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PREFACE


By Tony Visconti, Record Producer and Musician





In the beginning there was the single, a stand-alone recording of a song. The phonograph, invented by Thomas Alva Edison in 1877, had a cylinder, slightly larger and thicker than the cardboard core of a toilet roll, that stored about two minutes of music or recitation—that was the limit of the medium. Made of wax compounds, cylinders lasted for just a few dozen plays, until they were worn smooth. As for the sound, it was tinny and awful, degenerating more with every playing. Cylinders made of plastic, a superior medium, later became the standard and lasted longer, although the music still sounded as if it was recorded in a chip-frying factory. Undismayed, the public was hooked on buying singles.


Edison was smiling all the way to the bank when an upstart inventor, Emile Berliner, introduced a new form of recording and playback medium: the flat platter. Revolving at seventy-eight revolutions per minute, the disc came in basic black, just like Mr. Ford’s Model T. Berliner could argue that his platter produced a superior sound (it did), and also that it offered an additional two minutes of music on its reverse side. Despite the obvious merits of Berliner’s invention, Edison foolishly defended his cylinder format to the point of bankrupting his company as he tried to maintain its status as the only recorder in town. Berliner not only defeated Edison (as did Nikola Tesla, the inventor of alternating current), he also invented, inadvertently, the musical B-side—but more about that later.


My father, Anthony, was an avid collector of singles. As a boy I would watch his 78s spin at a dizzying speed and try to freeze the label with a blink of my eye. Music poured out of our record player—short jazzy tunes by the Glenn Miller Orchestra, the Dorsey Brothers (Tommy and Jimmy), close-harmony singing by The Pied Pipers (lead singer Frank Sinatra), even Egyptian singles sung in Arabic from Arab immigrant shops on Atlantic Avenue in Brooklyn. I would observe Dad’s ritual of sliding a precious black shellac-based disc out of its sleeve and carefully placing it on the turntable, see the delicate descent of the tone arm into the lead-in grooves, and breathlessly anticipate the moment when the loud scratchy surface noise suddenly became music—this was an experience I would relive countless times in my life, despite having been told not to even think of touching my dad’s records or his record player.


I had to learn the hard way to respect this delicate recording medium. At the age of four I was suddenly inspired to hold the brittle10-inch shellac discs parallel to the floor, release them, and delight in seeing them smash into many small pieces. I had decimated a serious part of his collection in the space of five minutes when my not very well padded posterior became the recipient of several hard whacks, accompanied by a flood of tears, not just from me but from him, too.


On a brighter note my father loved comical music records. In the 1940s he gleefully played me the surreal parodies of contemporary pop songs by bandleader Spike Jones and his City Slickers. My favorite was the comic song “All I Want for Christmas Is My Two Front Teeth,” in which the tooth-whistling singer (trumpeter George Rock) made me laugh by the way he sang the word “Christmas,” enunciating both S’s with a canary-like trill. But when I heard Jones’s “Cocktails for Two,” I instinctively knew that the band could not play their instruments and produce those garish sound effects at the same time (I was already a young and enlightened ukulele player). Something fishy was going on in the studio and I wanted to know what it was and how to do it. Suffice to say, I’ve spent countless hours in recording studios since then, trying to perfect the arcane art of doing something fishy!


The first record I bought for myself was Fats Domino’s “Blueberry Hill.” By this time I was responsible enough to operate Dad’s phonograph, and I played the shiny black 78-rpm single until I had memorized every nuance, from the eight solo piano notes of the intro to the snare-drum flourish that brings the last dying chord to an abrupt halt. I played the second side even more, because I never heard that song on the radio. The B-side was “Honey Chile,” sung with such a thick New Orleans accent (for me at the time) that I couldn’t decipher the first line of the song, although I memorized it phonetically. This single was my property, my cultural property! It was a wonderful start to my small collection of 78-rpm singles, which grew to include “Tutti Frutti” by Little Richard and “Flying Saucer” by Buchanan and Goodman (I was still enjoying comical music). I would play these three records (and the B-sides) incessantly after school, and often my dad would come home from work and bellow: “Shut that damn record off!” My father’s music was my music, but my music was not my father’s music—clearly!


Shortly after I started the addictive hobby of record collecting, I became a victim of the now all-too-familiar format wars. Almost unbreakable vinyl was the new medium, with a durable surface that could stand the wear and tear of the tone arm to a far greater extent than its predecessor. Vinyl singles were smaller and more compact than shellac, and many of them fitted into a highly portable box with a little plastic handle that I still own. I was an only child, and my 45s were my constant companions. I bought singles by my singing guitar heroes: Elvis Presley, Chuck Berry, Buddy Holly, Buddy Knox, and Mickey (Baker) & Sylvia (Vanderpool), whose “Love Is Strange” (B-side “No Good Lover”) was the epitome of guitar tone. Working on my guitar, I gleaned everything I could from Mickey “Guitar” Baker’s style by playing that 45 over and over again. In 1957 I met my hero outside the stage door of the Brooklyn Paramount. Mickey and Sylvia were on the bill, playing up to six shows a day. Mickey, who was rushing out after the morning show, probably to get a cup of coffee and a jellyroll donut, kindly stopped and signed my album sleeve. He even gave me a guitar pick, which I kept in my wallet for several years until I used it at a gig and broke it.


My earliest 45s were “That’ll Be the Day” (1957) by Buddy Holly & The Crickets; “You Can’t Catch Me” (1956) by Chuck Berry—although I fell more in love with the captivating B-side, “Havana Moon”; “All Shook Up” (1957) by Elvis Presley; “Let the Good Times Roll” (1956) by Shirley and Lee; “To Know Him Is to Love Him” (1958) by The Teddy Bears (Phil Spector’s debut as a group member and a producer); “A Rose and a Baby Ruth” (1956) by George Hamilton IV (and I memorized every word of the B-side, the verbose rockabilly song “If You Don’t Know”); and an extremely obscure pre-psychedelic version of “Muleskinner Blues” that was renamed “Good Morning Captain” (1956) by Joe D. Gibson. But eventually it was the singles of the British Invasion of the 1960s—The Beatles, The Rolling Stones, The Zombies, and one single in particular by The Who, “Happy Jack”—that collectively extracted me from New York City and transplanted me to London Town, where I learned how to make singles for T. Rex, for starters.


That extremely fertile period of early progressive rock ’n’ roll makes up about 50 percent of my musical DNA. The singles, the smell of vinyl, the colorful labels with their cryptic messages (the writers’ surnames in parenthesis, the serial numbers, the legal warnings) are part of me; they are what made me who I am and what I do. Sure, at about this time the record companies made larger 12-inch vinyl discs that ran at 33 rpm, but they were for grown-up Doris Day fans and were way too expensive for kids. I hardly ever bought albums because even then there didn’t seem to be any value in re-buying the same singles and B-sides just to get the few quickly recorded songs that filled the remaining space, the “fillers.” When I bought a single from an artist I loved, I got maximum bang-for-buck value, such as “Oh Boy” by The Crickets with the amazing “Not Fade Away” on the B-side. The record biz called a single a “unit”; to me, it was a unit of sheer pleasure.


Eventually the album, with its longer-duration “album cuts,” was embraced by pop artists who wanted to express more depth and nuance without being subjected to the commercial pressure that record labels exerted when it came to singles. In the United States during the Seventies, the single was forced to take a back seat when FM radio stations boldly played entire LP sides. The popularity and prestige of the rock concept album was peaking, and radio singles served merely as adverts for albums (even though a hit single didn’t always ensure a hit album). But I continued to buy singles because some were “orphans” that did not appear on parent albums; others had enigmatic B-sides, such as the irrelevant “Tandoori Chicken,” the flip side of Ronnie Spector’s “Try Some, Buy Some.”


However, the vinyl LP, followed by the album-length CD and then the Internet download, changed the way people buy their music. In 1001 Songs You Must Hear Before You Die, you will find many of the songs that I collected as singles, alongside many that were released as album tracks and which people can now download in single form. Now, more than ever, people can decide for themselves which songs they want most, and which they think deserve to be hits.


Yet singles, and particularly 45s, not only played a profound revolutionary role in music and culture, they also changed a draconian business model. Until the end of the Sixties, all standard recording contracts stated that the company was entitled to withhold up to 10 percent of the artist’s royalties for “breakage,” even though from the mid Fifties very durable 45s and 33s were the only form of music delivery. When Andrew Loog Oldham, manager of The Rolling Stones, was renegotiating a contract for his clients with Decca Records, he insisted that the 10 percent breakage clause be removed. When the label executive asserted that the obsolete clause (from 78-rpm days) was “standard,” Oldham took a 45 (disc, not revolver) from his coat pocket, slammed it on the executive’s desk with great force, and challenged him to “break that!” The clause does not exist anymore.


Finally, why are most 45s black, even today? The chemicals that make up vinyl are essentially clear but in the manufacturing process the discs easily became discolored with impurities. The alternative to maintaining a clean factory is to add coal dust to the formula, turning the vinyl black. I know, many people have a record in red, blue, green, yellow, or even transparent clear vinyl, but these are really expensive to manufacture, and, I assume, were made in a pristine, germ-free, dust-free factory high in the Swiss Alps by a James Bond villain.


On a more serious note, you really must buy, beg, steal, or borrow the 1001 songs recommended in this book. I don’t know if I’ll ever accomplish that, but as the title suggests, I will die trying.
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Tony Visconti, Greenwich Village, NYC









INTRODUCTION


By Robert Dimery, General Editor








It’s hard to believe that five years have passed since 1001 Albums You Must Hear Before You Die first hit the shelves. Putting together that selection of premier LPs of rock and pop proved a real challenge, prompting heated debates among the creative team behind it—and among readers, of course. If anything, this time the challenge was even harder: choosing 1001 essential tracks from popular music’s rich and impossibly varied heritage. For starters, musical preferences can be hopelessly subjective and are prone to regular revision. You’ll probably come to the end of this book and decide you’d have opted for a very different choice of 1001 songs. And you’re not alone: over time, I’d probably do the same.


So, where to start? Well, from the outset, by way of sharpening our focus a little more, we restricted ourselves to songs that have lyrics. So, no instrumentals are included—which means Jimi Hendrix’s “The Star-Spangled Banner” will have to wait for another book. Even so, the choosing proved a Herculean task, with wish lists being constantly revised, left-field song selections giving way to more familiar fare (and vice versa), and, naturally, more of those heated debates.


Unsurprisingly, although my name is emblazoned on the front of 1001 Songs You Must Hear Before You Die, this has been a highly collaborative effort, with input from all the writers, the editors, and the publishing houses that issue this book worldwide. The latter, in particular, have been instrumental in broadening the scope of 1001 Songs to include key tracks from a host of different countries and cultures. It’s a big world out there, but it’s getting smaller all the time, with Western musicians borrowing freely from non-Western artists and styles—and influencing their own music in turn.


We hope you’ll find a grab bag of unexpected musical pleasures in these pages alongside the better-known hits. The book kicks off with “O sole mio” and ends with tracks released in the few months before our publishing deadline. In between, you’ll be able to trace the growth of jazz and the blues, and the evolution of R&B and western swing into rock ’n’ roll. You’ll sample the infinite riches of the Great American Songbook and witness soul music bloom into exhilarating statements of black consciousness and pride in the Sixties and Seventies. You’ll encounter highlights of French chanson, Portuguese fado, Spanish flamenco, Caribbean calypso, and Latin American bossa nova. And along the way you’ll uncover fascinating stories about extraordinary songs and their equally extraordinary performers. How Fela Kuti’s incendiary Afrobeat brought the wrath of the Nigerian military down on his head. How the morbid reflections of a Métro conductor gave Serge Gainsbourg a hit. And how R.E.M.’s Michael Stipe didn’t always know what his own lyrics meant.


Indeed, among the beauties of a book such as this is the fascinating trivia it throws up. Often, the most remarkable revelations have concerned not so much the household names who became famous for singing these songs, but those working in the shadows. This seems an appropriate moment to honor one of them, so step forward Hal Blaine, a genuine legend in the world of popular music. As a session drummer, and a member of the famous Wrecking Crew studio band, Blaine has played on more hits than any of his peers during the rock era. And while we’re handing out plaudits, The Funk Brothers are due their share. As Motown’s in-house band from the end of the Fifties to the start of the Seventies, they backed a firmament of stars, including Marvin Gaye, The Supremes, Stevie Wonder, The Temptations, and Martha & The Vandellas—all of whom you’ll find in these pages.


I’d like to finish this introduction with a few words about our presentation of the 1001 entries in this book. The dates that we provide for each entry are for the first appearance of the version of the song under discussion. This isn’t always the same as the date of its first release as a single, of course, as sometimes tracks appear on albums before getting a life of their own as a single.


Alongside the details you’d expect to find for each song, we’ve often added some extra information at the end of each entry. The [image: Image] symbol indicates a song that may be seen as influential on the song in question; the [image: Image] symbol suggests a song that this song may, in turn, have influenced. In some instances, the influence is widely acknowledged—often by the songwriters themselves—and commonly accepted. In others, however, the degree of “influence” is sometimes fairly subjective. We are certainly not suggesting that the artists intended the songs to sound similar. Look on this feature of the book, rather, as playful speculation that suggests a shared musical heritage between two tracks—then seek out the songs themselves and see if you think we’re near the mark or hopelessly wide of it. Finally, toward the end of the book you’ll find a long list of songs that are also worthy of your attention—and which, in an alternative 1001 Songs, might well have been covered in more detail. All told, that brings the total number of songs listed in this book to the 10,001 mark!


We have endeavored to keep up-to-date with changing writing credits—for example, where names have been retrospectively added to songs featuring samples—so they may not match those on the original releases. Where possible, credits have been cross-checked against the ASCAP and BMI databases, but we welcome corrections for future reprints of this book.


But, in the words of Spinal Tap’s Marty DiBergi: enough of my yakkin’. These songs have changed the world. Find out why. Then listen to them.









Pre-1950s





•    Bessie Smith has a major hit in 1925 with “St. Louis Blues”


•    Musical films supply song standards, such as 1939’s “Over the Rainbow”


•    Bing Crosby releases the top-selling movie song “White Christmas” in 1942


•    Columbia Records introduces the 33-rpm LP in New York in 1948


•    Hank Williams raises the profile of country music with a series of hits
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Pre-1950s

O sole mio


Enrico Caruso (1916)





Writer | Giovanni Capurro, Eduardo di Capua


Producer | Uncredited


Label | Victor Talking Machine


Album | N/A
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Just as Charley Patton and Robert Johnson made their Mississippi Delta universal, Enrico Caruso has lent Naples a status that the richer and more celebrated Italian cities of Rome and Florence can never hope to match. The tenor singer had a beautiful voice and became one of the world’s first superstar entertainers.


Caruso is the great icon of canzone napoletana (Neapolitan song), and “O sole mio” remains the city’s anthem—an epic ballad that effortlessly blends popular song and opera. The masters of canzone napoletana can be regarded as forefathers to the Sinatra/Martin axis; indeed, Caruso was the original role model for all male ballad singers. His version of “O sole mio” builds and broods with great Neapolitan character. Despite Caruso being one of opera’s greatest tenors, it is this anthem of his home city that most listeners know him by.


“O sole mio” translates as “my sun,” and the song begins by celebrating a sunny day, before moving on to unfold as a great love song. It was popular before Caruso recorded it (the song was written in 1898), but Caruso’s recording popularized the song internationally. His rendition of it at New York’s Metropolitan Opera was so well received that audiences demanded he sing it ever after. Both in concert and on vinyl, Caruso helped make “O sole mio” a standard—and effectively turned it into an alternative Italian national anthem. GC


See all songs from the Pre-1950s
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St. Louis Blues


Bessie Smith (1925)





Writer | W. C. Handy


Producer | Uncredited


Label | Columbia


Album | N/A
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“St. Louis Blues” was, and remains, a phenomenon—a fully composed (rather than traditional hand-me-down) blues song that became a massive hit. W. C. Handy wrote it in 1913, at a time when there were no charts to register a song’s popularity. Yet some measure of its success comes from the income it generated through sheet-music sales. For more than forty years, the song brought in an annual sum of around $25,000, making Handy a multimillionaire by today’s reckoning.


The song has been recorded by many blues and jazz musicians, but no finer version exists than the one by Bessie Smith. Accompanied by just Fred Longshaw on harmonium and a magisterial Louis Armstrong on cornet, Smith mournfully relates the tale of how her love has run away with a chic St. Louis woman. Handy said he was inspired to write the song after meeting a woman in St. Louis bemoaning the absence of her husband. “Ma man’s got a heart like a rock cast in da sea,” she remarked—a line Handy wrote into the song.


Handy’s skill is evident in the way in which he alters the traditional twelve-bar blues structure by introducing a sixteen-bar bridge in the habanera rhythm—an irregularly accented beat known as the “Spanish Tinge”—after the second verse. It adds contrast to the simple blues refrain and transforms the song into one of the most heartfelt laments of the century. SA
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Allons à Lafayette


Joe & Cléoma Falcon (1928)





Writer | Traditional


Producer | Uncredited


Label | Columbia


Album | N/A





On April 27, 1928, Joe Falcon and his wife, Cléoma Breaux, were recorded in New Orleans performing the clever two-step Cajun dance number “Allons à Lafayette” (Let’s go to Lafayette). This was the first ever recording of Cajun music, and its success surprised the young American music industry by proving a demand for Louisiana swamp music.


The Cajuns are a French-speaking people descended from French settlers deported from the area around present-day Nova Scotia by the British in the mid-eighteenth century and refugees from Haiti who fled the slave revolt of 1791. Their distinct language and culture (and residence in the Louisiana bayous) kept them largely apart from mainstream America, yet their dynamic music—a mix of traditional seventeenth-century fiddle tunes and influences from the German and African settlers they were forced by location to mingle with—went on to create a uniquely American hybrid. Cajun music has influenced both country music and rock ’n’ roll, and given birth to a black French music called zydeco.


Joe and Cléoma shaped their sound playing local dances. Joe played the accordion, while Cléoma played striking percussive guitar. Both took turns at singing. This recording, with its suggestive lyric and swinging groove, made them very famous among their fellow Cajuns. Heard eighty years on, Joe and Cléoma still swing. GC
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Lágrimas negras


Trio Matamoros (1928)





Writer | Miguel Matamoros


Producer | Uncredited


Label | RCA Victor


Album | N/A





One of the most influential groups in the development of Cuban son, Trio Matamoros were founded in Santiago de Cuba in 1925 by guitarist and singer Miguel Matamoros. Matamoros also wrote their songs, which combined sophisticated but accessible lyrics with simple, unforgettable melodies. One of his most famous and enduring compositions is “Lágrimas negras” (“Black Tears”).


Matamoros was inspired to write the lovesick meditation on rejection when he overheard a woman crying near the residence where he was staying while visiting Santo Domingo, the capital of the Dominican Republic. He first composed it as a tango, but the version he recorded is considered to be the first example of a new genre, a fusion of son and bolero, called, understandably, bolero-son.


Covers of the song include a feverish, jazzy instrumental by pianist Angel Rodrígues and versions by Cubans Compay Segundo and Omara Portuondo. In 2003, a radical revision of “Lágrimas negras” became the title track of an inspired collaborative album between veteran Cuban pianist Bebo Valdés and the rising Gypsy singer Diego El Cigala. Acknowledging the influence of Andalusian Gypsy music on that of Cuba, El Cigala improvises new lyrics in his vital, sobbing wail of a voice, and there is a lovely alto sax solo by Paquito D’Rivera. The album was a huge hit in both Spain and Latin America and won a Latin Grammy. JLu


See all songs from the Pre-1950s
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Pokarekare


Ana Hato (with Deane Waretini) (1929)





Writer | Traditional, arranged Paraire Tomoana


Producer | Uncredited


Label | Parlophone


Album | N/A





Commonly known as “Pokarekare Ana,” this is a Maori love song of disputed origins that has become New Zealand’s unofficial national anthem. It has also been extensively exploited for political, sporting, and commercial purposes.


The first recorded version was by Ana Hato, who appeared in concert parties performing traditional Maori waiata (songs) for tourists at the “thermal village” of Whakarewarewa in the Rotorua area of central North Island. She made an acoustic recording of “Pokarekare” with choral backing there in 1927. Two years later, in Sydney, she made this more widely heard “electric” version, which finds Hato’s keening vocal accompanied by violin, cello, and piano, with harmony vocals by her cousin and frequent collaborator Deane Waretini.


Although it is most commonly associated with Rotorua, “Pokarekare” is thought to have originated in Northland (northernmost New Zealand), according to the songwriter Paraire Tomoana, who published his take on the song in 1921. He had heard it sung by Maori troops stationed in Auckland on their way to combat in World War I. The tune is believed to have come originally from Dalmatian, or even Irish, folklore.


Popular renditions recorded by other New Zealanders include those by Inia Te Wiata, The Howard Morrison Quartet, Dame Kiri Te Kanawa, Prince Tui Teka, and Hayley Westenra. JLu
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St. James Infirmary Blues


Louis Armstrong & His Hot Five (1929)





Writer | Uncredited


Producer | Don Redman


Label | Okeh


Album | N/A





Those who only know Louis Armstrong as the singer of hits such as “Hello, Dolly!” and “What a Wonderful World” are often unaware that in the 1920s he was the most innovative figure in jazz. Armstrong was a musical revolutionary, a trumpeter who stepped out from the ensemble playing of the band to become the first great improvising soloist in jazz history.


He was also a singer, with a fine, deep voice that is heard to great effect on this classic song. It is based on an English folk song that tells of a sailor who spends his money on prostitutes and dies of venereal disease in St. James’s Hospital, London. By the time Armstrong recorded the song, in 1928, the action had shifted to America, and related the tale of a man going to the hospital to find his girlfriend dead. As a traditional song, its author is long forgotten, although it is sometimes credited to Joe Primrose, a pseudonym for Irving Mills.


