements. In what was becoming a pattern, once again people were outraged, only solidifying the song as an iconic part of any Elvis performance.


Over the years, though, it would appear Elvis grew frustrated with the “Hound Dog” albatross hanging around his neck. As his music grew richer and more orchestrated, he showed increasing reluctance to perform the rudimentary number with the nonsense lyrics. He never spoke about it—interviews grew increasingly rare, supposedly because his manager wanted to hide the fact that he was an “idiot savant”—but he expressed his feelings onstage.


After performing “Hound Dog” as his showstopping closer for a decade, in the ’60s he moved it to the middle of the set. He began racing through the song faster and faster; in 1973’s famous Aloha in Hawaii concert, he finished “Hound Dog” in all of forty-four seconds. Clearly bored with the song, over the years he tried a number of changes to spice it up, including adding funk guitar, syncopating scatting (“you ain’t nothing but a hound dog . . . chicka . . . bom bom . . . ”), and a half-speed opening in the vein of his old closing bump-and-grind.


The song gradually became comic relief again, an in-joke with the audience. Once he rolled around onstage with a statue of the RCA dog. Another time his band sent out a live basset hound as a birthday gag. Oftentimes in later years, he would strike a sexy pose before he began the song, legs akimbo and hips thrust, just as he had on TV twenty years earlier. As the audience cheered, he would give them a knowing look and say, “Here we go again . . . ” [image: ]
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