The Hot Five who perform here were, in fact, a sextet of piano, trombone, two clarinets and saxophones, banjo, and drums. They start with a funereal instrumental introduction, before the melody kicks in at mid-tempo. Earl Hines then lays down a light-fingered, honky-tonk piano solo before Armstrong, in all his majesty, sings the two verses of the song. A trombone solo follows until Armstrong plays out with a strong trumpet. Not a note is wasted. SA
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El manisero


Don Azpiazú & His Havana Casino Orchestra (1929)





Writer | Moisés Simón (later “Simons”)


Producer | Uncredited


Label | RCA Victor


Album | N/A
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“Ma-ní!” is the cry that opens the song that kicked off the worldwide “rumba craze” in the early 1930s. During the previous decade, street vendors in Havana advertised their peanuts that way, with a jingle-like pregón. When songwriter Moisés Simón fused this idea with son—an umbrella term for Cuba’s folkloric styles—he created “El manisero.” His authorship has been disputed, but the song made him rich; sheet-music sales (then very important) topped a million copies, as did those of the 78.


Cuban starlet Rita Montaner recorded the first version, in 1928, but the one that took the world by storm was by Don Azpiazú & His Havana Casino Orchestra, with vocals by Antonio Machín. They cut it in May 1930, just after arriving in New York. There it became the biggest-selling song of 1931, and was also a hit in Japan and Europe.


Perhaps its most lasting influence was in West and Central Africa. Azpiazú’s imported 78s, then labeled as a “rumba fox-trot,” went down so well there that it is thought this is how the rumba congolaise got its name. For the rest of the century, “El manisero” was required repertoire for any large African “orchestre” in that enormous region.


“El manisero” has been recorded more than 160 times, with notable versions by Louis Armstrong (1931) and Stan Kenton (1947): a testament to the influence of Latin music on American jazz. JLu
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Minnie the Moocher


Cab Calloway & His Orchestra (1931)





Writer | Cab Calloway, Irving Mills


Producer | Uncredited


Label | Brunswick


Album | N/A
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The “Hi-de-hoh Man,” as Cab Calloway was known, was one of the most successful big-band leaders of the 1930s, famous for his flamboyant performances. He was particularly renowned for his scat singing—that is, his use of nonsensical, ad-libbed words—for example, the “Hi de hi de hi de hi” refrain from “Minnie the Moocher” that gave him his nickname and first brought him fame.


“I forgot the lyric to another song that I was doing and I put in skee-tee-tuh-bee and the hi-de-hos and it became very effective,” Calloway recalled in later years, speaking of his most famous song. “And then I sat down and wrote ‘Minnie the Moocher.’” Musically and lyrically, the song was based on Frankie “Half-Pint” Jaxon’s “Willie the Weeper” from 1927, which was performed by Bette Davis in the movie The Cabin in the Cotton (1932). It tells the tale of Minnie the Moocher, a good-time girl who was rough and tough but had “a heart as big as a whale.” The song abounds in drug slang: Smokie, the man Minnie messed around with, was “cokey,” or did cocaine, while in Chinatown, he “showed her how to kick the gong around,” or smoke opium.


The song was an immediate and huge success, selling in excess of a million copies. The septuagenarian Calloway revived the song to charming effect in The Blues Brothers (1980), and it’s still great fun today. SA


See all songs from the Pre-1950s
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Need a Little Sugar in My Bowl


Bessie Smith (1931)





Writer | Clarence Williams, J. T. Brymn, Dally Small


Producer | Frank Walker


Label | Columbia


Album | N/A





At first blush, one might think that Bessie Smith was singing a song in the vein of Ray Henderson’s perky composition “You’re the Cream in My Coffee” from 1928, a straightforward you-complete-me metaphor structured around popular condiments. Yet as the chorus’s second line (“Need a little hot dog between my rolls”) makes manifest, it is in fact an example of the under-the-counter subgenre known as dirty blues. The likes of Sippie Wallace’s “I’m a Mighty Tight Woman” (1929) were not adorned with patronizing “parental advisory” stickers, presuming that the listener was underage: they were performed by adults, for adults.


Smith’s languorous performance on “Need a Little Sugar” makes it clear that this is a sensual woman with genuine needs and desires. Backed by only the polite tearoom piano of Clarence Williams (her first accompanist in 1923, playing here on one of her very last recordings for Columbia), Smith holds forth with a stentorian delivery based on that of her mentor, Ma Rainey—a voluptuous bellow designed to play up to the primitive microphones of the period. In the hands of the Empress of the Blues, the innuendo becomes a metaphor of touching tenderness.


It’s worth remembering that the dirty blues also gave us the euphemism “rock and roll”—a phrase that resurfaced, to world-changing effect, as the name for the illegitimate child of the blues. SP


See all songs from the Pre-1950s
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Brother, Can You Spare a Dime?


Bing Crosby (1932)





Writer | Jay Gorney, E.Y. “Yip” Harburg


Producer | Uncredited


Label | Brunswick


Album | N/A





Socialist by birth and nature, New York lyricist Yip Harburg was deeply affected by the mass unemployment and endless breadlines that became all too familiar in the United States after the Wall Street Crash in 1929. “Brother, Can You Spare a Dime?” crystallizes the despair of those dark days in the story of an Everyman who had helped build the nation’s railroads and skyscrapers and fought its wars, but was now reduced to panhandling on the streets. There is anger and bemusement in the lyrics, the tone moving from the general to the personal: “Brother” becomes “Buddy,” as the narrator tries, and fails, to awaken the memories and sympathies of his audience. “Say, don’t you remember?” he pleads finally, with heartbreaking pathos, “I’m your pal!”


Written for the musical Americana, it stunned audiences, overshadowing the rest of the show. (“Plaintive and thundering,” applauded the New York Times.) Al Jolson and Rudy Vallee both covered the number, but it’s Bing Crosby’s version that has lasted. Crosby was intensely moved by the song and delivered a mellifluous vocal, lilting and understated but becoming progressively more urgent, more vibrant, in those poignant end lines.


Seven years later, Yip Harburg captured the zeitgeist once more with “Over the Rainbow,” a wistful recasting of the American Dream—battered but still standing. RD


See all songs from the Pre-1950s
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Mal hombre


Lydia Mendoza (1934)





Writer | Traditional, arranged by Lydia Mendoza


Producer | Eli Oberstein


Label | Blue Bird


Album | N/A





Lydia Mendoza is one of the great pioneers of American music and a legend of Mexican music. Born in Houston, Texas, in 1916 to a Mexican family who had fled the chaos of the Revolution, she and her siblings were never sent to school. Instead, they performed with their mother on the streets and in the fields, busking to survive.


From an early age, Lydia showed herself to be a remarkable singer and player of the twelve-string guitar (she also played mandolin), and by 1934 she was celebrated in San Antonio, Texas, as a street singer and radio performer. This success led to the independent label Blue Bird recording her and issuing “Mal Hombre” (Bad Man) as her first 78. Lydia had learned the lyric of “Mal Hombre” from a bubble-gum wrapper (a novelty marketing promotion of the time) and set it to music. It is the tale of a ruthless womanizer, which Lydia sung stridently, providing her own sturdy accompaniment on twelve-string.


The song immediately struck a chord with listeners. It was her first—and greatest—hit, taking off right across the U.S. Southwest, making Lydia a star, and kicking off a Mexican-American recording boom in the process. Buoyed by her success, Lydia got on the road and crisscrossed the United States—and later Mexico, Colombia, and Cuba—her bell-like voice and resonant guitar-playing marking her out as a true original. GC
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Hula Girl


Sol Hoopii (1934)





Writer | Sunny Cunha


Producer | Uncredited


Label | Brunswick


Album | N/A





Hawaiian music proved to be the first “world music” craze after it was introduced to the U.S. public at the San Francisco–Panama–Pacific Expo, in 1915. At the Expo, the grass-skirted dancers and Ki ho’alu (“slack-key”) guitarists set off a craze in the United States for all things Hawaiian. While much of this was down to novelty kitsch, the lyrical Hawaiian guitar sound proved hugely influential. Mexican and Portuguese immigrants had brought guitars and ukuleles to Hawaii, and the indigenous Polynesian populace had retuned them, creating the slack-key guitar style. This involved playing the guitar in open tuning on your lap while sliding a steel instrument across the strings, and was developed in Hawaii in the late nineteenth century. Slack-key’s resonant sound, especially its ability to suggest a droning, weeping effect, would prove a strong influence on blues (as slide guitar) and, especially, country music (as lap-steel guitar).


Sol Hoopii was the greatest slack-key guitarist of the 1920s and ’30s. He brought in jazz influences and was technically brilliant in his use of chords, harmony, and phrasing. The tuning he developed led to the emergence of the pedal-steel guitar that would become omnipresent in country music. The bubbling “Hula Girl” finds Hoopii’s genius at its finest: joyful, jazzy rhythms topped off by the fabulous excursions of his melodic, expansive solos. GC
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Can the Circle Be Unbroken (By and By)


The Carter Family (1935)





Writer | A. R. Habershon, C. H. Gabriel, A. P. Carter


Producer | Ralph Peer


Label | Okeh


Album | N/A





In the 1920s and ‘30s, Alvin Pleasant “A. P.” Delaney Carter; his wife, Sara; and her cousin Maybelle laid the foundations of country music and bluegrass one brick at a time, and each tune is as vital as the next to the integrity of the structure that stands today.


When the Carters recorded “Can the Circle Be Unbroken (By and By)” in 1935, they were already recognized trailblazers in the infant music industry. This farming family from the Appalachian Mountains had scored a few hits in the late 1920s, but had also succumbed to the afflictions of the Great Depression. Their haunting tales of want, loss, and faith provided the accompaniment to millions of shattered lives, not least their own.


A. P. was the restless innovator, rambling across countless miles of dusty plains and pastures to find and “work up” the folk songs of the day. Sara and Maybelle were the talent, devising rhythmic and melodic guitar stylings—the “Carter scratch”—that would be imitated for all time.


The Depression also saw the collapse of A. P. and Sara’s marriage. Adapted from a hymn by Ada R. Habershon and Charles H. Gabriel, “Can the Circle Be Unbroken” finds a mournful son at his mother’s funeral, imploring the undertaker to “please drive slow.” But A. P.’s vocal tells another story—one of abandonment and fear that fuses love and loss. “Lord,” he cries, “I hate to see her go.” MO
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Cross Road Blues


Robert Johnson (1936)





Writer | Robert Johnson


Producer | Don Law


Label | Vocalion


Album | N/A





This Mississippi bluesman’s acoustic-guitar-driven song has taken on mythical status since first recorded in 1936. “Cross Road Blues” has the choppy, rhythmic guitar sound and plaintive vocal that inspired today’s rock heavyweights to build a career during the 1960s and ’70s. But it is the allegedly autobiographical nature of Robert Johnson’s lyrics, set at the crossroads of highways 49 and 61 in the town of Clarksdale, that gives the song its notoriety. Here—or in nearby Rosedale, according to some—Johnson allegedly sold his soul to the devil in exchange for mastery of the blues.


Brian Jones (The Rolling Stones), Peter Green (Fleetwood Mac), John Mayall (The Bluesbreakers), and Jimmy Page (The Yardbirds and Led Zeppelin) were all in thrall to Johnson’s sound, but it was Eric Clapton who did most to popularize the song. Clapton’s electrified version—“Crossroads”—was a staple of his band Cream’s live performances and featured on the trio’s U.S. No. 1 album Wheels of Fire. Central to the story of the blues, the song—and Johnson’s so-called pact with the devil—also inspired the movie Crossroads (1986).


Johnson’s personal “Crossroads” story ends unhappily. Two years after the song was recorded, and as his career looked to be taking off, the legend began to take root. Poisoned by the jealous husband of a girl he had added to his list of affairs, his life ended at the age of twenty-seven. DR
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Hellhound on My Trail


Robert Johnson (1937)





Writer | Robert Johnson


Producer | Don Law


Label | Vocalion


Album | N/A





So little is known about Robert Johnson that trying to untangle the myths from the facts becomes a fool’s errand. How did he go from the pedestrian guitarist routinely laughed at by Son House and Willie Brown to the finest bluesman they had ever heard—in less than two years? How did he die? Where is he buried? This, of course, is just the way the devil would want it. Johnson may or may not have sold his soul at the Mississippi intersection of highways 61 and 49, but in life he was a man on the run and in death he’s a reminder that the blues can be a supernatural force.


We do know that Johnson cut “Hellhound on My Trail” in Dallas, Texas, on June 20, 1937, during his second and final recording session. The vision of Satan’s hounds emerging to drag sinners to hell was prevalent in Southern churches, and to listen to Johnson’s eerie, piercing tenor and the turbulent striking of his strings, it seems clear that he wasn’t evoking them for mere rhetorical effect. As he recounts in the song, Johnson lived the life of a nomad, traveling up and down the Delta to perform his innovative style of bottleneck guitar. “I got to keep moving, I got to keep moving / Blues falling down like hail, blues falling down like hail / And the day keeps remindin’ me, there’s a hellhound on my trail.” According to witnesses, Johnson became violently ill on August 13, 1938; the Delta-blues king died three days later. MO
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Strange Fruit


Billie Holiday (1939)





Writer | Abel Meeropol (credited as Lewis Allan)


Producer | Uncredited


Label | Commodore


Album | N/A





“Strange Fruit” began life not as a song but as a photograph. When high-school teacher Abel Meeropol saw an image of two black men hanging from a tree, ringed by a crowd of white onlookers, he was moved to pen a poem protesting against the lynching of African-Americans by white vigilantes. “Southern trees bear a strange fruit,” wrote Meeropol, nodding to the scale of the problem in the Deep South but seemingly unaware that the photograph had been taken in the northern town of Marion, Indiana.


Meeropol’s poem came to the attention of Billie Holiday, who added the song to her repertoire. Her first attempt at recording it fell foul of executives at Columbia Records, for whom the subject proved a little too hot to handle. But rival label Commodore stepped in where Columbia feared to tread. And, despite the best efforts of some radio stations, which refused to play it, and concert promoters, who stopped the singer from performing it, Holiday had an unlikely hit on her hands.


Meeropol’s poem and Holiday’s recording are deeply affecting, their message amplified by the simplicity of its transmission: a twelve-line extended metaphor filtered through an unvarnished vocal and a stark accompaniment. The song’s influence has been profound, but it’s still not heard often on the radio. “Strange Fruit” remains a deeply discomfiting listen. WF-J


See all songs from the Pre-1950s










Pre-1950s

Over the Rainbow


Judy Garland (1939)





Writer | Harold Arlen, E. Y. “Yip” Harburg


Producer | Uncredited


Label | MGM


Album | N/A





It’s hard to imagine the movie without it now, but “Over the Rainbow” almost got dropped from The Wizard of Oz. After a preview screening, executives at MGM demanded that the song be removed on the grounds that it slowed down the action. Only the forceful intervention of Arthur Freed, a former songwriter then carving a new path for himself as a movie producer, kept the ballad in the picture. It later won the Oscar for Best Original Song.


The tune had come to Harold Arlen while he was driving along Sunset Boulevard in Los Angeles on his way to the movies. Lyricist Yip Harburg didn’t immediately take to it. But when Arlen, acting on the advice of Ira Gershwin, sped it up a little and thinned out its ostentatious harmonies, Harburg was convinced, and went on to write a lyric with a dramatic arc that beautifully mirrored the rise and fall of the melody.


The song has since been recorded by singers as notable as Tony Bennett and Aretha Franklin; Arlen himself even had a crack at it, albeit with a voice as flat as Kansas. But it’ll always belong to Garland, whose own off-screen existence came to embody the song’s mix of wide-eyed optimism and desperate melancholy. As Harburg put it, “Her whole life, almost like a Dostoevsky novel, seemed to fit this beautiful little child’s song that had color and gaiety and beauty and hope . . . and yet she was so hopeless.” WF-J
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The Gallis Pole


Lead Belly (1939)





Writer | Huddie Ledbetter, Alan Lomax


Producer | John Lomax, Alan Lomax


Label | Library of Congress


Album | N/A





Huddie Ledbetter’s violent, mythic life has fascinated listeners ever since folklorists John and Alan Lomax first discovered him as a prisoner of Louisiana’s notorious Angola Penitentiary in 1934. By then, Lead Belly had already supposedly sung his way out of prison once, but his violent temper found him locked up again. When the Lomaxes came through looking for singers supposedly “uncontaminated” by the modern world, they were hugely impressed by this big black man who played twelve-string guitar and knew literally hundreds of songs (including “The Gallis Pole,” an old English ballad he had seemingly learned off hillbilly musicians and adapted). In the 1939 recording, Lead Belly builds up a busy rhythm on his guitar, over which he tells the tale of a condemned man desperately asking his loved ones if they have brought gold, silver, and other bribes to keep him from hanging.


Lead Belly became friends with, and an influence on, such American folk pioneers as Woody Guthrie, Josh White, Pete Seeger, Sonny Terry, and Brownie McGhee. Ironically, it was a young white audience who adopted his music—he sounded too “old fashioned” to win over much of black America. While alive, Lead Belly was never rich or famous, but his songs became hits for Lonnie Donegan and The Beach Boys, and entered the repertoire of many others. GC
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Mbube


Solomon Linda & The Evening Birds (1939)





Writer | Solomon Linda


Producer | Griffiths Motsieloa


Label | Singer


Album | Mbube (1939)





“First the Zulu man made magic. Then white man made money. This is the secret history of . . . one amazing melody.” Thus begins Rian Malan’s Rolling Stone article “In the Jungle” (2000). The melody: South African musician Solomon Linda’s “Mbube.”


“Mbube” ’s history is clouded by cultural exploitation. The story starts in Eric Gallo’s Johannesburg studio, where migrant Zulu musician Linda and his group, The Evening Birds, were paid ten shillings for their original song. With its ecstatic a cappella vocals and haunting melody, “Mbube” (“Lion”) was an instant hit, selling 10,000 copies in the Forties. A decade after its release, the record found its way to American folk musician Pete Seeger, who was enchanted by its Zulu refrain, which he misheard and turned into the pop hit “Wimoweh.” In 1961, George David Weiss, Hugo Peretti, and Luigi Creatore added smoother arrangements and exotic lyrics, copyrighting what became “The Lion Sleeps Tonight.”


Despite being “lionized” in South Africa, where he is regarded as the founder of Zulu choral (or Mbube) music, Linda died a pauper in 1962, he and his estate having received almost none of the royalties the song generated (including an estimated $15 million alone from its use in Disney’s The Lion King). It was only in 2006, under threat of legal action, that publishers Alibene Music agreed to a financial settlement with Linda’s heirs. MK
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Java Jive


The Ink Spots (1940)





Writer | Milton Drake, Ben Oakland


Producer | Uncredited


Label | Decca


Album | N/A





Long ago, before sex ‘n’ drugs ruled rock ‘n’ roll, The Ink Spots found time to sing in praise of the more innocent stimulation offered by the coffee jug.


The quartet first formed in Cincinnati, Ohio, in 1934. With their trademark ostinato guitar intros, and vocal harmonies as warm as a mug of steaming java, they rapidly became a crossover success with black and white radio listeners across America, even touring in the United Kingdom later the same year. They were to prove immensely influential on a host of famous R&B close-harmony outfits, perhaps most famously The Platters.


The original lineup of Orville “Hoppy” Jones, Ivory “Deek” Watson, Jerry Daniels (replaced by tenor Bill Kenny), and Charlie Fuqua underwent many changes, and there was considerable animosity between ex-members. None of that turbulence can be heard in the group’s sweetly melodious recordings, however, which showcased what Melody Maker described as “beautifully balanced and exquisitely phrased vocalisms.” “Java Jive,” a caffeine fad song written in 1940 and recorded by The Ink Spots in July of that year, is fittingly a little peppier than the band’s hypnotic lonesome-heart ballads. Its smart wordplay is couched in smooth harmonies and topped off with a playful vocal from Watson—who ironically had once performed in The Percolating Puppies; their “instruments” included coffee pots. JD
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Gloomy Sunday


Billie Holiday (1941)





Writer | Rezső Seress, László Jávor, Sam Lewis


Producer | Uncredited


Label | Okeh


Album | N/A





Pop music thrives on myths, and one of the most enduring surrounds the song penned in 1933 as “Szomorú Vasárnap” by Hungarian composer Rezső Seress. To his captivatingly plaintive melody—influenced by Magyar nóta, a Hungarian hybrid of Gypsy music and coffeehouse repertory—Seress paired lyrics by László Jávor portraying a heartbroken soul on the point of no return.


Translated for Western ears, “Gloomy Sunday” was first recorded in 1936 by Hal Kemp & His Orchestra. It has attracted covers from the likes of Paul Robeson, Serge Gainsbourg, Elvis Costello, and Björk, though its definitive reading came from Billie Holiday. To mournful, muted accompaniment from Teddy Wilson & His Orchestra, Holiday’s sweetly sad delivery—almost coquettish at times—draws out the seductive pull and tug of the melody, and the defeat in the lyrics. Ending it all sounds beguilingly appealing.


The words, written by Sam Lewis, added the chilling line “Would they be angry if I thought of joining you?” implying suicide—something left vague in the original. Many radio stations, including the BBC, banned it outright. Bizarrely, over the years the song became associated with a string of genuine suicides.


Rezső Seress remained bemused by his song’s unsettling reputation, right up to his death in 1968. He committed suicide. RD
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Guantanamera


Joseíto Fernández (1941)





Writer | Joseíto Fernández


Producer | Uncredited


Label | RCA Victor


Album | N/A





Guantánamo is notorious for reasons other than music nowadays, but back in the Thirties, it became synonymous in Cuba with the most widely recognized Cuban song of all time. Almost everyone knows the tune and words of the chorus, which are also those of the original title. This may refer to a “woman from Guantánamo” or perhaps to the style itself, the guajira, a type of Cuban country music.


José Fernández Diaz (the stage name came later) composed the song in 1928, basing the words on a poem by celebrated Cuban nationalist José Martí. Actually from Havana, not Guantánamo, Fernández’s own group debuted on the radio station CMCQ in 1935, using “Guajira Guantanamera” as their theme tune and improvising décimas (ten-line poems) to the melody. This was in the style of the punto guajiro, developed during the early eighteenth century by Cuban peasant farmers of Spanish descent.


It wasn’t until 1941 that Fernández recorded the song as “Mi biografia” (My Biography). From 1943, he sang it on another station, using it as a template for a news and gossip slot. By the time the show was axed, fourteen years later, the tune was ingrained in Cuba’s collective psyche. Yet it was only when U.S. folk icon Pete Seeger recorded it in 1962, during the Cuban Missile Crisis, that the rest of the world caught on. JLu
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God Bless the Child


Billie Holiday (1941)





Writer | Billie Holiday, Arthur Herzog Jr.


Producer | Uncredited


Label | Okeh


Album | N/A





Renowned as an interpreter of other people’s songs, Billie Holiday rarely wrote her own material. “God Bless the Child” was a rare exception. In her autobiography, Lady Sings the Blues, Holiday recalls one of the many fierce arguments she had with her mother, Sadie—this one concerning money. In the course of the row, she uttered the old proverb, “God bless the child that’s got his own”—words that she later used as the starting point for a song.


“God Bless the Child” was recorded on May 9, 1941, in New York. Holiday’s band was pianist Eddie Heywood’s Orchestra, which featured a smooth three-man saxophone lineup and the renowned Roy Eldridge on trumpet, who delivers a succinct solo. Piano, guitar, bass, and drums make up the rhythm section.


Holiday opens the song with her own interpretation of a biblical observation (possibly Matthew 25: 29): “Them that’s got shall get / Them that’s not shall lose.” Money brings friends, but poverty sees them leave again. But the child that stands on his own two feet is immune to fortune’s whims and is truly blessed. As a statement of self-reliance, sung in Holiday’s knowing but vulnerable voice against a restrained accompaniment, it is disarmingly effective. “Billie Holiday,” noted Joni Mitchell in 1998, “makes you hear the content and the intent of every word that she sings, even at the expense of her pitch or tone.” SA
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Stormy Weather


Lena Horne (1943)





Writer | Harold Arlen, Ted Koehler


Producer | Uncredited


Label | Unknown


Album | N/A





Stormy Weather the movie is a musical loosely based on the life of its main star, the dancer Bill “Bojangles” Robinson. Robinson plays Bill Williamson, a dancer returning home from the war in 1918 and trying to launch his performing career. His invented love interest is a singer named Selina Rogers, played by Lena Horne. The short movie—only seventy-eight minutes long—was released to great acclaim in July 1943. It was notable for showcasing many of the top African-American performers of the time, including Cab Calloway and his band, and pianist Fats Waller, who died a few months after its release.


“Stormy Weather,” the song that lent its title to the movie, is a decade older, written in 1933 by Harold Arlen, with lyrics by Ted Koehler. It was first sung by Ethel Waters at the Cotton Club in Harlem. Lena Horne recorded it in 1941 for RCA Victor, but in 1943 re-recorded it for the film soundtrack.


“Stormy Weather” is a song of disappointment and regret, the singer pining for her absent man. The bad weather acts as a metaphor for her feelings: “Don’t know why there’s no sun up in the sky / Stormy weather / Since my man and I ain’t together / Keeps rainin’ all the time.” Unsurprisingly, the song has been much loved by torch singers and drag queens ever since. Noteworthy cover versions have been recorded by Judy Garland and Billie Holiday, among many others. SA
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Rum and Coca-Cola


Lord Invader (1943)





Writer | Rupert W. Grant, Lionel Belasco


Producer | Uncredited


Label | Decca


Album | N/A





During World War II, around 20,000 U.S. GIs were stationed in Trinidad, ostensibly to deter any invasion. Unhappy with the situation, a local musician using the stage name of Lord Invader commented on this “American social invasion” in a calypso titled “Rum and Coca-Cola.” The song is a ribald exposé of the informal prostitution that took place (“Both mother and daughter / Workin’ for the Yankee dollar”). “Rum and Coca-Cola” was both the servicemen’s preferred tipple and a metaphor for the “mixing” of the two cultures. Lord Invader had based the melody on a tune called “L’année passée,” copyrighted by Lionel Belasco, another Trinidadian calypsonian. His song, in turn, was based on a folk tune from nearby Martinique.


The track was a huge hit in Trinidad in 1943. In 1945, a very similar-sounding song by The Andrews Sisters—with the same title, general subject, and even some of the same lyrics—became the biggest-selling song in the United States. It was credited to the writer Morey Amsterdam and two business associates. The Andrews Sisters’ version makes light of the issues raised by Lord Invader and is sung in hammy faux-Trinidadian accents. In an ensuing court case, it was found that Amsterdam, who had visited the island when Lord Invader’s hit was current, had indeed infringed copyright, and Lord Invader won an undisclosed sum in compensation. JLu
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This Land Is Your Land


Woody Guthrie (1944)





Writer | Woody Guthrie


Producer | Moe Asch


Label | Folkways


Album | N/A





First recorded in 1944, Woody Guthrie’s most influential song was actually written some four years previously as a response to Irving Berlin’s “God Bless America,” which Guthrie felt was trite. “This Land Is Your Land” has since become regarded as an alternative “Star-Spangled Banner.”


Guthrie matched his original lyrics to large parts of the melody of The Carter Family’s “Little Darlin’, Pal of Mine,” a technique he often used to increase the appeal of his songs. Given the economic climate of the 1940s, the song was most popularly sold in a hand-printed booklet with nine other songs and a selection of illustrations for twenty-five cents. This made the song hugely popular among those struggling with financial hardship and the effects of World War II.


The rousing nature of the lyrics has led to the song being championed as a folk protest song across the world. As is often the case with folk songs, the lyrics have been adapted to reflect different times, and geographical references have changed to reflect the local environment. Popular versions include those sung in India, Canada, and the Republic of Ireland.


In January 2009, Bruce Springsteen and—longtime friend of Woody Guthrie—Pete Seeger performed the song together at the inauguration of U.S. President Barack Obama at Washington D.C.’s Lincoln Memorial. CR
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Lili Marleen


Marlene Dietrich (1945)





Writer | Hans Leip, Norbert Schultze, Mack David


Producer | Uncredited


Label | Decca


Album | N/A





The song “Lili Marleen” was first recorded in 1938, but its lyrics were written much earlier, in 1915, when Hans Leip, a young German soldier, attempted to express the nostalgia he felt while enduring that era’s political upheavals. His poem was originally entitled “Das Mädchen unter der Laterne” (“The Girl Under the Lantern”); her name, Lili, was that of his girlfriend, and also that of a nurse he knew during World War I.


When Leip’s work appeared in a collection of poems in 1937, composer Norbert Schultze set about turning it into a song. It was recorded by popular German singer Lale Andersen in 1939, but initially made very little impact. However, all that changed when German Forces Radio started broadcasting it to the Afrika Korps in 1941. The song’s wistful romanticism struck a chord with both Germans and Allied soldiers (who were listening in), and English versions of the ballad were hurriedly recorded. Remarkably, both sides ended up broadcasting the song in both languages.


This unexpected cultural rapprochement was perfectly epitomized by the song’s most famous singer, the German Hollywood actress and staunch anti-Nazi Marlene Dietrich. She became synonymous with the song, performing it for U.S. infantrymen “for three long years in North Africa, Italy, Alaska, Greenland, Iceland, and in England,” as she later recalled. DaH
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(Get Your Kicks on) Route 66


The Nat King Cole Trio (1946)





Writer | Bobby Troup


Producer | Uncredited


Label | Capitol


Album | N/A





While driving from Pennsylvania west across the United States to Los Angeles, the composer Bobby Troup came up with the idea of a song about the road he was then driving on, Route 66. He soon had the melody and title, although the lyrics proved trickier. Eventually, he settled on an itinerary of the towns along the road, from St. Louis and Joplin, in Missouri, to Flagstaff, in Arizona. He then backtracked east slightly so that we “don’t forget Winona,” before heading west again to San Bernardino in California and journey’s end.


Troup wrote the song for Nat King Cole, whose trio had a big pop and R&B hit with it. “Route 66” celebrates the freedom of the road and, in the direction the road takes, the “manifest destiny” of the American people to settle their continent from coast to coast. Construction of Route 66 began in 1925 and the road was fully operational by 1932, initially running for 2,448 miles (3,939 km) from Chicago across the country to Los Angeles. It linked the rural south with the industrial cities of the north, but also the sunshine towns of California.


Cole’s version of the song is lightly swinging, piano-led jazz, topped off with a characteristically stylish vocal, though others—notably Chuck Berry and The Rolling Stones—turned it into an R&B classic. As for the road itself, Route 66 has been replaced by interstate highways and other major roads and is now largely disused. SA
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Al gurugu


La Niña de los Peines (1946)





Writer | Uncredited


Producer | Uncredited


Label | La Voz de su Amo (HMV)


Album | N/A





Born in 1890 to a poor Gypsy family in Seville, the capital of Andalusia, Pastora Maria Pavón Cruz developed into the first major flamenco star of the twentieth century. Today she is widely regarded as the greatest female flamenco singer ever. Nicknamed “La Niña de los Peines” (the girl with the combs) early on, she began singing as a child to help support her family. Her voice’s power and harsh timbre attracted attention beyond the Gypsy community, however, and soon the likes of the poet Federico García Lorca and the guitarist Andrés Segovia were championing her artistry.


At a young age, La Niña began touring Spain, and her first recordings were made in 1910. Fittingly, she married the great flamenco singer Pepe Pinto; fleeing the Spanish Civil War for Argentina, they returned in the 1940s to Spain, where she continued her career. “Al gurugu” is regarded by flamenco connoisseurs as one of the defining recordings of flamenco’s golden dawn.


The song’s title is a nonsense term comparable, say, to “doo-doo-doo.” It works primarily as a vocal effect, around which La Niña improvised lyrics such as “My husband’s left me all alone / He’s gone to war in France.” Backed by flamenco guitar and palmas (hand claps), “Al gurugu” displays La Niña at the height of her powers and stands as an intense performance of cante jondo (deep song). Here lives flamenco’s raw Gypsy soul. GC
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La vie en rose


Edith Piaf (1946)







Writer | Edith Piaf, Louiguy


Producer | Uncredited


Label | EMI


Album | N/A





Loosely translated as “a life through rose-colored glass,” Edith Piaf’s iconic ballad embodies the cabaret singer’s traumatic life and timeless work. It was given a Grammy Hall of Fame Award in 1998.


Colleagues and peers initially critiqued Piaf’s signature song, written in 1945, as a bad choice, yet it became an instant hit with live audiences. Songwriting duties were shared, with Edith penning the lyrics and Louis Gugliemi (a Catalan musician writing under the nom de plume “Louiguy”) composing the melody.


The song’s unashamed romanticism, coupled with its sultry orchestral score, made it an international hit; Disney lyricist and songwriter Mack David soon translated an English version of the lyrics. The song has since become almost an alternative “La Marseillaise,” representing new generations of French citizens.


This classic number continues to influence popular culture, featuring in Hollywood movies as diverse as Steven Spielberg’s Saving Private Ryan (1998), Oliver Stone’s Natural Born Killers (1994), and Pixar’s WALL-E (2008). It provided the title for the Oscar-winning Piaf biopic La vie en rose in 2007. Ian Fleming named the thirteenth chapter of Casino Royale after “La vie en rose,” in addition to referencing it in both You Only Live Twice and Diamonds Are Forever. In 1977, another diva—Grace Jones—reinvented it for a new generation. KL
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La mer


Charles Trenet (1946)





Writer | Charles Trenet, Albert Lasry


Producer | Uncredited


Label | EMI


Album | N/A





[image: Images]


Charles Trenet was among the most respected and loved French artists of his generation. Yet despite crafting more than a thousand evocative chansons during his six-decade career, the singer-songwriter is most famous outside of his native country for one track—the symphonic classic “La mer.”


A larger-than-life character, Trenet was initially known as “the Singing Madman,” thanks to his exuberant stage presence and eccentric persona. Combined with his carefree and quirky vocal style, this proved a winning combination, but it wasn’t until after World War II that Trenet really capitalized on his growing popularity, showcasing a clutch of new tunes that included “La mer.”


Released in 1946, it’s a poetic ode to the ocean, capturing its hypnotic qualities in almost surreal terms. Although the song became an international hit, little was known about its origins until an elderly Trenet revealed in 2001 that he’d written the lyrics of “La mer” as a poem when he was sixteen. He also divulged that the music was composed and scribbled onto railway toilet paper during a short train journey in 1943.


In the late 1950s, American songwriter Jack Lawrence transformed “La mer.” He rewrote the lyrics and turned it into a romantic song of yearning, retitled “Beyond the Sea.” This English-language version became a megahit for American heartthrob Bobby Darin. BC
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White Christmas 


Bing Crosby (1947)





Writer | Irving Berlin


Producer | Uncredited


Label | Decca


Album | Merry Christmas (1947)
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Irving Berlin was never much of a musician. He lacked Jerome Kern’s gift for harmony, George Gershwin’s adventurousness, and Cole Porter’s wit. He was a famously terrible pianist and never learned to write musical notation. Yet from this apparently unsophisticated hand came a catalog whose success remains unmatched by any songwriter before or since: more than eight hundred published songs, among them such unavoidables as “God Bless America,” “There’s No Business Like Show Business,” and this, the Christmas song to end all Christmas songs.


First sketched out by Berlin in early 1940, “White Christmas” appeared in 1942, sung by Bing Crosby in the movie Holiday Inn. Although Crosby’s recording was released at the height of summer, its timing couldn’t have been better: with U.S. involvement in World War II escalating, the song’s sentimentality struck a chord with listeners parted from loved ones. (It helped that Crosby’s version omitted Berlin’s original verse, which sets the singer’s location in Beverly Hills.) The song was No. 1 by October and omnipresent by 1943.


Five years after the original hit, Crosby was asked to re-record “White Christmas” because of the degradation of the original master plate; it’s this version that’s most familiar today. It’s since been covered by everyone from Louis Armstrong to Twisted Sister. WF-J
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Good Rockin’ Tonight 


Roy Brown (1947)





Writer | Roy Brown


Producer | Jules Braun


Label | DeLuxe


Album | N/A
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Roy Brown remains among the greatest “lost heroes” of rock and soul. With “Good Rockin’ Tonight,” he gave postwar America an anthem for the turbulent new music taking shape. The Louisiana-born Brown had grown up singing gospel. Initially a Bing Crosby imitator, he quickly reshaped his sound after witnessing Houston audiences throw money at blues singers.


A hugely popular live entertainer, Brown’s athletic stage presence and musical versatility established him as the most popular black singer in New Orleans. He wrote “Good Rockin’ Tonight” in 1946 and performed the song for boogiewoogie pianist Cecil Gant. So taken was Gant with the song, he rang Jules Braun of New Jersey’s DeLuxe Records and got Brown to sing “Good Rockin’ Tonight” to him over the phone. Braun promptly told Gant to give Brown a hundred dollars, get him a room at the Dew Drop, and keep an eye on him. Arriving in New Orleans two days later, Braun set up a recording session, and released “Good Rockin’ Tonight” in May 1947.


Backed by a pumping band, Brown sang “Good Rockin’ Tonight” as a call to arms, and the record captures the raw power and excitement of jump blues. An immediate hit in New Orleans, the song reached the national charts in 1948, though it went to No. 1 on the R&B listings when covered by leading blues shouter Wynonie Harris. GC
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Nature Boy 


The Nat King Cole Trio (1948)





Writer | Eden Ahbez


Producer | Uncredited (arranged by Frank DeVol)


Label | Capitol


Album | N/A





[image: Images]


The story goes that a few days after composer Eden Ahbez first presented Nat King Cole’s manager with “Nature Boy” in 1947, Cole performed it live at the Bocage nightclub in Los Angeles. At the end of the set, before Cole had even reached the dressing room, Irving Berlin offered to buy it. This tale of a “strange enchanted boy . . . who wandered very far” was to be the making of Cole.


Pianist Nat King Cole had come to prominence in the late 1930s as the leader of a jazz trio. As a singer, with a beautifully smooth style and clear diction, Cole had a series of hits in the 1940s that appealed to a white audience. This was a difficult trick to pull off, as American music was then divided by race, and crossing over from black-jazz to white-pop acceptability was rare. Cole did it in style with “Nature Boy,” which became a U.S. No. 1.


The melody echoes the Yiddish tune “Schwieg mein Hertz,” as well as part of a Dvořák piano quintet. The original version, however, which Cole recorded on August 22, 1947, was transformed by the lush orchestrations of Frank DeVol, the in-house arranger of Capitol Records, whose use of strings and flute to suggest the strange enchantments of the nature boy made the song a massive hit, despite the simultaneous appearance of several cover versions. Cole himself only sings on the song, the piano solo taken by someone else. Cole the popular vocalist had arrived. SA
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Saturday Night Fish Fry


Louis Jordan & His Tympany Five (1949)





Writer | Louis Jordan, Ellis Walsh


Producer | Uncredited


Label | Decca


Album | N/A





Few figures in black-music history have enjoyed greater success and wielded more influence than Louis Jordan. The singer and saxophonist got his start in New York during the 1930s with Chick Webb’s big band, the same group with which Ella Fitzgerald found fame. But Jordan truly hit his stride with his own Tympany Five, helping to define the R&B sound while racking up an unmatched chart run during the Forties and early Fifties with a string of joyous, swinging singles.


Telling the tale of a police raid on a New Orleans house party, “Saturday Night Fish Fry” is in many ways a Jordan archetype: there’s a little boogiewoogie piano, a bookending horn riff, an in-the-pocket rhythm section, and a comic narrative. By this point, the group (now a nine-piece) were swinging more fiercely than ever, with James “Ham” Jackson’s cranked-up electric-guitar licks offering a direct link to rock ’n’ roll.


Spending twelve weeks atop the U.S. R&B charts, “Saturday Night Fish Fry” was one of Jordan’s last hits. By 1951, his ten-year chart residency had begun a decline that was only expedited by rock ’n’ roll, the music he’d helped invent. It took four decades for audiences to rediscover his catalog, when Five Guys Named Moe, Clarke Peters’s feel-good musical built around Jordan’s songs, transferred from the London fringe to lengthy runs in the West End and on Broadway. WF-J
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I’m So Lonesome I Could Cry


Hank Williams (1949)





Writer | Hank Williams


Producer | Uncredited


Label | MGM


Album | N/A





Country music has long toed the line separating craft and confession, artistry and authenticity. Yet it was Hank Williams who really tied together these opposite extremes. Williams was a skilled tunesmith and a gifted vocalist. More than any country performer before him, he carved his own life into his songs, whether wryly lamenting his lack of beer (“My Bucket’s Got a Hole in It,” making light of his debilitating alcoholism) or eerily anticipating his own demise (“I’ll Never Get Out of This World Alive,” released weeks before his death). Apparently written about his turbulent marriage, “I’m So Lonesome I Could Cry” is an archetypal blend of autobiography and imagination.


“I’m So Lonesome I Could Cry” is unusual among Williams’s repertoire in that it was conceived not as a song but a poem. The singer had been booked to tape a series of spoken-word recitations in early 1950, and “I’m So Lonesome I Could Cry” had apparently been written with these sessions in mind. Williams had a change of heart, though, and instead set the words to a plangent, simple tune in three-quarter time.


Buried on the B-side of “My Bucket’s Got a Hole in It,” the song wasn’t a hit in its day. However, it’s since become a touchstone for Williams’s illstarred life, which ended, strung out on morphine and alcohol, in the back seat of a car on New Year’s Day, 1953. He was twenty-nine years old. WF-J
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1950s





•    DJ Alan Freed begins to play black R&B for white listeners in 1951


•    Black harmony groups initiate the American fad of doo wop in 1954


•    Bill Haley & His Comets release “Rock Around the Clock” in 1955


•    Elvis Presley electrifies America on The Ed Sullivan Show in 1956


•    Berry Gordy Jr. founds the Motown label, dubbed “Hitsville USA,” in 1959
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1950s

Autumn Leaves


Jo Stafford (1950)





Writers | Joseph Kosma, Jacques Prévert, Johnny Mercer


Producer | Uncredited


Label | Capitol


Album | N/A





First finding fame as a member of close-harmony group The Pied Pipers, Jo Stafford became a favorite of U.S. troops during World War II, which led to her picking up the affectionate nickname “G.I. Jo.” Dozens of hits followed, from melancholy ballads (“Some Enchanted Evening,” “A Sunday Kind of Love”) to lively duets with Frankie Laine (“Hambone,” Hank Williams’s “Hey, Good Lookin’”); all are distinguished by Stafford’s rich, elegant, and beautifully understated deep soprano.


Although “Autumn Leaves” is now an American jazz standard, it’s a French tune, written in 1946 and originally titled “Les feuilles mortes” (The Dead Leaves). The song crossed the Atlantic courtesy of songwriter Johnny Mercer, who wrote a new English lyric to Joseph Kosma’s melody in the late Forties. Featuring an orchestra directed by Hal Mooney, Stafford’s typically stately recording may have been the first to include Mercer’s words.


Her success continued for around another decade, during which time she had her second No. 1 single in the U.K. (“You Belong to Me”) and won an unlikely Grammy for Best Comedy Album. A thousand servicemen’s hearts were broken when Stafford hung up her mic in 1966 while still in her forties, apparently dissatisfied with the quality of her voice. She retired, she said, “for the same reason that Lana Turner doesn’t pose in a bathing suit any more.” WF-J
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Summertime


Sarah Vaughan (1950)





Writers | George Gershwin, DuBose Heyward


Producer | Joe Lippman


Label | Columbia


Album | N/A





Porgy and Bess has long attracted controversy for its representation of African-American life. Written in 1935 by a white Jewish musician, George Gershwin, and based on the 1924 novel Porgy by a white southerner, DuBose Heyward, who then wrote the libretto, the folk opera has been accused of sustaining white stereotypes of southern black life. No such criticism attaches to its individual songs, however, least of all to “Summertime,” which became a popular jazz standard.


Gershwin based the song on black spirituals. It has a mainly pentatonic melody—that is, one that uses notes from a five-note scale rather than the more conventional heptatonic (seven-note) scale—a form common to many spirituals and gospel songs. The main theme uses only six notes and in its simplicity sounds like a traditional folk song, not a modern composition.


In Sarah Vaughan’s hands, the song is transformed into something quite dramatic. After two sets of repeating and descending string and bass-drum riffs that echo throughout the song, Vaughan enters with a sense of purpose. Horn statements and lush string arrangements support her full, rich contralto voice. In her “Summertime,” the “living is easy,” but anxious and possibly threatening, too. Of all the many versions that exist of this standard, few are as arresting, or as original, as that of Sarah Vaughan. SA
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Goodnight, Irene


The Weavers (1950)





Writer | Traditional; Huddie Ledbetter, John A. Lomax


Producer | Uncredited


Label | Decca


Album | N/A
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Legend has it that “Goodnight, Irene” was spectacular enough to get the man that first popularized the tune out of prison in 1934. Huddie “Lead Belly” Ledbetter received a pardon from the crime of attempted murder due in large part to how much Louisiana’s governor enjoyed the bluesman’s recording of “Irene.”


The exact origin of “Irene” is unknown. It’s often credited to Lead Belly, but he learned the tune from his uncle, and its origins may stretch back to the 1880s and Gussie Lord Davis’s “Irene, Good Night.” Whoever was the first to spin this lovesick tale, listeners can thank musicologists John and Alan Lomax for recording Lead Belly’s version—for the composition went on to become one of the greatest American folk standards of the twentieth century. The version that truly secured that lofty ranking, however, wasn’t Lead Belly’s, but the one by The Weavers.


Pete Seeger’s folk quartet, which learned the tune straight from Lead Belly, omitted some of the composition’s more controversial verses, including the suicidal “And if Irene turns her back on me, I’m gonna take morphine and die.” Yet, these “prettied up” lyrics meant that millions would get to enjoy “Irene.” The song went to No. 1 in the United States, stayed on the charts for nearly half a year and prompted countless others, spanning from Frank Sinatra to Raffi, to record their own versions. JiH
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Mambo No. 5


Pérez Prado (1950)





Writer | Pérez Prado


Producer | Uncredited


Label | RCA Victor


Album | N/A
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Pérez Prado, a brilliant bandleader, pianist, arranger, composer, and performer, left his native Cuba in 1947 after feeling stifled by his publisher, who was finding his innovative music “too weird.” After living briefly in Puerto Rico and touring, he settled in Mexico, where his nascent “mambo” style was an instant hit, largely due to its appearance in many Mexican movies. He may not have invented the form, but it was Prado who really launched the worldwide mambo craze of the Fifties with this song, released as a 78 rpm.


“Mambo No. 5,” one of several numbered Prado mambos, is a typically jerky, strutting example, bludgeoning the ears with high, squealing trumpets, punchy saxes, and hyperactive percussion. Suspenseful silences punctuate the track, most ending in one of Prado’s trademark grunts, which soon became synonymous with the style itself. (Rather than emoting meaninglessly, he was saying “¡Dilo!”—“Say it!” or “Give out!”)


In 1999, a previously unknown German artist of Ugandan and Sicilian descent called Lou Bega overhauled the original, retitling it as “Mambo No. 5 (A Little Bit Of . . .).” The result was no more intellectual, but it too was a massive worldwide hit. Bega’s souped-up version sampled Prado’s original (grunts included) and added a lyric consisting of a long wish list of sexual conquests. It has been covered and ruthlessly parodied ever since. JLu
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Rocket 88


Jackie Brenston & His Delta Cats (1951)





Writer | Jackie Brenston


Producer | Sam Phillips, Ike Turner


Label | Chess


Album | N/A
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Often cited as the first rock ’n’ roll record, “Rocket 88” features the pounding piano of one Izear Luster Turner Jr. several years before he met future wife Anna Mae Bullock and they found fame as Ike and Tina Turner. In March 1951, Turner and his band The Kings of Rhythm traveled north by road from Clarksdale, Mississippi, to cut a session at Sam Phillips’s Memphis Recording Service (later Sun Studio) at 706 Union Avenue in Memphis, Tennessee. The band’s vocalist/saxophonist and Turner’s cousin, Jackie Brenston, sang lead on “Rocket 88,” an ode to the pleasures of the Oldsmobile 88, first produced in 1949 and famed for its “Rocket V8” engine. Phillips leased the master to Chicago’s Chess record label, who released it with the artist renamed as Jackie Brenston & His Delta Cats—to the chagrin of Turner, who watched the record soar to the top spot on the Billboard R&B chart. Brenston was also credited with sole authorship, which Turner disputed.


The recording features a distorted, fuzz guitar sound that Phillips said was the result of guitarist Willie Kizart’s amp falling from the roof of the band’s car on the way to the studio, thereby puncturing the speaker cone; Phillips tried to fix it by stuffing the rip with paper. Little Richard’s “Good Golly, Miss Molly” (1958) reused Ike Turner’s “Rocket 88” piano riff—which itself had been lifted from “Cadillac Boogie” (1947) by Jimmy Liggins. JoH
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Cry


Johnnie Ray & The Four Lads (1951)





Writer | Churchill Kohlman


Producer | Uncredited


Label | Okeh


Album | N/A
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In the early Fifties, Johnnie Ray was a new kind of singing sensation. His style owed everything to crooners such as Bing Crosby, but it was the drama and personality he added to his recordings that singled him out as a truly original performer.


“Cry” was the perfect embodiment of Ray’s characteristic vocal delivery. The recording’s gulping, tuneless, sob story sounds almost as though the singer is about to break down in tears—a feat he achieved in many of his concert appearances. A tormented childhood and an accident at age ten that left him requiring a hearing aid all added to Ray’s frail appeal. “So let your hair down and go right on and cry” says the lyric, and fans took his advice and did just that. Ray’s concerts were emotional experiences that would arguably be equaled in their intensity only by Sixties Beatlemania and the teenybopper era in the Seventies. Ray himself admitted that he sang “flat as a table”—which mattered not at all, as he was drowned out by hysterical screaming girls who frequently ripped the clothes from his back.


Churchill Kohlman’s song, first made popular by Ruth Casey, had long since lost its original substance when Johnnie Ray made it his own and topped the Billboard Hot 100. The song lent itself to country covers more in keeping with its original creation and was recorded by artists such as Tammy Wynette and Crystal Gayle. DR
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How High the Moon


Les Paul and Mary Ford (1951)





Writer | Morgan Lewis, Nancy Hamilton


Producer | Uncredited (Les Paul)


Label | Capitol


Album | N/A





Dissatisfied in the 1930s with his semi-acoustic guitar—too weedy by itself, too prone to feedback when amplified—Les Paul decided the solution was a fully amplified, solid-bodied instrument. So he built one himself from a length of lumber, adding two cut-away sides of an acoustic guitar for decorative effect, as audiences found its appearance freakish. Nicknamed “the Log,” it was the first-ever electric guitar, the direct precursor to the later Gibson model named in Paul’s honor.


His guitar-building success helped inspire the indomitable guitarist to resolve another irritation: the need to record live. Fidgeting with acetate discs in his garage in 1947, Paul cut an otherworldly version of the Rodgers and Hart song “Lover (When You’re Near Me),” on which he overdubbed eight guitar parts. But the fun really started shortly afterward, when sometime recording partner Bing Crosby helped fund Paul’s experiments in tape-recording technology, which made it far easier for Paul to layer tracks on top of each other.


One of the earliest songs cut by Paul on his souped-up Ampex tape recorder, “How High the Moon” still sounds dazzling nearly sixty years later, Paul’s dozen fizzing tracks finding an opposites-attract marriage with Ford’s graceful layered vocals. A Billboard No. 1 for nine straight weeks, it’s perhaps the apogee of Paul’s experiments in what he called “sound-on-sound recording.” WF-J
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London Is the Place for Me


Lord Kitchener (1951)





Writer | Aldwyn Roberts


Producer | Denis Preston


Label | Melodisc


Album | N/A





Lord Kitchener was born Aldwyn Roberts in Trinidad, the son of a blacksmith, in 1923. He grew up hearing the Spanish songs of the dance halls and the early calypso performed around the island. Along with Mighty Sparrow, Kitchener would popularize calypso across the globe.


By the late Forties, Kitch had already become a leading light of Trinidad’s burgeoning calypso scene, and had traveled to the United States and United Kingdom to perform. He emigrated to the the latter country aboard the MV Empire Windrush in 1948 (newsreel of the time captures him, disembarking, and actually singing this song) and swiftly became a talismanic figure for Caribbean immigrants in London. Arriving in a strange land, they initially relied on themselves for community and entertainment alike, with calypso providing a commentary on everything from politics to sexual innuendo.


“London is the Place For Me” caught the optimistic feel of the time and offered some colorful island relief against the gray tones of the British capital. The opening and closing piano phrase from the song mimics the “Westminster Quarters” from the chimes of Big Ben, and establishes an iconic image of the city. The song proved popular not only with immigrants in the U.K., but also in the West African countries of the Commonwealth, and was a hit back in the Caribbean, too. CR
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They Can’t Take That Away From Me


Fred Astaire (1952)





Writer | George Gershwin, Ira Gershwin


Producer | Norman Granz


Label | Clef


Album | The Astaire Story (1952)





Music by George Gershwin, lyrics by brother Ira, “They Can’t Take That Away From Me” first surfaced in the Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers movie Shall We Dance (1937). Then accompanied by Johnny Green & His Orchestra, Astaire’s first attempt was nominated for Best Original Song at the Oscars, only to lose out to Harry Owen’s “Sweet Leilani” from Waikiki Wedding.


Astaire crooned the number to Rogers yet again in The Barkleys of Broadway (1949), but arguably nailed the song’s easy charm later on, when he finally recorded his debut long player in 1952. The Astaire Story, a four-volume career retrospective that made its way into the Grammy Hall of Fame in 1999, featured pianist Oscar Peterson, famous for his Trio but here fronting a sextet. The producer was impresario Norman Granz, who had given Peterson his big break at Carnegie Hall a few years earlier, and together they improvised a jazzy, delicate, amiable version given spring by Astaire’s sensitive and guileless performance. Not bad for the chap who “Can’t act. Can’t sing,” according to that sniffy, possibly apocryphal, screen test report.


“They Can’t Take That Away From Me” has, of course, enjoyed a rich afterlife. Covered by Sarah Vaughan in 1957, Ella Fitzgerald in 1959, and Frank Sinatra in 1962, to name just a handful, it stands tall as a fixture of the putative Great American Songbook, a signifier of a more romantic age. MH
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Dust My Broom


Elmore James (1952)





Writer | Elmore James


Producer | Lillian McMurry


Label | Trumpet


Album | N/A





“Dust My Broom” has one of the most complex histories of any blues song, not least because it involves the enigmatic Robert Johnson. In November 1936, Johnson recorded his own composition called “(I Believe I’ll) Dust My Broom.” Both the title and the tune, however, were already around by that date in other songs. Elmore James has sometimes been credited as its composer, although he was only eighteen at the time Johnson recorded it and the two probably did not meet until 1937. What probably happened is that Johnson then taught James the song.


What is known is that in August 1951 the producer Lillian McMurry got Elmore James into a recording studio. She was unaware of Johnson’s earlier composition and in good faith filed for copyright under James’s name. His version of the song had the title “Dust My Broom” and slightly altered words, but most importantly was played not with the acoustic guitar used by Johnson but with an electric slide or bottleneck guitar.


Supported by harmonica, bass, and drums, James turns the song into a hardwired, amplified banshee wail. What the song actually means is debatable, “dust my broom” referring either to cleaning or being perhaps a sexual term. The song was a surprise hit when it was released in 1952, and its opening electrifying riff is one of the best-known sounds in modern blues. SA
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Foi Deus


Amália Rodrigues (1952)





Writer | Alberto Janes


Recording Engineer | Hugo Ribeiro


Label | Valentim de Carvalho


Album | N/A





Fado (literally, “fate” or “destiny”) is a distinctive Portuguese folk music, often melancholic in mood. Now acknowledged as the greatest fadista (fado singer) ever, Amália Rodrigues was already a huge star in Portugal when unknown songwriter Alberto Janes knocked on her door, touting his composition “Foi Deus” (“It was God”). Its lyrics seem to have been tailored specially for her: “It was God . . . who opened my eyes and let me embrace fado . . . it was God who gave me this voice.” She recorded her most famous version two years later at Abbey Road Studios in London.


At just twenty-two, Amália had already fully realized her trademark swooping vocal technique, which married the precision and control of an operatic diva with the emotional honesty of a folk singer. This arrangement features the conventional trio of fado—acoustic bass, “Spanish” guitar, and the chiming twelve-string guitarra Portuguesa. At the time this song was considered almost heretical by some purists for its departure from tradition, which dictated that “proper” fados be sung to one of only two hundred or so traditional melodies.


“Foi Deus” is so associated with Amália that few others have dared to record it. That said, in 1992 Lisbon-based Angolan singer Waldemar Bastos cut a brilliant version. His stripped-down reading uses just guitar and voice, but he invests the song with plenty of his own private pathos. JLu
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Le gorille


Georges Brassens (1952)





Writer | Georges Brassens


Producer | Jacques Canetti


Label | Polydor


Album | La mauvaise réputation (1952)





In 1952, nonconformist troubadour Georges Brassens found notoriety with one of the first songs he wrote, “Le gorille.” The song had its origins in a German work camp he’d been sent to during World War II, where he had written songs in an attempt to keep his fellow workers amused. Once he’d escaped and reached Paris, Brassens fine-tuned one of the songs for publishing. The only line that remained, however, was “Beware of the gorilla!”—originally a reference to camp guards, although in the released song the (well-endowed) gorilla is a priapic figure, used by Brassens to attack authority figures in general, as well as the concept of capital punishment in particular. The climax sees the gorilla mistaking a judge (who has just sentenced a man to death by the guillotine) for an old woman, and sodomizing him.


The song caused a storm of controversy and was banned from French radio until 1955. Brassens was unfazed by the reception to the song, claiming that he had toned it down by deleting a final verse with an even stronger anti-authoritarian message. “Le gorille” made him briefly infamous, but Brassens found himself garlanded with awards and praise for his other work, and now his output is studied in many French schools.


Some still appreciate his rebellious track of 1952: controversial rapper Joey Starr paid homage in “Gare au jaguarr” in 2006. DC
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Singin’ in the Rain


Gene Kelly (1952)





Writer | Nacio Herb Brown, Arthur Freed


Producer | “Musical direction” credited to L. Hayton


Label | MGM


Album | Singin’ in the Rain OST (1952)





“Though it’s old,” sings a teenage Judy Garland, introducing it in the 1940 movie Little Nellie Kelly, “it’s a lovely song.” And old it was, at least in relation to what was then a young Hollywood. “Singin’ in the Rain” had featured in several film musicals since making its debut in The Hollywood Revue of 1929, but never quite caught on. It would probably still be languishing in obscurity were it not for the persistence of one of its co-writers.


Arthur Freed spent the first part of his Hollywood career as a jobbing lyricist, churning out songs on the MGM assembly line. Promotion in the late 1930s led him into movie production, but he never quite let go of his music. And so it was that in the early 1950s, flush with success from the likes of Easter Parade and On the Town, he decided to build a film around songs he’d written in the Twenties and Thirties with composer Nacio Herb Brown. The result was Singin’ in the Rain.


It’s near-impossible to hear the title number without also seeing it. Gene Kelly was never a great singer, but he could always sell a song, especially when he relied on his feet to do the selling. Heard without the visuals, it’s a gentle little swinger but not much more; paired with the dance routine, though, it’s irresistible. Since referenced by everyone from Stanley Kubrick to British comedians Morecambe and Wise (in a 1976 sketch), it’s still musical shorthand for joy. WF-J
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Just Walkin’ in the Rain


The Prisonaires (1953)





Writer | Johnny Bragg, Robert Riley


Producer | Sam Phillips


Label | Sun


Album | N/A





In June 1953, five criminals—variously convicted of murder, sexual assault, and theft—ambled into Sam Phillips’s now-legendary Sun recording studio in Memphis, Tennessee. But these jailbirds weren’t going to rob the joint. Known as The Prisonaires, they were out on day release from Nashville’s Tennessee State Penitentiary, and about to lay down one of the decade’s most melancholic and beautiful ballads.


Composed by group founder and lead singer Johnny Bragg (who was serving ninety-nine years for rape, a charge he always denied) and burglar Robert Riley, the mournful “Just Walkin’ in the Rain” perfectly captures the frustrations and regrets of an isolated life spent behind bars. Bragg sings of a man trying to forget his true love, his lead vocal line floating over the group’s delicate doo-wop harmonies and a simple strummed guitar.


When the recording session ended, The Prisonaires headed back to jail. (Their guards had been waiting in the café next door.) But they were no longer just common criminals. Soon after its release, the song became a hit with local radio stations, and eventually made the U.S. R&B Top Ten. Three years later, the crooning “nabob of sob” Johnnie Ray covered the track, topping the British charts and reaching No. 2 in the United States. However, Ray’s overblown interpretation did not possess the soul and intimacy of the original. TB
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Please Love Me


B. B. King (1953)





Writer | Jules Taub (Joe Bihari), B. B. King


Producer | Jules Bihari


Label | RPM


Album | N/A





Riley B. King—the “B. B.” moniker is an abbreviation of “Beale Street Blues Boy,” after the famous street in Memphis, Tennessee—had his first R&B No. 1 in 1951. Two years later he hit the top spot again with “Please Love Me.” King wrote the song himself, but, as was common for artists at the time, he was forced to share credits, and thus income from royalties, with management or record owners. In this case, the writing was co-credited to Jules “Taub,” the pseudonym for Jules Bihari, one of the owners of RPM Records.


The song kicks immediately into action, the electrifying guitar intro closely related to Elmore James’s classic “Dust My Broom.” Over four verses set to a horns-led swinging beat, cymbals hissing, and with a voice straining with yearning, King stresses his love for his unnamed woman, pledging to satisfy her every whim. By the end of the song, he is even promising to buy “a Cadillac car just to drive me where ever you are.” One brief coda from King’s blistering guitar and the song is done.


This is a raucous slice of R&B more usually associated with T-Bone Walker (an early and key influence on B. B.) or Howlin’ Wolf than with B. B. King. His guitar is heard only at the start and finish, for the beautifully structured and poised solos that were to distinguish such epics as “The Thrill is Gone” were still a few years in the future. But it is still a mighty fine song. SA
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Crying in the Chapel


The Orioles (1953)





Writer | Artie Glenn


Producer | Uncredited


Label | It’s a Natural (Jubilee)


Album | N/A





Eight years before a baseball team came to town and swiped its name, Baltimore’s Orioles formed in 1946 and started drawing up the doowop rulebook. The vocal troupe, named after Maryland’s state bird, soon became an R&B sensation, scoring several big singles by decade’s end. The well began to dry up in the early Fifties, but not before these birds recorded the top doowop ditty “Crying in the Chapel.”


The supple gospel composition, versatile enough to thrive in country, R&B, and pop readings, was the perfect vehicle for the high-flying vocals of The Orioles. The four singers meshed on this song as well as any combo in doowop history, with George Nelson (baritone) and Johnny Reed (bass) digging a tomb for all earthly burdens, and tenors Alexander Sharp and Sonny Til soaring off with the promise of a heavenly existence. It was an ode to “the Lord”—and yet, there was a bit of the devil in there as well.


“Crying in the Chapel” was a hit in many hands—including those of Elvis and Aretha—yet none would handle it better than Baltimore’s finest. The Orioles’ version went to No. 1 on the U.S. R&B charts, where it remained for five weeks, becoming the band’s biggest—and last—hit. Two decades later, this signature rendition was introduced to new generations of listeners on the American Graffiti soundtrack. JiH
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Riot in Cell Block No. 9


The Robins (1954)





Writer | Jerry Leiber, Mike Stoller


Producer | Jerry Leiber, Mike Stoller


Label | Spark


Album | N/A





Leiber and Stoller’s comic “playlets” for The Coasters remain some of the most enduring mementos of the rock ’n’ roll era. No less impressive is this influential single for their forerunners, The Robins.


Wailing sirens and the rat-tat-tat of Tommy guns open up a tale of a prison riot, based on a swaggering Muddy Waters–style riff. The lyrics are delivered in a wonderful couldn’t-give-a-damn drawl by Richard Berry, the composer of “Louie Louie.” The latter was truly insurrectionary—the FBI actually had those lyrics scrutinized—but Leiber always denied any deeper meaning to “Riot in Cell Block No. 9,” claiming its origins (especially the sound-effects-heavy intro) came from radio show Gang Busters. That may be, but there’s an edge to the track that suggests something more.


For a start, there’s nothing in the lyrics that openly acknowledges the song as a joke. And the payoff at the end—“In the forty-seventh hour, the tear gas got our men / We’re all back in our cells, but every now and then . . .”—suggestively hints that the action isn’t over quite yet.


Elvis’s “Jailhouse Rock,” also penned by Leiber and Stoller, is a more lighthearted take on the same theme, but Sly Stone’s classic 1971 album, There’s a Riot Goin’ On, is perhaps a truer descendant, picking up on the dark stuff in The Robins’ original and using it to tell the tale of a country still twitchy about race, still in Vietnam, and still riven by riot. RD
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Love for Sale


Billie Holiday (1954)





Writer | Cole Porter


Producer | Norman Granz


Label | Verve


Album | Billie Holiday (1954)





Cole Porter wrote “Love for Sale” for the musical The New Yorkers, which debuted on Broadway in December 1930. A prostitute’s song, it offers a direct and arrestingly unromantic view of love (“Love that’s fresh and still unspoiled / Love that’s only slightly soiled”)—though perhaps a broken heart lies beneath all that cold cynicism.


Initially performed by white actress Kathryn Crawford, Porter quickly transferred the song to black singer Elisabeth Welch. This change did little to diminish the song’s controversy, because the Hays Code had been introduced that year to censor immoral content and “Love for Sale” was briefly banned from the radio.


Given the song’s status, it is interesting that Billie Holiday recorded it only once. Although taped in April 1952 as part of a session with her six-piece orchestra, she performed it with just pianist Oscar Peterson as her accompanist. Once recorded, though, it would not appear until the eight-track Billie Holiday 10-inch album in 1954.


For Holiday, the subject of this song was undoubtedly raw. As a young woman in New York, she had once worked in a brothel and was imprisoned briefly for soliciting sometime around 1930, the same year the song made its Broadway debut. Certainly, she sings it with a regretful knowingness, but then that was her trademark. Either way, her version is a heartfelt classic. SA
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The Wind


Nolan Strong & The Diablos (1954)





Writer | Nolan Strong, Bob Edwards


Producer | Jack Brown, Devora Brown


Label | Fortune


Album | N/A





Doo-wop combo Nolan Strong & The Diablos got together at high school, naming themselves after a book Strong was studying for class, El niño diablo. In 1954, the group auditioned for Fortune founders Jack and Devora Brown, who promptly signed them. Fortune was a family-run label that recorded in a back room of a shop in Detroit.


The group’s second single, “The Wind,” is as captivating today as it was when it was first cut. Over creeping double-bass plucks, the group swell into harmony, crooning, “Wind, blow, wind.” Then Strong begins to sing and it’s a true goosebump moment, his pure, sweet falsetto swooning across the track. “The Wind” is a lullaby to lost love and comes complete with a spoken-word section—delivered with that hand-on-heart seriousness exclusive to teenagers.


“The Wind” became a big seller in the Midwest, but never nationally. Local boy Smokey Robinson was a big fan; another was Berry Gordy, who tried to sign the group to Motown for $5,000. Fortune countered with $15,000. Moving into the Sixties, Strong was still bound to a contract with Fortune that he’d signed in his teens. Frustratingly, Fortune refused to license the group’s recordings out to bigger labels with better distribution. One can only imagine how painful it must have been for Strong to witness Motown’s massive success while his own talent remained under lock and key. SH
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My Funny Valentine


Chet Baker (1954)





Writer | Richard Rodgers, Lorenz Hart


Producer | Richard Bock


Label | Pacific Jazz


Album | Chet Baker Sings (1956)





When Chet Baker died in 1988 after falling from a hotel window in Amsterdam, his good looks and velvet voice had been wrecked by forty years of drug abuse. Despite that ending, Baker is perhaps best remembered as the handsome, fragile soul delicately crooning “My Funny Valentine.”


Baker first encountered the ballad—originally written for the Broadway musical Babes in Arms—while playing trumpet with the Gerry Mulligan Quartet in 1952. “The song fascinated Baker,” writes his biographer James Gavin in Deep in a Dream. “It captured all he aspired to as a musician, with its sophisticated probing of a beautiful theme and its gracefully linked phrases.”


After recording an instrumental version with Mulligan, Baker returned to the song in 1954, this time singing with a sparse drum, piano, and bass backing. His elegantly restrained, hushed delivery summed up the “cool” style of West Coast jazz. While it didn’t earn him the respect of critics—one described his singing as a “time-consuming habit” that distracted from his trumpet playing—it turned him into a teen icon.


More significantly, the perfect balance of toughness and vulnerability, introspection, and romance in Baker’s vocals set the template for almost every flawed pop and rock hero to come. Today, Pete Doherty and Amy Winehouse are walking a path he paved fifty years ago. TB
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Shake, Rattle and Roll


Big Joe Turner & His Blues Kings (1954)





Writer | Charles E. Calhoun


Producer | Ahmet Ertegun, Jerry Wexler


Label | Atlantic


Album | N/A





[image: Image]


Big Joe Turner’s remarkable career stretched from the 1930s to the 1980s. He initially came to New York from Kansas City as a blues shouter during the boogie-woogie craze. A disastrous appearance at Harlem’s Apollo Theater fronting the Count Basie band saw Turner heckled viciously. Atlantic Records boss Ahmet Ertegun convinced Joe to sign with his label, though, and start cutting R&B.


Between 1951 and 1956, Turner had fourteen Top Ten R&B hits. The most memorable was “Shake, Rattle and Roll,” which topped the R&B charts and went to No. 2 on the pop listings. Written by Kansas City jazz veteran Jesse Stone (under the pseudonym Charles E. Calhoun), “Shake, Rattle and Roll” possesses a hard-driving rhythm that allows Turner’s vocal to celebrate his lover with joyous lust. The song was covered by Bill Haley and Elvis Presley (albeit in a bowdlerized manner that removed the innuendo—“Way you wear those dresses, the sun comes shinin’ through / I can’t believe my eyes, all that mess belongs to you”).


Turner was forty-three when “Shake, Rattle and Roll” gave him the biggest hit of his career and he became an unexpected beneficiary of the rock ’n’ roll phenomenon, with Cleveland DJ Alan Freed championing him alongside much younger singers. The hits faded after 1958, but Turner kept recording and performing right up until his death, aged seventy-four. GC
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(We’re Gonna) Rock Around the Clock


Bill Haley & His Comets (1954)





Writer | Max Freedman, Jimmy deKnight (aka James E. Myers)


Producer | Milt Gabler


Label | Decca


Album | N/A
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A clean-cut, slightly chubby twenty-nine-year-old with a slicked-down spit curl was an unlikely face to launch a thousand rock ’n’ roll songs—but Bill Haley belting out “Rock Around the Clock” to a musically undernourished (but demanding) white teenage audience did just that. Its jump-band beat, with dramatic rimshots, thumping double bass, and Danny Cedrone’s twanging, gymnastic guitar breaks (albeit copied lick for lick from his solo on 1952’s “Rock the Joint”), marked a radical sonic shift in America’s segregated airwaves.


The band played hundreds of high-school dances, which helped them tailor their stage presence and performances to mimic teenage aspirations and slang. So the yodeling, polka-dance, and western-swing style went out, and in came the harder-edged boogie-woogie beat. Goodbye hillbilly, hello rockabilly.


The first hints of their new sound came with a cover of R&B hit “Rocket 88,” in 1951, followed by 1953’s “Crazy Man Crazy” (the first rock ’n’ roll record to make the U.S. Billboard Top 100). “Rock Around the Clock” followed, but didn’t chart as well: it took Hollywood to rescue the song behind the opening credits for a movie about teenage delinquents, Blackboard Jungle (1955). The film caused outrage in crew-cut America, but the teenagers loved it and the re-released single made No. 1 on July 9, 1955. JJH
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I Get Along Without You Very Well


Chet Baker (1954)





Writer | Hoagy Carmichael


Producer | Dick Bock


Label | Pacific Jazz


Album | Chet Baker Sings (1956)





Trumpeter Chet Baker was the James Dean of modern jazz. His striking looks made him the epitome of cool. As a trumpeter, if truth be told, his range was limited, but he was a supreme balladeer, his delicate, gossamer-light lines displaying a brittle beauty. “Walking on eggshells” is the apt description often applied to his fine solos.


Baker had first made his mark in 1952 on America’s West Coast, where he partnered baritone saxophonist Gerry Mulligan in a pianoless quartet, an unusual lineup that matched his light and airy notes with the gruff harrumphing of a baritone sax underscored by bass and drums to surprisingly balletic effect. The idea that Baker might then sing on some tracks came from his record label boss, Dick Bock. “I encouraged him to sing and it turned out he had an exceptional talent for it,” Bock recalled later.


Baker’s emotionally restrained singing is musical in the proper sense. His bel canto–tenor vocals are achieved with perfect breath control and relaxation, his notes completely in tune, his phrases perfectly measured throughout. On Hoagy Carmichael’s well-loved song—as on the rest of its parent album—he is accompanied by just piano, bass, and drums, although on this occasion he plays no trumpet. It is a poignant performance, its seemingly effortless simplicity hiding considerable technique. SA
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In the Wee Small Hours of the Morning


Frank Sinatra (1955)





Writer | David Mann and Bob Hilliard


Producer | Voyle Gilmore


Label | Capitol


Album | In the Wee Small Hours (1955)





The concept album is now a much-derided musical offering, usually judged to be the product of an overblown artistic imagination supported by crass commercial packaging. But the idea of an album containing music that is unified by theme or mood and specifically programmed from start to finish has an honorable precedent with Frank Sinatra, one of the first singers to realize the artistic potential of the format.


Sinatra had already experimented with collections of linked songs (Songs for Young Lovers and Swing Easy), but fully realized the concept album with In the Wee Small Hours. Opening with the title track, the sixteen songs—all ballads specifically recorded for the album and lovingly arranged for a small ensemble and string section by Nelson Riddle—describe a mood of nocturnal loneliness and remorse brought on by lost love.


The love in question was actress Ava Gardner, married to Sinatra since 1951 and with whom he enjoyed a turbulent relationship until they eventually divorced in 1957. The title track sets the scene, Sinatra ruminating on the woman he has lost and regretting the mistakes he has made. “In the Wee Small Hours of the Morning” was specifically written for this album, the rest of the songs being popular standards—by the likes of Cole Porter and Rodgers and Hart—that develop this narrative of loss. SA
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Tutti Frutti


Little Richard (1955)





Writer | Richard Penniman, Dorothy LaBostrie


Producer | Robert “Bumps” Blackwell


Label | Speciality


Album | Here’s Little Richard (1957)
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With its wild opening, “Tutti Frutti” had been a popular part of Little Richard’s stage act for some time. However, the singer had never expected the song to get released on record because of the highly sexual nature of the lyrics. Yet on September 14, 1955, at J&M studios in New Orleans, one of pop’s defining recordings was conceived as Little Richard filled in time at the end of the session by bashing out “Tutti Frutti.” Producer “Bumps” Blackwell was impressed by the song’s energy and excitement and hired songwriter Dorothy LaBostrie to work on some less inflammatory lyrics.


With LaBostrie’s “clean-up” job done, Little Richard’s recording still found difficulty in getting sufficient radio airplay to win a chart battle against Pat Boone’s clean-cut version. However, it was Richard’s flamboyant “Tutti Frutti” that had the most lasting effect, transfixing teenagers as far away as Liverpool—where The Beatles became big fans—and beyond.


Mixing gospel, jump blues, and boogiewoogie piano, Richard still had one killer element that made him a key figure in pop history: his personality. His pompadour hairstyle, makeup, and frantic movement shocked and amazed conservative mid-Fifties America. “Tutti Frutti” was his breakthrough, the beginning of a career that exploded across the world a year later with his appearance in the movie The Girl Can’t Help It. DR
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Only You (and You Alone)


The Platters (1955)





Writer | Buck Ram


Producer | Buck Ram


Label | Mercury


Album | The Platters (1955)
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A few songs are de facto anthems for musical genres—think Bob Marley & The Wailers’ “One Love” for reggae, or Fela Kuti’s “O.D.O.O.” for Afropop. Doo-wop’s pièce de résistance is arguably The Platters’ “Only You (and You Alone).”


The song was the first hit for the Los Angeles quintet, charting stateside at No. 5. (Its follow-up, “The Great Pretender,” went to No. 1.) “Only You” was also one of the earliest major “crossover” hits by a black act, at a time when “race” records rarely reached white audiences or the pop charts. So the group’s induction into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame in 1990—the first doo-wop group to be so honored—is wholly appropriate.


An initial session, for Federal Records, stalled; however, a second stab, for Mercury, proved rather more successful, and the song took off, despite competition from another version by The Hilltoppers. A performance of “Only You” in the movie Rock Around the Clock (1956) further cemented its legendary status.


Even heard with contemporary ears, “Only You” retains its appeal. Lead vocalist Tony Williams’s singing is at once confident and vulnerable, breaking into a controlled quivering as he hits his higher register. The very nature of the song is also illustrative of a transitional period in music: Williams’s vocal delivery is part swing-era crooner, part declarative rocker. YK
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Cry Me a River


Julie London (1955)





Writer | Arthur Hamilton


Producer | Bobby Troup


Label | Liberty


Album | Julie Is Her Name (1955)
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When Arthur Hamilton wrote “Cry Me a River,” it was his intention that Ella Fitzgerald would perform it in the 1955 movie Pete Kelly’s Blues, but the song was dropped.


In the end, the honor fell to former jungle-movie actress Julie London—known as much for her sultry sleeve photographs as for her languorous voice—and its big-screen debut was in the Jayne Mansfield vehicle The Girl Can’t Help It (1956). The jazzy number was a remnant of the past in a picture that otherwise celebrated the emergent beat of rock ’n’ roll, but that didn’t prevent its selling millions and becoming one of the most covered standards of all time.


Hamilton’s jazzy blues composition reignited the smoldering torch song, but with a couple of new twists. Unusually for the genre, the singer is defiant, turning the tables when a man who rejected her—evidently a cad, given that his pretext was that love is “too plebeian”—comes crawling back. Its sparse arrangement, too, was unprecedented: where the torch singers of the past would have been backed up by piano and orchestra, here the vocalist is supported only by Ray Leatherwood’s upright bass and arranger Barney Kessel’s stark electric guitar. The pioneering sound inspired, among others, Brazilian guitarist João Gilberto to develop his minimalist take on samba, the bossa nova. SP
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Sixteen Tons


Tennessee Ernie Ford (1955)





Writer | Merle Travis


Producer | Lee Gillette


Label | Capitol


Album | N/A
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“Burl Ives has sung all the folk songs,” sighed western-swing star Merle Travis in 1946, when Capitol asked him to record an album to cash in on the Woody Guthrie–inspired craze for American roots music. So Travis turned his thoughts to the work songs and chain-gang rounds of the Depression, and set some of the sayings of his father, a Kentucky miner, to music. The result was a gritty exploration of the U.S. miner’s lot, where back-breaking toil was rewarded not with cash but “scrip”—promissory tokens that could be spent only at a company-owned store. In McCarthyite America, such sympathy for the working man was deemed downright subversive, and some radio stations even went so far as to ban Travis.


Nine years later, Tennessee Ernie Ford, a Pasadena-based DJ, revisited the tune. While Travis’s recording had been an acoustic strum, Ford’s reading luxuriated in a smooth jazz arrangement by bandleader Jack Fascinato, centered on clarinet, slap bass, and a muted trumpet obbligato. The infectious finger-clicking was supplied by Ford purely as a means to count in the band, but producer Lee Gillette recognized its rhythmic appeal and kept it in the mix.


Ford’s warm baritone made the song—initially intended simply as a B-side—a huge international hit; it spent eight weeks atop the Billboard chart and sold a million copies inside a month. SP
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I’m a Man


Bo Diddley (1955)





Writer | Ellas McDaniel


Producer | Leonard Chess, Phil Chess


Label | Checker


Album | Bo Diddley (1958)
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Despite boasting the nickname “The Originator” and influencing everyone from Buddy Holly and The Rolling Stones to U2 and The Jesus & Mary Chain, Bo Diddley made for a pretty unlikely rock pioneer. Born Ellas Otha Bates in Mississippi in 1928, he was a chunky, myopic man who happily sported tartan-checked jackets and bow ties along with a rectangular guitar covered with rabbit fur. Yet his memory lives on through the ubiquity of his “Bo Diddley Beat.”


Starting out playing music on Chicago street corners, in late 1954 Diddley recorded demo versions of two songs: “Uncle John” (the racy lyrics of which were later bowdlerized when it was retitled “Bo Diddley”) and another, inspired by a Muddy Waters number from a few years before, called “I’m a Man.” Built on the same guitar pattern as Waters’s song, “I’m a Man” saw Diddley boasting of his sexual prowess over a lascivious blues ramble. Re-recorded at the legendary Chess studios, “I’m a Man” appeared on the B-side to Bo’s debut single, a No. 1 hit on the R&B charts when it was released in March 1955. This was the version discovered by British beat bands when Bo toured Europe in 1963—the cover that appeared on The Yardbirds’ American compilation album Having a Rave Up becoming the template for several thousand white, suburban garage-rock bands when it was released in 1965. PL
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Blue Monday


Fats Domino (1956)





Writer | Fats Domino, Dave Bartholomew


Producer | Dave Bartholomew


Label | Imperial


Album | This Is Fats Domino (1957)
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Rarely given enough credit for his pioneering role in the story of popular music, Antoine “Fats” Domino influenced legends from Elvis Presley and John Lennon to Otis Redding and Bob Marley. Today, the New Orleans pianist is perhaps most widely known through The Beatles’ homage “Lady Madonna.” In the Fifties, however, “Blue Monday” was his fifth No.1 on Billboard’s R&B listing. More significantly, it was his sixth smash on the pop chart: Fats’s laconic, country-and-western-flavored style made him a multimillion-selling favorite with both black and white audiences.


The titular inspiration for New Order’s 1983 classic, “Blue Monday” is—wrote Dave Marsh in The Heart of Rock & Soul—“the foundation of a rock and roll tradition of songs about hatred of the working week and lust for lost weekends.” The teenage Fats had, in fact, toiled in a factory by day—playing in clubs by night—hence his charmingly grumpy lyric, “How I hate blue Monday / Got to work like a slave all day.” These complaints are complemented by hammering drums and furry sax. An eight-bar break by his long-standing saxophonist Herb Hardesty was acclaimed by critic Hank Davis as “a gem of almost frightening economy.”


Reportedly Fats’s favorite of his own recordings, this super song remains rib-ticklingly relevant more than five decades later. BM
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Burundanga


Celia Cruz (1956)





Writer | Oscar Muñoz Bouffartique


Producer | Uncredited


Label | Seeco


Album | N/A





She was born Úrsula Hilaria Celia de la Caridad Cruz Alfonso in Havana, Cuba, but is better known as Celia Cruz or the Queen of Salsa. However, Cruz was having hits with gentler Afro-Cuban numbers such as “Burundanga” long before the term “salsa” was cooked up.


Even to Spanish-speakers, the lyrics of this pan-American smash are rather impenetrable. They refer to Abakuá, a male-only secret society that traces its roots to southeastern Nigeria and western Cameroon, before its members were stolen away to Cuba by slave traders. It’s not so much the content but the way that Cruz rolls the words off her tongue that really matters, though.


“Burundanga” was written by a maestro with whom Cruz had studied music, and was Fidel Castro’s favorite musical accompaniment to clean his gun to while plotting the Cuban revolution in his mountain hideaway in 1959. Ironically, Cruz and her backing band, Sonora Matancera, left Cuba as exiles in July 1960.


Little did Cruz know she would spend more than half her life in New York City when she traveled there in 1957; she made the trip to accept a gold disc for the song. The success of “Burundanga” also led to her first tour of Colombia, where—in a sign of the times—the word now refers to scopolamine, a hypnotic substance used by robbers and rapists to drug their victims. JLu
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Let’s Do It (Let’s Fall in Love)


Ella Fitzgerald (1956)





Writer | Cole Porter


Producer | Norman Granz


Label | Verve


Album | Ella Fitzgerald Sings the Cole Porter Songbook (1956)





Two days after she recorded the sublime “Ev’ry Time We Say Goodbye,” Ella Fitzgerald continued work on the Cole Porter Songbook album by recording a droll and witty song about love.


Although on the face of it “Let’s Do It (Let’s Fall in Love)” is about love, in fact the whole song is one long euphemism for sex. Of all the great singers there have ever been, Ella Fitzgerald is not one you would immediately associate with the subject. Ella was a stately lady in build and demeanor. Sophisticated, yes; sexy, no. To hear her, of all people, singing about sex thus gives her version of this famous song a considerable frisson.


The song itself was written by Cole Porter in 1928 and featured in Paris, his first Broadway success. Its lyrics consist of a long list (a conceit that became a Porter staple) of suggestive pairings and preposterous double entendres. The song starts with the simple statement that “Birds do it, bees do it”—referencing a time-honored euphemism for sex. Verbal puns abound, the suggestion that “Lithuanians and Letts do it” immediately and alliteratively leading into “Let’s do it.” “Oysters down in Oyster Bay do it” works wonderfully as a line—oysters live in oyster beds, and we all know what beds are for.


Without a word out of place, this much-covered song is three and a half minutes of perfectly poised innuendo. SA
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I’ve Got You Under My Skin


Frank Sinatra (1956)





Writer | Cole Porter


Producer | Voyle Gilmour


Label | Capitol


Album | Songs For Swingin’ Lovers! (1956)





Twenty years before Frank Sinatra made “I’ve Got You Under My Skin” his own, American singer and actress Virginia Bruce sang it in the musical Born to Dance (1936). Sinatra began singing the Cole Porter–penned song in the 1940s, but it was 1956 before a scintillating, swinging big-band arrangement by Nelson Riddle provided the singer with what many fans argue was his best recording. Its musical centerpiece—the slow-build crescendo, exploding into Milt Bernhardt’s joyous slide-trombone solo—was inspired partly by Ravel’s Boléro, although Bernhardt’s contribution to Stan Kenton’s “23 Degrees North 82 Degrees West” was an influence, too.


Opening Side Two of his No. 2-charting album Songs For Swingin’ Lovers!, the track showed all the exuberance of a performer at the top of his game. The album went one better in the United Kingdom, topping the very first U.K. album chart, in July 1956, and—weirdly—even entering the singles chart a month earlier. However, “I’ve Got You Under My Skin” didn’t get any additional exposure as a proper single release until much later.


Sinatra had an enduring passion for “I’ve Got You Under My Skin” that saw it feature in concert set lists right up to his final public performances, in 1994. And, paying credit where credit was due, the legendary singer often referred to it as “Nelson Riddle’s shining hour.” DR
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Ev’ry Time We Say Goodbye


Ella Fitzgerald (1956)





Writer | Cole Porter


Producer | Norman Granz


Label | Verve


Album | Ella Fitzgerald Sings the Cole Porter Songbook (1956)





By the mid-Fifties, Ella Fitzgerald was a singer out of time. The commercial success she had enjoyed with Chick Webb’s band during the swing era was now over. She was rescued by the advent of the LP era and a commercially and artistically astute record producer, Norman Granz. He signed her up to his new Verve record label and proposed she record a series of albums, each one dedicated to a great American songwriter.


The first, the Cole Porter Songbook, spread over two LPs, appeared in 1956 and was an immediate success. Among its many highlights was a song originally written by Porter in 1944 for the musical Seven Lively Arts. “Ev’ry Time We Say Goodbye” is a love song made all the more effective by its simple lyrics—just ten lines in all—and far-from-complex melody. The start of six of the lines—including the words of the title—is sung on a hypnotically repeating single note. As the melody reaches its sweeping climax, Porter underlines the melancholy theme of the song by echoing the concluding words with a key change from a happy major key to a sadder, more bluesy, minor key—a device used by Handel and other Baroque composers among others—the music mirroring the words.


Buoyed by the success of the Cole Porter album, Ella went on to make memorable recordings of the songbooks of Rodgers and Hart, Duke Ellington, Irving Berlin, and George and Ira Gershwin. SA
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Be-Bop-A-Lula


Gene Vincent & His Blue Caps (1956)





Writer | Tex Davis, Gene Vincent


Producer | Ken Nelson


Label | Capitol


Album | N/A





[image: Image]


Gene Vincent is rockabilly’s dark prince, his startling Fifties recordings and short, troubled life lending him iconic status. “Be-Bop-A-Lula,” his first record and biggest hit, remains an anthem, a song that continues to sound both sexy and eerie.


Vincent Eugene Craddock grew up listening to country, bluegrass, gospel, and blues at his parents’ store in Norfolk, Virginia. During a stint in the U.S. Navy, he badly injured his left leg in a motorcycle accident. Focusing on singing, Vincent was spotted by local DJ Tex Davis, who, aware that Capitol Records in L.A. wanted some of the action being generated by Elvis, cut a demo on Vincent.


Gene Vincent & His Blue Caps were dispatched to Nashville. Producer Ken Nelson had no idea how to record rock ’n’ roll, and session musicians were hired in case the Blue Caps proved incompetent. Instead, Vincent’s band, led by guitarist Cliff Gallup, delivered a bravura performance, the rhythm section pulling out a slinky groove while Vincent whispers in a fine Presley imitation about his baby and how he “don’t mean maybe.” Gallup’s spiraling guitar solos and the whoops of bassist “Jumpin’” Jack Neal helped create a rockabilly template that everyone from The Beatles to The Clash has attempted to emulate.


After “Be-Bop-A-Lula” scaled the world’s charts, Vincent’s career went steadily downhill. He died from alcoholism, aged thirty-six, in 1971. GC
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Heartbreak Hotel


Elvis Presley (1956)





Writer | Mae Boren Axton, Tommy Durden, E. Presley


Producer | Steve Sholes


Label | RCA


Album | N/A
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“I walk a lonely street.” That line, taken from a suicide note and quoted in a local newspaper report, inspired writers Mae Boren Axton and Tommy Durden to pen Elvis’s breakthrough hit—although initially it seemed anything but.


Demo vocalist Glenn Reeves thought the title daft and disliked the song so much that he wanted his name kept off it. Elvis’s erstwhile mentor Sam Phillips denounced it as a “morbid mess”; RCA’s A&R man, Steve Sholes, fretted that he’d signed the wrong Sun artist, and wondered whether he should have opted for Carl Perkins instead; his superiors told him to re-record it.


True, attempts to mimic the clean “slapback” reverb characteristic of Phillips’s Sun recordings had been flawed at best. (RCA’s engineers wound up recording in a hallway, for its echo, resulting in a far murkier sound.) But this lumbering, bluesy lament—quite unlike anything else in mid-Fifties pop—proved mesmerizing, from Floyd Cramer’s ghostly barroom piano, to Scotty Moore’s jagged solo, momentarily breaking up the somnolent mood. Elvis’s trademark swooping, slurred vocal made it, of course. “His phrasing, his use of echo, it’s all so beautiful,” Paul McCartney reflected admiringly nearly fifty years later. “As if he’s singing it from the depths of hell.” Teenagers everywhere could relate to that, and they bought up this tale of alienation and rejection in droves. RD
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Blueberry Hill


Fats Domino (1956)





Writer | Vincent Rose, Al Lewis, Larry Stock


Producer | Dave Bartholomew


Label | Imperial


Album | This Is Fats (1956)
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By 1956, Fats Domino had already scored more than a dozen Top Ten R&B singles. The song “Blueberry Hill” had an equally impressive track record: published in 1940, the tune had been recorded by such notable entertainers as Glenn Miller and Louis Armstrong (in 1949—the recording that inspired Domino to cut the song). Domino’s version of the song was forlorn yet not tearful, and the instruments revealed more heart than the words. His piano work was concise and gripping, while his voice remained steady as he told the story of love found, then lost, beginning with the famous line, “I found my thrill . . .”


“Blueberry Hill” was the natural choice to open This Is Fats, but it almost didn’t make the cut. On the day the song was recorded, at Hollywood’s Master Recorders, the sheet music was lost and Domino kept forgetting the lyrics. He never made it through a complete take, and the final product was spliced together by engineer Bunny Robyn from aborted efforts.


No one noticed, and “Blueberry Hill” reached No. 2 on the pop charts (it spent eleven weeks at No. 1 on the R&B listings). The song’s success would quickly inspire other rockers, including Elvis Presley and Little Richard, to release their own renditions—and, reportedly, inspired the bass line to The Doors’ 1967 breakthrough hit, “Light My Fire.” JiH


See all songs from the 1950s










1950s

Hound Dog


Elvis Presley (1956)





Writer | Jerry Leiber, Mike Stoller


Producer | Steve Sholes


Label | RCA


Album | N/A
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In 1956, Mike Stoller returned from a European trip to be met by songwriting partner Jerry Leiber in New York harbor. Leiber cheerfully informed him that their song “Hound Dog” was a massive hit—not for Big Mama Thornton, who’d first recorded it in 1953, but for “some white kid named Elvis Presley.”


Thornton’s original is slow, sassy, and bluesy. Stoller initially found Presley’s version “kind of stiff and a bit too fast—a little nervous”; to Leiber, it was “a lot of noise.” In other words, grade-A rock ’n’ roll. (In truth, Elvis’s version was modeled on a spoof take on the song, with altered lyrics, by Freddie Bell & The Bellboys, whose act he’d caught in Las Vegas.) Elvis spits out his vocal, D. J. Fontana provides machine-gun drum fills between verses, and Scotty Moore delivers two scintillating guitar solos.


Performing the song on The Milton Berle Show, Elvis had tacked on his trademark half-speed ending, accompanied by a selection of bumps and grinds that had aroused a storm of protest. By way of publicly atoning for his “sins,” the night before he recorded the song he had been hauled out wearing a tux on The Steve Allen Show and forced to sing the song to an unmoved basset hound. Irked, he put everything into his studio session the next day, running through some thirty takes and unleashing a raucous, sneering performance that crackled with energy. Result: a genre-defining, seven-million-selling, iconic U.S. chart-topper. RD
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Honey Hush


The Johnny Burnette Trio (1956)





Writer | Big Joe Turner


Producer | Owen Bradley


Label | Coral


Album | N/A
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When Johnny Burnette’s guitarist, Paul Burlison, inadvertently knocked over his Fender Deluxe amp, he discovered that his clean, twangy guitar sound had mutated into a distorted growl. As a trained electrician, Burlison diagnosed that the effect was caused by a dislodged vacuum tube and that he could re-create it on demand. By fortuitous accident, he had invented fuzz guitar.


This vicious, electrifying new sound was unleashed on the trio’s third single, which coupled Tiny Bradshaw’s “Train Kept A-Rollin’” with a composition by avuncular man-mountain Big Joe Turner from 1953. As recorded by Turner, “Honey Hush” sounds almost like a dry run for his hit “Shake, Rattle and Roll” the following year—an uptempo twelve-bar blues over which the singer improvised light-hearted lyrics about keeping his woman in line (with a baseball bat, if necessary). The Burnette version injects the song with the primitive vigor of rockabilly—Johnny, howling and jabbering like a deranged hick, transforms Turner’s good-natured jibes into something wild and menacing. Double-bass player Dorsey Burnette and session guitarist Grady Martin rattle along in the background, but it is Burlison’s springy lead that holds the ear. One of the first instances of purposeful distortion committed to vinyl, it reverberates as if plucked on a rubber band. Guitar heroes of the future listened and took note. SP
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I Walk the Line


Johnny Cash (1956)





Writer | Johnny Cash


Producer | Sam Phillips


Label | Sun


Album | N/A
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“I find it very, very easy to be true,” intoned Johnny Cash over half a century ago. Recorded by Sun Studio owner Sam Phillips at the dawn of Cash’s career, “I Walk the Line” sounds simultaneously naive and profound. The same clanky instrumentation appeared on the early hits of Cash’s fellow Sun signing Elvis Presley, and the simple guitar line cannot help but sound outmoded today, but the lyrics give the song an air of wisdom that has prevailed over the decades.


When Cash sings, “I keep a close watch on this heart of mine,” it is his vulnerability that you hear, but without his having to spell it out clearly. The music is not predictable, either; each verse is preceded by a few seconds of humming, a mesmeric device that Cash explained helped him to find the right key (the original 1956 recording featured a key change before every verse) but which lends the song a contemplative air.


“I Walk the Line” was re-recorded for the album of the same name eight years after its release as a single, with a rearrangement and a cleaner production. The song also provided the title for a 1970 film and the better-known 2005 Cash biopic. He wrote bigger, more expostulatory songs across his long career, but few that spoke as clearly to people about the human condition as this one. “I Walk the Line” speaks with utter clarity to anyone prepared to listen. JMc
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Knoxville Girl


The Louvin Brothers (1956)





Writer | Traditional, arr. by Ira and Charles Louvin


Producer | Ken Nelson


Label | Capitol


Album | Tragic Songs of Life (1956)





Although the writing credit beneath “Knoxville Girl” reads “Traditional,” the origins of the song are believed to lie some four thousand miles away from Knoxville, Tennessee, with either “The Bloody Miller,” a 1680s song about a murder near the English town of Shrewsbury, or “The Berkshire Tragedy,” another ancient English ballad. The song went through innumerable variations—“The Oxford Girl” and “The Wexford Girl” among them—before winding up in Tennessee and becoming the classic American murder ballad.


Having learned the song from their mother, Alabama-born brothers Ira and Charles Loudermilk took it with them when they started out as performers in the Forties. They soon dropped it in favor of gospel music, but “Knoxville Girl” returned to their repertoire when the pair returned to secular song in the mid-Fifties—their sponsor on radio staple Grand Ole Opry, Prince Albert tobacco, preferred non-gospel tunes. And, as Charlie pointed out: “Work a gospel show, make 500 dollars; work a country show, make 2,500.”


Owing more than a little to a Thirties reading of the song by another pair of singing brothers, The Blue Sky Boys, the Louvins’ plangent recording appeared in 1956. Charlie re-recorded the song just before his eightieth birthday, but Ira was not around to hear it: his tempestuous life ended in 1965, courtesy of a drunk driver in Missouri. WF-J
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Ella


José Alfredo Jiménez (1956)





Writer | José Alfredo Jiménez


Producer | Uncredited


Label | RCA


Album | N/A





To Mexican-music lovers, José Alfredo Jiménez is comparable to, say, Hank Williams and Jacques Brel combined—a huge talent who went on to dominate and reshape the Mexican songbook.


Legend has it that in 1956 Jiménez was working as a waiter in a restaurant when the popular singer Miguel Aceves Mejía arrived to eat, and Jiménez pleaded that Mejía listen to his songs. They duly met a few days later, but when asked if Jiménez played guitar, the answer was no. Was this song a waltz or a huapango? Mejía was told, “I don’t know,” and he did not know what key it was in, either. He was about to give up on this wannabe when Jiménez began singing—and Mejía swiftly came to realize the waiter had already written dozens of great songs. One of these was “Ella” (Her), a frank tale of love thwarted by a girl’s parents, who had rejected her suitor because he was a lowly waiter.


Jiménez was a singer in the ranchera style, the popular Mexican song form comparable to country or blues in that it lyrically details the hard times and misfortunes of the singer. He had written songs since childhood and possessed a great ear for melody, a gift for lyrics, and a voice that, while rough, dramatically sold his songs. “Ella” was one of the first songs Jiménez got to record, and it proved a huge hit, his soaring, impassioned vocal set against chirpy mariachi brass and swathes of bittersweet strings. GC
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Take My Hand, Precious Lord


Mahalia Jackson (1956)





Writer | Thomas A. Dorsey


Producer | Mitch Miller


Label | Columbia


Album | Bless This House (1956)





Thomas A. Dorsey started out as a blues pianist with Ma Rainey, co-writing with Tampa Red “It’s Tight Like That,” a dirty blues that scored a huge hit in 1928. He subsequently branched out into the genre that would make his name—gospel.


Dorsey wrote “Take My Hand, Precious Lord” in 1932, heartbroken and disconsolate after his wife died in childbirth (the baby died soon afterward); the melody was borrowed from George N. Allen’s 1844 hymn “Maitland.” Immediately recognized as a gospel classic, the song established Dorsey as Chicago’s preeminent gospel songwriter.


In 1929, the songwriter came across a teenaged Mahalia Jackson, not long in town from New Orleans and already capable of “wrecking” churches. Dorsey coached Jackson and the two toured together, she singing his songs and he selling the new gospel tunes as sheet music. When Jackson recorded “. . . Precious Lord” for Columbia in March 1956, the label arranged for the recording session to be as thorough as a jazz or pop session. The power and grace of the resulting recording made the singer a household name.


Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. named Mahalia’s recording of the track as his favorite song. Her performance of the song at King’s 1968 funeral gained her (and the song) headlines around the world. Four years later, Aretha Franklin would sing “. . . Precious Lord” at Jackson’s own funeral. GC
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Folsom Prison Blues


Johnny Cash (1956)





Writer | Johnny Cash, Gordon Jenkins (uncredited)


Producer | Sam Phillips


Label | Sun


Album | With His Hot and Blue Guitar (1957)





Although released in 1956, it was not until a re-release coinciding with 1968’s At Folsom Prison live album that Johnny Cash’s “Folsom Prison Blues” reached the U.S. Billboard No. 1 slot. Cash was moved to write the song after seeing the 1951 documentary Inside the Walls of Folsom Prison while serving with the U.S. Air Force in West Germany. He borrowed from the Gordon Jenkins song “Crescent City Blues,” which led to a successful lawsuit from Jenkins following the 1968 album release.


Cash identified closely with the imprisoned and downtrodden, and combined two of the most popular elements of folk music—prison and train songs—in the song. For the memorable lines “I shot a man in Reno / Just to watch him die,” Cash recounted, “I sat with my pen in my hand, trying to think up the worst reason a person could have for killing another person, and that’s what came to mind. It did come to mind quite easily, though.”


Cash would become a firm favorite with the incarcerated, though on the live version the whooping reception of the song’s grimmest lines is said to have been added post-recording—the prisoners were too wary of guards’ reprisals to react to any references to prison or criminal acts.


“Folsom Prison Blues” became a staple of Cash’s live performances and the epitome of his man-in-black/rebel image, which saw him influence future music from rockabilly to punk. CR
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I Put a Spell on You


Screamin’ Jay Hawkins (1956)





Writer | Jalacy Hawkins


Producer | Arnold Maxon


Label | Okeh


Album | At Home With Screamin’ Jay Hawkins (1958)
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“I Put a Spell on You” is a truly extraordinary recording, branded “cannibalistic” and banned from radio programming when released on Columbia Records’ R&B subsidiary Okeh in 1956. The band, including sax player Sam “The Man” Taylor, play a relatively subdued, bluesy waltz backing while former pugilist Hawkins screams, hollers, howls, and groans through the lyrics.


The track was never a major hit but eventually shifted a million copies—despite the record company’s removal of Hawkins’s grunts and moans from the ending of the song in later pressings. Hawkins liked to say that he had intended the song as a ballad and that his maniacal delivery was the result of a party in the studio at which he got so drunk he couldn’t remember the recording. As a result, he allegedly had to learn the song’s delivery from the record to perform it live. Encouraged by New York DJ Alan Freed, Hawkins developed an act to go with his oddball repertoire that involved arriving on stage in a coffin, wearing a cape, and carrying a skull called Henry on a stick.


“I Put a Spell on You” was used in the Jim Jarmusch film Stranger Than Paradise in 1984, and Hawkins himself acted as a desk clerk in Jarmusch’s Mystery Train (1989). The influence of Hawkins’s shock-horror rock ‘n’ roll has been wide ranging, with disciples including Alice Cooper, Arthur Brown, and Screaming Lord Sutch. JoH
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Just a Gigolo / I Ain’t Got Nobody


Louis Prima (1956)





Writer | L. Casucci, J. Brammer, I. Caesar, S. Williams, R. Graham


Producer | Voyle Gilmore


Label | Capitol


Album | The Wildest! (1957)
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Down the years, countless musicians have attempted to disprove F. Scott Fitzgerald’s thesis that “There are no second acts in American lives.” Few, though, have sounded as if they had quite as much fun doing so as Louis Prima. Born to Italian parents in New Orleans in 1910, Prima found success during the Thirties as a bandleader in New York, but changing fashions eventually took him away from the spotlight. In 1954, Prima and his band, led by young New Orleans saxophonist Sam Butera and augmented by Prima’s wife, Keely Smith, were booked to appear in the lounge of the Sahara casino in Las Vegas. Within months, the singer had revived his career, pretty much inventing the idea of Vegas lounge entertainment.


This glorious, live-in-the-studio medley was pretty much how they sounded back then: raucous, joyful, and irrepressible. Allied to a band that was clearly having a ball, Prima’s listen-to-this vocals turn the track into a kind of Italian-American fusion of Louis Armstrong and Louis Jordan. Apparently joined together by Butera, the two songs are unrelated, but Prima’s stamp is such that they are now regularly covered as a pair.


By the time The Beatles touched down in New York in 1964, Prima was once again struggling for relevance. He just about survived the rock ‘n’ roll era, before his show-stealing turn as King Louie in The Jungle Book gave him one last hurrah. WF-J
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Rock Island Line


Lonnie Donegan Skiffle Group (1956)





Writer | Uncredited


Producer | Hugh Mendl


Label | London


Album | N/A
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“Rock Island Line” did more than any other record to popularize Britain’s short-lived skiffle craze in the mid-Fifties. Glasgow-born Lonnie Donegan was dubbed “The King of Skiffle” after this version of an old Arkansas prison song—ostensibly about the Rock Island railroad that stretched from Chicago to Mississippi—hit No. 8 in the charts on both sides of the Atlantic. (Country-blues performer Lead Belly was the first to record the song, in 1930.) Lonnie Donegan’s souped-up version, delivered at breakneck speed, was just what the new breed of British teenager had been waiting for. The song was also one of the first pop records to be promoted via television.


Don Cornell, in 1956, and Johnny Cash, in 1970, also covered the song with minor U.S. chart success—Cash had covered the song in 1957, too—but it was the energy evident in Lonnie Donegan’s nasal delivery that captured the imagination of impressionable youngsters, such as the sixteen-year-old John Lennon, who set about copying Donegan’s style of guitar playing and singing. Unlike the B-side, “John Henry,” which has become a roots-music classic thanks to twenty-first-century covers by the likes of Bruce Springsteen, “Rock Island Line” has attracted comparatively few big-name artists of late, though there were cover versions in the Eighties by Mano Negra and Little Richard & Fishbone. DR
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Whole Lot of Shakin’ Going On


Jerry Lee Lewis (1957)





Writer | Sunny David (Roy Hall), Dave Williams


Producer | Jack Clement


Label | Sun


Album | N/A
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Determined to audition at Sun Studio, Jerry Lee Lewis funded a trip to Memphis in late 1956 by selling eggs. Sam Phillips was away, but producer Jack Clement allowed the youngster to make an audition tape. Invited back, Lewis cut what would be his first Sun single, “Crazy Arms”/”End of the Road.” At his second session, with Clement again producing, he cut “Whole Lot of Shakin’ Going On,” one of the most earth-shattering records in pop history.


The song was not new. A version produced by Quincy Jones and recorded by R&B singer and pianist Big Maybelle in March 1955 had failed, as had a recording the following September by Roy Hall, the song’s co-author. But it had become a feature of Lewis’s live set, and a rapturously received performance at a small Arkansas club in early 1957 persuaded Jerry Lee to try it at Sun.


Released to early indifference, the record owed its eventual success to television. Those raw, piano-pounding rhythms were one thing on the radio, but after millions saw the dramatic way Jerry Lee performed the song for his TV debut on The Steve Allen Show, the record began its rise up the Billboard chart in the summer of 1957, eventually selling more than six million copies. Jerry Lee Lewis had achieved his first hit (U.S. No. 3; U.K. No. 8). Every rock ‘n’ roller from Cliff Richard to Little Richard has attempted it, but it is Jerry Lee’s seismic reading that has endured. DR
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That’ll Be the Day


 Buddy Holly & The Crickets (1957)





Writer | Jerry Allison, Buddy Holly, Norman Petty


Producer | Norman Petty


Label | Brunswick


Album | N/A
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Buddy Holly’s No. 1 hit “That’ll Be the Day”—the title was inspired by a drawled John Wayne catchphrase in the film The Searchers—helped to establish one of rock ‘n’ roll’s true legends. But that song was a far cry from his 1956 version, which was slower, higher-pitched and . . . well, just not rock ‘n’ roll. Perhaps Decca could be forgiven for not liking and not releasing it.


But dropping him from their roster was not a smart move (neither was rejecting The Beatles’ demos, but that is another story), and a footloose Holly took his demo to producer Norman Petty. Petty’s track record included Buddy Knox’s “Party Doll” (a U.S. No. 1 in 1957). With a reshuffled band now called The Crickets—featuring Jerry Allison (drums), Joe B. Maudlin (bass), and Niki Sullivan (guitar)—Holly re-recorded a peppier version in a more comfortable vocal range so that Petty could pitch it to Knox’s label, Roulette.


Roulette passed on it, as did Columbia, RCA, and Atlantic. But when Bob Thiele, A&R director at Brunswick (ironically, a subsidiary of Decca), heard the demo, liked it, and signed Holly, everything changed. Decca still owned “That’ll Be the Day” by Buddy Holly, so Thiele released the re-recorded song under the group name The Crickets. With a two-guitar, drum, and bass lineup, and lead vocals replete with Holly’s trademark hiccups, here was the modern-era rock band in the making. JJH
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Little Darlin’


The Diamonds (1957)





Writer | Maurice Williams


Producer | Nat Goodman


Label | Mercury


Album | N/A
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Doo-wop purists sneer at The Diamonds, a preppy Canadian quartet who carved out a career covering material by black vocal groups for a mainstream audience. But with “Little Darlin’”—laid down in a single take as the studio clock approached 4 a.m.—The Diamonds turned what could have been a lackluster carbon copy into a bona fide (U.S. No. 2) hit. The original version, cut by songwriter Maurice Williams with his group The Gladiolas, was an innovative melding of R&B with elements of rumba and calypso, but had been let down by its murky production (it had, after all, been recorded in the back room of a Tennessee record mart).


The Diamonds retained the song’s original arrangement but brought to it a spirit of assured showmanship, from the opening flurry of castanets to the falsetto la-la-las from tenor Ted Kowalski. There are no drums—the drummer had already left. Lead vocalist Dave Somerville reshaped Williams’s subdued delivery into something verging on parody, exaggerating the end of each line (“My dear-ah, I was wrong-ah”).


In the middle eight, suave bassman Bill Reed stepped forward to deliver a spoken-word bridge in the mellifluous, dramatic fashion popularized by The Ink Spots’ Hoppy Jones. This later inspired a performance by Bobby Pickett in the sepulchral tones of horror star Boris Karloff. That on-stage gooning led to the 1962 hit “Monster Mash.” SP
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Great Balls of Fire


Jerry Lee Lewis (1957)





Writer | Jack Hammer, Otis Blackwell


Producer | Sam Phillips


Label | Sun


Album | N/A
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This keyboard-pounding rock ’n’ roll classic was Jerry Lee Lewis’s biggest U.S. chart hit. Peaking at No. 2 in the Billboard Hot 100, it was pipped at the top spot by Danny & The Juniors’ “At the Hop” but had no such problems in the United Kingdom, where it spent two weeks at No. 1 in 1958.


The song’s two creators did not share the workload equally. Jack Hammer simply came up with the song title, while the songwriting was all down to Otis Blackwell, who penned a catalog of rock ‘n’ roll greats including “All Shook Up,” “Don’t Be Cruel,” and “Return to Sender” for Elvis Presley.


Lewis, nicknamed “The Killer” for his aggressive, wild-eyed performances and sometimes shocking behavior, nevertheless had a certain sensitivity—certainly when it came to the opening line of his most famous song. The original line kicking off “Great Balls of Fire” was “Great God almighty. . . .” Doubtless mindful of his God-fearing upbringing, Lewis changed the line to “Goodness gracious, great balls of fire”—and one of the most memorable introductions in rock was born.


Among a select few who have covered the song are Dolly Parton, on her 1979 album of the same name, and Tiny Tim, whose very different version provided the B-side to his 1968 smash hit “Tip-Toe Through the Tulips with Me.” The 1989 biopic Great Balls of Fire! starring Dennis Quaid as Lewis helped to reignite Jerry Lee’s dormant career. DR
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When I Fall in Love


 Nat King Cole (1957)





Writer | Edward Heyman, Victor Young


Producer | Lee Gillette


Label | Capitol


Album | Love Is the Thing (1957)
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Nat King Cole first found fame in the late Thirties, leading a piano trio. By the Fifties, though, he had reached the mainstream as a singer, enjoying a string of pop hits that offered little evidence of the jazzer he had once been. On occasion, the sacrifice was great; some of his later recordings are just too sugary for comfort. But the LP Love Is the Thing, released in 1957, is lush, honeyed perfection. It was Cole’s first album with Gordon Jenkins, who had arranged for crooners such as Dick Haymes and, later, Frank Sinatra. Unlike contemporaries such as Nelson Riddle, Jenkins never really swung, preferring ambrosial strings to driving horns. It took a good ballad singer to elevate Jenkins’s sometimes schmaltzy scores. And in the late Fifties, Cole was as good as they came.


The pair are at their best on “When I Fall in Love,” a song first heard in a 1952 Robert Mitchum flop called One Minute to Zero before being led into the charts by Doris Day. Cole was modest about his vocal abilities, but his phrasing here is immaculate, tracing a smooth arc over thick strings and, gliding in almost unnoticed, a gentle rhythm section. Jenkins, too, is on fine form; even that twinkling harp, a favorite trick, is put to good use. A U.K. hit on its first release, the recording returned to the British charts in 1987, six years before the song was brutalized by Céline Dion and Clive Griffin for Sleepless in Seattle. WF-J
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You Send Me


Sam Cooke (1957)





Writer | Charles “L. C.” Cooke (Sam Cooke)


Producer | Bumps Blackwell


Label | Keen


Album | N/A
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The course of true love never did run smooth, and so it was with one of the great pop love songs of all time. Indeed, the soft caress of “You Send Me” belies its contentious birth. In 1957, Sam Cooke was singing gospel with the vocal group The Soul Stirrers on the Specialty label. Wishing to avoid alienating gospel fans, Cooke recorded and released a secular song, “Lovable,” under the pseudonym of “Dale Cook.” Few were fooled. The single led to Cooke’s split from The Soul Stirrers and the beginning of his career as a solo artist.


Staying with Specialty, Cooke redoubled his efforts at a crossover, working with producer Bumps Blackwell on new material, including his own pop songs. But when label owner Art Rupe heard the distinctly Caucasian background singers on “You Send Me,” he reportedly protested that Cooke and Blackwell had gone too far. The problem was effectively solved when Blackwell bought both Cooke’s contract and the new masters from Rupe. “You Send Me” was then released on Bob Keane’s new Keen label, with writing credits originally going to Charles “L. C.” Cooke, Sam’s brother, for legal reasons. On the B-side was an unusual take on Gershwin’s “Summertime.”


The single quickly shot up the charts, reaching No. 1 on both the pop and R&B charts and going on to sell over two million copies. Sam Cooke, the inventor of soul, had arrived. TS


See all songs from the 1950s










1950s

It’s Only Make Believe


Conway Twitty (1958)





Writer | Conway Twitty, Jack Nance


Producer | Jim Vienneau


Label | MGM


Album | Conway Twitty Sings (1958)
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Harold Jenkins had once aspired to become a professional baseball player—until he heard the music of a hillbilly cat from Memphis. His thoughts turning to showbiz, Jenkins realized that he would need a nom de guerre as ludicrous and memorable as Elvis Presley, and he found one in a coupling of the city of Conway, Arkansas, with Twitty, Texas.


On his breakthrough single, Twitty affects Presley’s delirious slur to perfection, while the barbershop ba-ba-ba-bums buoying up the melody are provided by none other than Elvis’s own backing vocalists, The Jordanaires. Yet while its 1958 release date certainly capitalized on the King’s national-service sabbatical, “It’s Only Make Believe” goes beyond slavish pastiche to anticipate the songs of marital mistrust that characterize Presley’s later, Vegas years. The song, a portrait of a one-sided love affair, is in similar territory to The Platters’ 1956 hit “My Prayer,” but whereas that was wistful and optimistic, this is abject and baseless. The pitch escalates with each successive line as Twitty itemizes his hopes and dreams, only to dismiss them with the howled refrain of the title.


The transatlantic No. 1 spawned dozens of covers, but it also contained the seeds of the heartfelt melodramas that Roy Orbison made his stock-in-trade in the early Sixties. Not a bad legacy for a song that was penned in just seven minutes during a concert intermission. SP
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Johnny B. Goode


Chuck Berry (1958)





Writer | Chuck Berry


Producer | Little “Bongo” Kraus


Label | Chess


Album | Chuck Berry Is on Top (1959)
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In 1977, NASA launched a gold-plated record into the vast silence of outer space. It included a ninety-minute collection of songs representing cultures around the world. Germany chose Bach and Beethoven. Britain picked a stately song, “The Fairie Round.” The United States opted for Chuck Berry and the timeless “Johnny B. Goode.”


The American selection offers remarkable testimony to how much a country can change its attitudes over fewer than twenty years. In 1958, when Berry wrote and recorded “Johnny B. Goode,” the people who would eventually make the song their interstellar calling card were uneasy, to say the least, about what it represented. Elvis Presley’s hips were cause for concern, sure, but here was a black man who wrote all his own songs, played the guitar better than anyone else on the radio, and had the gall to sing about turning this already alarming rock ‘n’ roll thing into big business.


Starting with a hair-raising riff (one that would eventually keep Keith Richards in fake teeth) that he had lifted straight off a Louis Jordan record, Berry told the story of a “country boy” who had little in the way of prospects but was destined to become rich and famous, thanks to his effortless guitar picking. By 1958, Berry had already pioneered much of rock ’n’ roll’s instrumentation and rhythm. With “Johnny B. Goode,” he was to introduce its next vital feature: ego. MO
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Move It!


Cliff Richard & The Drifters (1958)





Writer | Ian Samwell


Producer | Norrie Paramor


Label | Columbia


Album | N/A
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In 1958, Britain woke up to its very own pouting, lip-curling version of Elvis: “Move It!” had arrived and was shaking up the soporific music scene.


Cliff Richard & The Drifters (later, via a series of lineup changes, The Shadows) got their big break at a Saturday-morning talent show at the Gaumont cinema, Shepherd’s Bush, in London. Theatrical agent George Ganyou paid for the group to tape a demo for pitching to record companies. EMI producer Norrie Paramor was sufficiently impressed by recordings of rock ’n’ roll classics “Breathless” and “Lawdy Miss Clawdy” to go ahead with an audition. The result was an acetate featuring American Bobby Helm’s ballad “Schoolboy Crush” on the A-side. On the flip side was a rocking number written by London guitarist and one-time Drifter Ian Samwell. Samwell’s guitar-booming track “Move It!” was a sensation when innovative TV producer and broadcaster Jack Good showcased Richard on his TV show Oh Boy! The exposure shot “Move It!” (now the A-side) up the U.K. singles chart to No. 2.


The echo-laden guitar intro proved a compelling way to start the record, but it was the smouldering sex appeal of the vocals that sold the song—and kick-started Richard’s six-decade pop career. For the British, who might never see Elvis, “Move It!” was the closest thing to the real deal before the beat boom displaced rock ‘n’ roll. DR
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La Bamba


Ritchie Valens (1958)





Writer | Traditional, arranged by Ritchie Valens and Bob Keane


Producer | Bob Keane


Label | Def-Fi


Album | Ritchie Valens (1959)
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Los Angeles record man Bob Keane first encountered sixteen-year-old Richard Valenzuela playing an L.A. cinema. Recognizing Valenzuela’s raw talent, Keane signed him to his Del-Fi label, shortening his polysyllabic moniker to Ritchie Valens. Keane helped Valens develop his material and paired him with fine session musicians such as drummer Earl Palmer and guitarist René Hall.


Valens hailed from a Mexican-American household and had grown up listening to mariachi, flamenco, and blues. When Keane heard him messing about with “La Bamba”—a popular Mexican wedding song by Vera Cruz—he suggested Valens transform it into a rocker. Valens was initially reluctant, not being a fluent Spanish speaker and also apprehensive that Mexicans might dislike a rocked-up take on this well-known tune. Keane prevailed, and together they created a blazing masterpiece of Mexican-American rock ‘n’ roll. It leaps out of the speakers, a musical hotrod, with Valens’s wild guitar inviting listeners to a blasting Chicano party. The circling three-chord trick was an influence on many rock ‘n’ roll staples, notably The Isley Brothers’ “Twist and Shout.”


“La Bamba” was released as the B-side of Valens’s second hit single, the swooning ballad “Donna.” But then DJs started playing its flip side as well, and by January 1959 “La Bamba” too was rising up the U.S. charts, eventually hitting No. 22. GC
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Yakety Yak


The Coasters (1958)





Writer | Jerry Leiber, Mike Stoller


Producer | Jerry Leiber, Mike Stoller


Label | Atco


Album | N/A
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The Coasters were on a roll in the late Fifties. The Los Angeles vocal troupe scored fourteen R&B hits during their career, six of which were also pop Top Ten hits. But it was “Yakety Yak” that secured the band’s legacy as a primary architect of rock ‘n’ roll.


Coming under the wing of the legendary songwriting team of Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller in 1955, The Coasters found immediate success by spinning what their mentors called “playlets”—short, comedic story-songs. In the case of “Yakety Yak,” the playlet addressed the everyday dance between parent and teen around the household chores. “Take out the papers and the trash,” the parent orders. The kicker is that the kid simply translates the instructions as “yakety yak.” The Coasters’ doo-wop–inspired four-part vocal attack, confidently led by Carl Gardner, is nicely augmented here by Adolph Jacobs’s rollicking guitar and King Curtis’s squawking tenor saxophone (aka his “yakety sax”)—a quirky and defining feature of many classic Coasters tracks.


The group followed with a trio of 1959 smash recordings—“Charlie Brown,” “Along Came Jones,” and “Poison Ivy”—before their brand of music fell out of fashion. “Yakety Yak,” however, would not be silenced—it was passed down through generations, thanks to its inclusion in Fifties-music compilations, various soundtracks, and, perhaps most significantly, children’s cartoons. JiH
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At the Hop


Danny & The Juniors (1958)





Writer | Arthur Singer, John Medora, David White


Producer | Arthur Singer


Label | ABC-Paramount


Album | N/A
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With its four opening “bahs” over a rollicking Jerry Lee Lewis–style piano, “At the Hop” hits you in the solar plexus and never gives you time to draw breath thereafter. This is consummate high-school dance music fifty years before High School Musical.


Baritone Joe Terranova calls the first “bah” (and “oh baby”), followed by lead vocalist Danny Rapp, then second tenor Frank Maffei, and finally first tenor Dave White. The four barber-shop-with-beat singers started as The Juvenairs in a Philadelphia high school. After playing school gigs, private parties, and occasional clubs, they were discovered by local record producer Arthur “Artie” Singer, of Singular Records. He gave them vocal lessons and persuaded them to change their name.


The group actually sang “At the Bop” on a demo given to Dick Clark, presenter of American Bandstand (think Corny Collins Show in Hairspray). He suggested to co-writers Dave White and John Medora that they rewrite the single using the slang term for high-school dances, “Hop,” rather than that for last year’s model dance craze, “Bop.” The recut song hit No. 1 on Billboard on January 6, 1958, and stayed there for five weeks.


Today most people know “At the Hop” from Sha Na Na’s frantic stage performance at Woodstock. Throughout the Seventies, that band, and a version of The Juniors, played the revival circuit, and “At the Hop” was a hit again in 1976. JJH
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Stagger Lee


Lloyd Price (1958)





Writer | Traditional


Producer | Uncredited


Label | ABC-Paramount


Album | N/A
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“Stagger Lee” relates the tale of Lee Shelton, a black American cab driver and pimp who, on Christmas Eve 1895, shot his friend William “Billy” Lyons in a bar in St. Louis, Missouri. The two had been drinking and started to argue about politics. Lyons snatched Lee’s hat off his head and refused to give it back. In response, Lee shot Lyons, retrieved his hat, and calmly walked out of the bar. Lyons later died of his wounds; Shelton was tried and convicted of the crime and sent to prison.


The power of the song lies not in the fairly unremarkable crime but in the archetypal figure of Stagger Lee, a tough black man who is cool, amoral, and defies white authority and laws. The song itself originally appeared in black communities along the lower Mississippi River in the early years of the twentieth century and was first published by the folklorist John Lomax in 1910. Mississippi John Hurt recorded a definitive reading in 1928, and many other versions of the song exist.


Price turned the song into an R&B shouter, buoyed along by a big brass section, vocal responses, and a honking tenor-saxophone solo. He had first performed it while on military service in Korea and Japan in 1953–56, getting his fellow soldiers to act out a play he had written while he sang it. Out of the military, he revisited the song, achieving great success when it reached No. 1 on the Billboard Hot 100 chart in January 1959. SA
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Summertime Blues


Eddie Cochran (1958)





Writer | Eddie Cochran, Jerry Capehart


Producer | Uncredited


Label | Liberty


Album | N/A





The definitive images of rock ’n’ roll rebellion are a kid with a car, a kid with a quiff and a kid with a guitar. Eddie Cochran, who died at the cruelly young age of twenty-one, is intimately connected with all three. He had only two years as a musician, leaving his all-time classics, “Summertime Blues” and “C’mon Everybody,” for the new generation of teenagers to cherish into their middle years and beyond. Along the way, those songs inspired a whole raft of rockers, from The Who to Marc Bolan.


Although Elvis Presley took rock ‘n’ roll into the U.S. charts a couple of years before Cochran, his image was more about sex than rebellion; Eddie added a twist of teenage anger to the mix, venting his displeasure at the voting age for U.S. citizens and thus giving a voice to a generation of disgruntled youth. “Summertime Blues” was not exactly Rage Against the Machine, but at the time, when teens were just beginning to find their own identity, this song was cultural dynamite.


The importance of the track has inevitably increased over the decades, with commentators on Cochran’s work apparently unable to avoid using the “die young, leave a good-looking corpse” cliché when writing about him. His death in a car crash in England’s West Country, caused by a tire blowout, deprived the world of more of his astute, raw expression. Who knows? He might have gone on to be another Bob Dylan. JMc
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Dans mon île


Henri Salvador (1958)





Writer | Maurice Pon, Henri Salvador


Producer | Uncredited


Label | Barclay


Album | Dans mon île (1958)





“Quem não sentiu o swing de Henri Salvador?” asked Caetano Veloso. Who has not felt the swing of Henri Salvador? Very, very few—even if the name of the great chansonnier, who died in 2008, aged ninety, is unfamiliar. Salvador had been Django Reinhardt’s second guitarist, playing with his American jazz heroes after hours in Paris, and had gone west with bandleader Ray Ventura shortly after the start of World War II.


Developing a style referred to as “chanson douce,” Salvador sang softly and high, though with a rich timbre, accompanied by percussion and an acoustic guitar. Sophisticated harmonically and with Caribbean inflections, his approach brought him appearances on both The Ed Sullivan Show and Italian television. In 1958, the popular “Dans mon île” was added to the soundtrack of a long-forgotten Italian film that somehow found its way to a Brazilian cinema. One viewer who got far more than he bargained for was the composer Antônio Carlos Jobim, who had been looking for inspiration to give him an advantage over João Gilberto in their race to develop bossa nova. Here it was, fully formed and waiting. The rest is history.


Fittingly, Salvador’s final album, Révérence, recorded in 2006, was a Brazilian album and featured both a new version of “Dans mon île” and duets with Veloso and Gilberto Gil, who at the time was the Brazilian Minister of Culture. DH
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Lonesome Town


Ricky Nelson (1958)





Writer | Baker Knight


Producer | Jimmie Haskell


Label | Imperial


Album | Ricky Sings Again (1959)
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“He told us, ‘When I get to recording, I want you guys to do some oohin’ and aahin’ behind me.’”
Gordon Stoker, The Jordanaires, 2000




[image: image]  Influenced by: I’m So Lonesome I Could Cry • Hank Williams (1949)


[image: image]  Influence on: Wicked Game • Chris Isaak (1989)


[image: image]  Covered by: The Ventures (1961) • Shakin’ Stevens and the Sunsets (1975) • The Cramps (1979) • Paul McCartney (1999) • Richard Hawley (2008)





By 1958, rock ‘n’ roll had told us of so many lovers nursing broken hearts that there was no hope of a mere hotel being large enough to accommodate them—they needed an entire city to themselves. But while Baker Knight’s lyric for “Lonesome Town” is clearly indebted to the imagery of Elvis Presley’s first RCA single, it is no simple retread of “Heartbreak Hotel.” The town where “the streets are filled with regret” is a reference to that most unwelcoming of cities, Hollywood, home to the so-called boulevard of broken dreams.


Knight’s minor-key ballad, inspired by the stark simplicity of Hank Williams’s work, was written with The Everly Brothers in mind. But, perhaps appropriately, it was instead given to a singer with a distinctly showbiz background. Teenage idol Ricky Nelson had been a child star in the long-running sitcom The Adventures of Ozzie and Harriet (a precursor to such MTV fodder as The Osbournes, with the Nelson family starring as themselves). Ricky’s recording career began as an attempt to impress a girl: after a date had gushed to him about how much she loved Elvis, he proclaimed that he too was a singer.


“Lonesome Town” was a game-changer for Nelson; his early LPs had been full of smoothed-down rock ‘n’ roll—not quite Pat Boone material, but far from the authentic voice of teenage rebellion. But with this mournful lament came a new maturity. In a move that anticipates his Sixties folkie phase as “Rick” Nelson, he performs without backing musicians, instead picking forlornly at an acoustic guitar. The only accompaniment comes from The Jordanaires, their moody harmonizing evoking the lost souls of the eponymous town. The wannabe Elvis had found his own voice. SP
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Fever


Peggy Lee (1958)





Writer | Otis Blackwell (credited as John Davenport), Eddie Cooley


Producer | Dave Cavanaugh


Label | Capitol


Album | N/A
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“The rock ’n’ roll stuff . . . appeals [to young people] because it stresses simple, basic rhythm. . . . It’s the rhythm.”
Peggy Lee, 1958




[image: image]  Influenced by: Calypso Blues • Nat King Cole (1950)


[image: image]  Influence on: Bad Day • Carmel (1983)


[image: image]  Covered by: Frankie Avalon (1959) • Elvis Presley (1960) • Ben E. King (1962) • Conway Twitty (1963) • Suzi Quatro (1975) • Boney M. (1976) • The Cramps (1980) • Joe Cocker (1989) • Madonna (1992) • Beyoncé (2003)





“Fever” arrived on Peggy Lee’s desk courtesy of Max Bennett, her bass player at the time. A 1956 hit for R&B singer Little Willie John, the song was first heard by Bennett at a minor club gig, and the bassist suspected it would suit Lee to a tee. The singer agreed; after stripping back the arrangement, working in a couple of key changes, and adding some verses of her own—but not copyrighting them: “It didn’t occur to me,” she mused regretfully, thirty years later—Lee had a considerable hit on her hands.


There is not much to choose between John’s original and Lee’s whitewashed reinvention. John’s cracked vocal is dirtier and more desperate, and the band behind him is bigger. Lee’s reading, though, is more mysterious and sultry, backed by nothing more than Shelly Manne’s drums (beaten with his bare hands), Howard Roberts’s finger-clicks, and, on bass, not Bennett but Joe Mondragon. Having suggested the song to Lee, presumably with one eye on playing its dominant bass line, Bennett then missed the session because he had gone on tour with Ella Fitzgerald.


Peggy Lee’s cover outperformed Little Willie John’s original, reaching the Top Ten on both sides of the Atlantic in 1958. It went on to become her signature song, a favorite of audiences in a performing life that ran for a further four decades. But perhaps the most interesting post-“Fever” career arc belongs to the then unfortunately absent but influential Bennett, a jobbing jazzer who later reinvented himself as an electric bassist. More than a decade later, he was to appear on on such disparate rock classics as Frank Zappa’s Hot Rats and Chunga’s Revenge, and Joni Mitchell’s The Hissing of Summer Lawns. WF-J
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One for My Baby (and One More for the Road)


Frank Sinatra (1958)





Writer | Harold Arlen, Johnny Mercer


Producer | Voyle Gilmore


Label | Capitol


Album | Frank Sinatra Sings for Only the Lonely (1958)





Conceived in the wake of the singer’s split with Ava Gardner, three years before its release, In the Wee Small Hours was Sinatra’s first successful concept album, sixteen ballads of lovelorn despair built around empathetic Nelson Riddle arrangements. After its release, which cemented the singer’s transition from teen idol to adult artist, Sinatra continued to follow the themed-album path, following upbeat, swinging collections with melancholy affairs. Only the Lonely is in the latter category; “One for My Baby” is its keynote address.


With lyrics by Johnny Mercer, himself no stranger to alcohol-soaked misery, “One for My Baby” first appeared in the 1943 movie The Sky’s the Limit, unconvincingly delivered by a too-smooth Fred Astaire. Sinatra later tackled it twice, but neither rendition had taken wing. So for Only the Lonely, he took the tempo down, asked Riddle to keep out of the way, and brought pianist Bill Miller into the spotlight.


Unlike Astaire, Sinatra does not oversell the drunken overtones. His “One for My Baby” is more memorable for how he inhabits the rest of the lyric: the near-whispered delivery of the first verse, the flat desperation as he urges the bartender to “make the music easy and sad,” the way he backs away from the mic at the end. In his biography of the singer, Will Friedwald described it as “the finest piece of musical acting Sinatra ever turned in.” WF-J
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Le poinçonneur des Lilas


Serge Gainsbourg (1958)





Writer | Serge Gainsbourg


Producer | Denis Bourgeois


Label | Philips


Album | Du chant à la une! . . . (1958)





Porte des Lilas, proudly serving commuters since 1921, is one of the better-known Métro stations in Paris. Credit much of that to filmmakers—a 1958 Oscar-nominated movie bore the same name, and the station is featured in Meryl Streep’s 2009 film Julie & Julia—and also to Serge Gainsbourg.


The famed provocateur-vocalist gave the station somewhat undesirable exposure with the hit French song “Le poinçonneur des Lilas” (The Conductor of Lilas). It told of a ticket-puncher who found his job so deadly dull that he daydreamed of quitting—not just the gig but life itself. “I make holes, little holes. . . . There’ll come a crazed moment, when I’ll take a gun / Make myself a little hole, a little hole. . . . They’ll put me in a huge hole.” Gainsbourg was not the first to have these kinds of morbid thoughts, but he was likely the first to turn them into a pop song. The piano-based tune chugged along on a rhythm like a speedy train. Sung with old-fashioned chanson gusto, it resonated with those stuck in dead-end jobs.


The song was offered up as track one on Gainsbourg’s 1958 debut LP, which meant that listeners quickly discovered how this singer differed from most popular artists of the day. Gainsbourg continued to travel a controversial road throughout his career, which took in orgasmic sighs on 1969’s “Je t’aime . . . moi non plus” and an eyebrow-raising duet with his daughter on 1985’s “Lemon Incest.” JiH
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Nel blu dipinto di blu


Domenico Modugno (1958)





Writer | D. Modugno, F. Migliacci


Producer | Uncredited


Label | Fonit


Album | La strada dei successi di Domenico Modugno (1958)
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It is hardly surprising that a song that translates as “In the Blue Painted Blue” came to be known simply as “Volare” (to fly), after its chorus hook. Although far from being a one-hit wonder in his native Italy, Domenico Modugno never matched the success of this breakthrough smash, which spent five weeks at the top of the U.S. charts in 1958 and earned him two Grammys and three gold discs. All through a lengthy musical career, and even when he became a politician, he was referred to by the nickname of “Mr. Volare.”


According to co-writer Franco Migliacci, the idea for the words of “Nel blu dipinto di blu” came to him one day as he was gazing absentmindedly at the back of a packet of cigarettes. Somehow the visuals inspired a lyric about a man who dreams that he has swept up into the sky after painting his face and hands blue. Modugno helped to finish the words and added the tune. Wedded to a brassy big-band arrangement, the song was soon a hit.


After winning at the Sanremo Music Festival in 1958, the song became Italy’s entry in that year’s Eurovision Song Contest. Although it reached only third place at the time, it was voted the second most popular song in Eurovision history in the contest’s fiftieth-anniversary celebrations, pipped by ABBA’s “Waterloo.” Cliff Richard, David Bowie, and the Gipsy Kings are among the many artists that have covered it, in various languages. JLu
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All I Have to Do Is Dream


The Everly Brothers (1958)





Writer | Felice Bryant, Boudleaux Bryant


Producer | Archie Bleyer


Label | Cadence


Album | N/A
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Brothers Don and Phil Everly began their chart career with two rock ‘n’ roll smash hits when debut “Bye Bye Love” and “Wake Up Little Susie” made No. 2 and No. 1 respectively on the Billboard Hot 100. But it was the slower, sleepy “All I Have to Do Is Dream” that best promoted the duo’s unique selling point. Their sublime, apparently effortless, high harmonies were given the perfect vehicle by songwriters Boudleaux and Felice Bryant, who completed the song in just fifteen minutes.


“All I Have to Do Is Dream” was recorded in March 1958 and released a month later. The distinctive sound was managed by Cadence record label owner and producer Archie Bleyer. An even greater influence on the recording was Chet Atkins, who contributed the shimmering tremolo guitar effect that sets the tone from the opening second. “Chet Atkins was the reason we came to Nashville,” admitted Phil Everly.


The song became the brothers’ first of two transatlantic chart-toppers and continued to provide hits for a succession of artists. “One of the most important songs we ever recorded,” reckoned Phil. Sixties genres such as surf pop and country rock would take their lead from the duo’s singing style—Californian teenager David Crosby and Manchester youngster Graham Nash later co-formed Crosby, Stills & Nash, adapting the close harmonies on similarly seminal recordings. DR
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To Know Him Is to Love Him


The Teddy Bears (1958)





Writer | Phil Spector


Producer | Phil Spector


Label | Dore


Album | N/A
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No long slog to hit the top of the charts for Phil Spector: he struck gold with his first hit. Spector’s ability to write, produce, and assemble a group was evident from the start, when three former Fairfax High School students from Los Angeles called themselves The Teddy Bears and recorded the plaintive “To Know Him Is to Love Him.”


Inspired to write the song by the inscription on his father’s gravestone, the teenage Spector picked his girlfriend’s best friend, Annette Kleinbard (who later changed her name to Carol Connors and became a successful songwriter), to sing the song with Marshall Leib, the third Teddy Bear, and himself. After rehearsals, Spector arranged a session at which The Teddy Bears, plus debutant drummer Sandy Nelson, cut “To Know Him Is to Love Him” at Hollywood’s Gold Star Studios in twenty minutes flat. Newly created label Dore relegated the track to a B-side, but a DJ in Fargo, North Dakota, had other ideas and began a trend by flipping the disc. A ten-week buildup of sales resulted in the single topping the Billboard Hot 100 in December 1958 for three weeks.


The song proved to be extremely adaptable. A favorite in early Beatles set lists, it charted again for Peter & Gordon and Bobby Vinton. It even managed to top the country chart in 1987, when beautifully hijacked by the legendary trio Dolly Parton, Linda Ronstadt, and Emmylou Harris. DR
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Brand New Cadillac


Vince Taylor & His Playboys (1959)





Writer | Vince Taylor


Producer | Norrie Paramor


Label | Parlophone


Album | N/A
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After many years in the United States, British-born Brian Holden returned to find his homeland’s answer to rock ‘n’ roll was former jazzmen playing Bill Haley–inspired swing on the BBC Light Programme. Adopting the name Vince Taylor, he set about introducing Britain to the raucous, primitive beat of rockabilly. Taylor’s early 45s were covers—Ray Smith’s “Right Behind You Baby” and Johnny Ace’s “Pledging My Love”—but on the latter’s flipside was this self-penned number.


From its opening bars, driven by Joe Moretti’s circling guitar, it was clear that this was something quite different. In a land of Ford Consuls and Morris Oxfords, the idea of an inamorata driving a tail-finned automobile was exotic and new. In direct contrast to the mannered style of his British contemporaries, Taylor’s wild vocals could almost have been cut at Sun Studios. He even calls out, “Hangin’ on Scotty, here we go!” before the second solo, as if addressing Elvis Presley’s guitarist Scotty Moore rather than the Scottish-born Moretti.


Although subsequently revered by everyone from Van Morrison to Joe Strummer, the leather-clad rocker burned out rapidly. Increasingly addled by drink and drugs, he memorably informed a 1964 audience: “My name is Mateus. I’m the new Jesus, the son of God.” Little wonder, then, that he became the model for David Bowie’s tale of rock ’n’ roll self-immolation on 1972’s Ziggy Stardust. SP
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What’d I Say (Parts 1 & 2)


Ray Charles (1959)





Writer | Ray Charles


Producer | Ahmet Ertegun, Jerry Wexler


Label | Atlantic


Album | What’d I Say (1959)
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The story behind “What’d I Say” reads like a classic piece of Hollywood let’s-do-the-show-right-here hokum. According to legend, Ray Charles and his well-drilled band found themselves with a quarter-hour to fill at the end of a long supper-club date. Having exhausted the group’s repertoire, Charles started vamping a keyboard riff, improvising lyrics over the top as the other musicians joined in. Cue audience pandemonium and a phone call to Jerry Wexler, with the singer suggesting to his producer that he might have a little something here.


Even in its subsequent studio recording, boiled down by engineer Tom Dowd into six and a half minutes and then split over two sides of a seven-inch single, “What’d I Say” sounds, gloriously, as if the group are playing by ear. From this point on, Charles ended every concert with this tune.


In terms of musical structure, “What’d I Say” is not much more than a handful of rhyming couplets hitched to a by-the-book twelve-bar blues. But records are not made on paper. The jumpy keyboard work, Milt Turner’s propulsive, Latin-inflected drumming, and, most famously, Charles’s own lascivious, gospel-inspired call-and-response vocal interplay with The Raelettes, all combine to elevate “What’d I Say” into something remarkably potent and thrilling. The single’s success prove that sometimes it is not what you play but how you play it that counts. WF-J
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I Only Have Eyes for You


The Flamingos (1959)





Writer | Harry Warren, Al Dubin


Producer | Uncredited


Label | End


Album | Flamingo Serenade (1959)
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First heard as a part-sung, part-spoken duet by Dick Powell and Ruby Keeler in the 1934 movie Dames, “I Only Have Eyes for You” entered the standards repertoire quickly. As such, it was an easy target for the doo-wop scene, which enjoyed a love affair with Tin Pan Alley during the Fifties. The slight surprise is that the task of recording it fell to The Flamingos, a Chicago-based group who had issued more than a dozen largely unsuccessful singles between 1953 and 1958.


The arrival among The Flamingos of arranger Terry Johnson and producer George Goldner brought about a shift of focus. The group (a sextet) charted for the first time in early 1959 with “Lovers Never Say Goodbye,” before Goldner encouraged them to turn toward Tin Pan Alley for inspiration. The success was immediate: grounded by a stately rhythm section, led by Nate Nelson’s plaintive, elegant vocal and colored by an echo-soaked backing-vocal arrangement that blends the ethereal and the pungent, “I Only Have Eyes for You” became the group’s biggest hit, and remains one of the most striking singles of the Fifties.


The group never matched the song’s success. The recording, meanwhile, was assured of immortality when it was granted starring roles in George Lucas’s 1973 movie American Graffiti and, twenty-five years later, an episode of Buffy the Vampire Slayer. WF-J
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Ne me quitte pas


Jacques Brel (1959)





Writer | Jacques Brel


Producer | Uncredited


Label | Philips


Album | La valse à mille temps (1959)
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“In those days [the mid- to late Sixties], hearing [Brel] sing was like a hurricane blowing through the room.”
Scott Walker, 2008




[image: image]  Influenced by: Les feuilles mortes • Yves Montand (1946)


[image: image]  Influence on: Once Was • Marc & The Mambas (1983)


[image: image]  Covered by: Nina Simone (1965) • Sandy Shaw (1967) • Scott Walker (recorded as “If You Go Away”) (1969) • Daniel Guichard (1972) • Serge Lama (1979)





Although he is forever destined to feature in that old saloon-bar challenge of coming up with the names of five famous Belgians, Jacques Brel had an uneasy relationship with the country in which he was raised. Brel left Brussels for Paris as a twenty-something in the mid-Fifties, and ever after regarded his country with a quixotic mix of affection and contempt. His fellow Belgians came to view him in something like the same way.


In disregard of his origins, Brel’s music has come to represent a certain streak of Frenchness: impassioned, poetic, theatrical, and serious. Written for his onetime lover Suzanne Gabriello, who promoted Brel through her role as an MC at the Paris Olympia, and delivered with little more than a piano for accompaniment, “Ne me quitte pas” has come to symbolize Brel’s milieu, despite the fact that its pleading melancholy is far from typical of a catalog of songs that are often shot through more with humor and social comment than romantic desperation.


Brel became more widely known after his songs were translated into English, first by hack poet Rod McKuen and later, for a hit off-Broadway musical devoted to Brel, by Eric Blau and Brill Building stalwart Mort Shuman. Literary precison is not always what is needed when it comes to the translation of songs, and it was McKuen’s typically clumsy rewriting of “Ne me quitte pas,” retitled “If You Go Away,” that found favor with everyone from Frank Sinatra to Ray Charles. However, none of the versions matched the success of McKuen’s even more hamfisted translation of another Brel song, “Le Moribond.” Retitled “Seasons in the Sun,” this gained the U.K. No. 1 slot for both Terry Jacks and, much later, Westlife. WF-J
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Shout (Parts 1 & 2)


The Isley Brothers (1959)





Writer | O’Kelly Isley, Ronald Isley, Rudolph Isley


Producer | Hugo Peretti, Luigi Creatore


Label | RCA


Album | Shout! (1959)
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“It just grew out of . . . the sort of thing we’d do in church.”
Ronald Isley, 1975




[image: image]  Influenced by: Lonely Teardrops • Jackie Wilson (1958)


[image: image]  Influence on: White Lines (Don’t Don’t Do It) • Grandmaster Melle Mel (1983)


[image: image]  Covered by: Lulu & The Luvvers (1964) • Joan Jett (1980) • Grandmaster Melle Mel (1983)





While riffing on call-and-response vocals in a live cover of Jackie Wilson’s doo-wop weepy “Lonely Teardrops,” The Isley Brothers threw in a winning line—“You know you make me want to shout”—and the Washington, D.C., crowd answered in kind. Swiftly picking up on the reaction, an RCA chief in the audience snapped the brothers up and suggested they might like to construct a song around this gambit. O’Kelly, Ronald, and Rudolph Isley had roots in gospel singing; now they were using their skills in secular style.


That is the legend. “Shout,” the song they fashioned, became a standard and—eventually—a huge seller, in spite of modest chart performances. Produced by Brill Building duo Hugo & Luigi (Hugo Peretti and Luigi Creatore), the single was spread over both sides of the 45, the body of the song in Part 1, the full audience-participation workout (“A little bit louder now . . .”) in Part 2. As a whole, “Shout (Parts 1 & 2)” is a thrilling party record, built around an invigorating call-and-response interplay that defied anyone not to get involved.


The inspiration that led to the song was fleeting, however, and the brothers would not find their flow until the Sixties were bedded in, although there would be further acts to their career, with perhaps even more life than in “Shout.” Covers of the song have been plentiful, most famously Scot poppet Lulu’s jolly, parping 1964 version. Lulu’s take does not bother itself with the extended breakdown of Part 2, but that section was tackled with gusto in the memorable frat-party scene from 1978 movie National Lampoon’s Animal House. Such was the strength of fictional band Otis Day & The Knights’ performance, they were persuaded to record it for real. MH


See all songs from the 1950s










1950s

Mack the Knife


Bobby Darin (1959)





Writer | Kurt Weill, Bertolt Brecht, Marc Blitzstein


Producer | Ahmet Ertegun


Label | Atco


Album | That’s All (1959)





Slick and finger-clicking good, “Mack the Knife” was an extraordinary U.S. and U.K. chart-topper at a time when most pop hits sang of heartache, hunks of love, and loneliness. Here were lyrics describing death and robbery in a song written in 1928 for the Brecht–Weill ballad “Die Moritat von Mackie Messer”—the character of Messer being based on ne’er-do-well Macheath from John Gay’s The Beggar’s Opera—which served as the theme for their Threepenny Opera. Mark Blitzstein supplied English lyrics in 1954.


Bobby Darin was inspired to cover the song after hearing Louis Armstrong’s 1956 version. He was unsure at first about releasing it as a single, but it stayed nine weeks atop the Billboard Hot 100 and Darin’s jazzed-up rendition became the definitive version, according to Frank Sinatra.


Sinatra was a good judge. Darin’s biggest hit gained him Grammy awards for Best New Artist of 1959 and Best Vocal Performance. Although he would never better “Mack the Knife,” his Top Ten hits stretched to the mid-Sixties, after which, along with many other singing stars’, his popularity waned in the post-Beatles singer-songwriter boom. But this show tune has never really gone out of fashion, covered by off-duty Who vocalist Roger Daltrey on the 1989 Mack the Knife movie soundtrack and by Kevin Spacey, who played Darin in the 2004 biopic Beyond the Sea. DR
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It Ain’t Necessarily So


Diahann Carroll & The André Previn Trio (1959)





Writer | George and Ira Gershwin, DuBose Heyward


Producer | Jack Lewis


Label | United Artists


Album | Porgy and Bess (1959)





George Gershwin’s “folk opera” Porgy and Bess opened on Broadway in 1935 to a mixed critical reception. Some were doubtful that it should even be called opera, while others were unsure of Gershwin’s portrayal of African-Americans.


It took a long time for the opera to receive the attention it deserved, but two of its songs, “Summertime” and “It Ain’t Necessarily So,” soon became standards, recorded by the likes of Ella Fitzgerald, Billie Holiday, and Bing Crosby.


Porgy and Bess became an MGM film in 1959, featuring a cast including Sidney Poitier, Dorothy Dandridge, Sammy Davis Jr. and Diahann Carroll. As Carroll told the Daily Telegraph in the United Kingdom, “We were the only blacks on the Paramount lot.” Despite the starry cast, many of the principals—including Carroll—had their voices dubbed by opera singers, including on the subsequent soundtrack album. Sammy Davis Jr. whose character, Sportin’ Life, sings “It Ain’t Necessarily So,” had his own voice on the film—though he was dropped from the soundtrack release due to contractual obligations.


The film’s score won an Oscar for André Previn, but he soon revisited it with his trio and Carroll in a sparser, jazzier style, with Carroll adding a subtle intensity to the song’s mockery of biblical teaching. Carroll was herself later to win a Tony award and be nominated for an Oscar. DC
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