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Your life is unraveling. You came to the big city, and you found out things about yourself you didn’t want to know, you’ve been on the dark side too long.







CHAPTER 1 DETROIT CITY BOBBY BARE

Originally released as a single

(RCA Victor, 1963)

Written by Danny Dill and Mel Tillis
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IN THIS SONG YOU’RE THE PRODIGAL SON.

You went to sleep last night in Detroit City. This morning you overslept, dreamt about white snow cotton fields, and had delusions about imaginary farmsteads. You’ve been speculating about your mother, having visions about your old pappy, making up stories about your brother, and idealizing your sister, and now you want to go home. Back to where things are more neighborly.

From the postcards and junk mail that you dashed off, everybody assumes you’re a bigwig, that things are cool and beautiful, but they’re not, and the disgrace of failure is overwhelming. Your life is unraveling. You came to the big city, and you found out things about yourself you didn’t want to know, you’ve been on the dark side too long.

By day you make the jeeps and limousines and the gas guzzlers, and by night you make the cocktail lounges. Everywhere you go people treat you like you are dead, everywhere you go you uncover more lies—if only they could read between the lines they could figure it out, it wouldn’t take much guess work.

You rode a train full of merchandise northbound, and you ended up in Detroit City looking for a pot of gold, one fruitless search after another, each one taking an unexpected bad turn, and you’re exhausted—seems like you’ve been here your whole life, squandering opportunities, lost opportunities. Every day another daily dose of poison, what are you going to do?

You’re going to take your foolish self-love and egotism and go back to what’s familiar, back to the ones that’ll stand by you, the ones that you left in the background. You want to go back home, you demand that of yourself. You’ve got a thirst and a hunger and a need, you got to get up and go, beat it, and push off. Time to say adios. You want to go home, where they’ll embrace you and take you in. Nobody will ask you for an explanation. No one’s going to pepper you with relentless questions. You’re going back to where you can clear your life up, going back to people of understanding. The people who know you best.
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WHEN THIS SONG WAS WRITTEN, Detroit was a place to run to; new jobs, new hopes, new opportunities. Cars came off the assembly lines and straight into our hearts. Since then, like many American cities, it has ridden a roller coaster between affluence and decline. It has recently emerged from years of ruin, only to find itself tested again. But people from Detroit, the home of Motown and Fortune Records, birthplace of Hank Ballard, Mitch Ryder, Jackie Wilson, Jack White, Iggy Pop, and the MC5, can tell—any setback is only temporary, which is why dreams like Bobby Bare’s seem as real today as the day they were first sung. He’s able to manufacture a completely fictitious life just by penning some letters back home.

What is it about lapsing into narration in a song that makes you think the singer is suddenly revealing the truth?

Bobby Bare first tried his hand at becoming a recording artist back in the 1950s, eventually signing with Capitol Records and releasing a couple of singles that went nowhere. Trying his luck as a songwriter, he wrote “The All American Boy” and did a demo for his friend Bill Parsons. Bill recorded a version, but the record company, Fraternity Records, decided to release the demo that Bare had recorded. A clerical error left Bill Parsons’s name on the label, so Bobby Bare’s first chart hit was under the name Bill Parsons. This was probably the first incident of identity theft in America.

This is not so much the song of a dreamer, but the song of someone who is caught up in a fantasy of the way things used to be. But the listener knows that it just doesn’t exist. There is no mother, no dear old papa, sister, or brother. They are all either dead or gone. The girl that he’s dreaming about long ago got married to a divorce attorney and she has three kids. Like thousands of others he left the farm, came to the big city to get ahead, and got lost. That’s why this song works.
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CHAPTER 2 PUMP IT UP ELVIS COSTELLO

Originally released on the album This Year’s Model

(Radar, 1978)

Written by Elvis Costello
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THIS SONG SPEAKS NEW SPEAK. It’s the song you sing when you’ve reached the boiling point. Tense and uneasy, comes with a discount—with a lot of give-a-way stuff. And you’re going to extend that stuff till it ruptures and splits into a million pieces. You never look back you look forward, you’ve had a classical education, and some on the job training. You’ve learned to look into every loathsome nauseating face and expect nothing.

You live in a world of romance and rubble, and you roam the streets at all hours of the night. You’ve acquired things and brought people the goods.

It’s not like you have a promising future. You’re the alienated hero who’s been taken for a ride by a quick-witted little hellcat, the hot-blooded sex starved wench that you depended on so much, who failed you. You thought she was heaven and life everlasting, but she was just strong willed and determined—turned you into a synthetic and unscrupulous person. Now you’ve come to the place where you’re going to blow things up, puncture it, shoot it down.

This song is in full swing. The one-two punch, the uppercut, and the wallop, then get out quick and make tracks. You broke the commandments and cheated. Now you’ll have to back down, capitulate and turn in your resignation.

What is it about you anyway? You want to boost everything up, exaggerate it, until you can grip it and fondle it.

Why does it all seem so crooked and hush hush?

Why all the trivial talk and yakety yak?

Why all the monotonous and lifeless music that plays inside your head?

And what about that little she goat that won’t go away? You want to maim and mangle her. You want to see her in agony, and you want to blow this whole thing up until it’s swollen, where you’ll run your hands all over and squeeze it till it collapses.

This song is brainwashed, and comes to you with a lowdown dirty look, exaggerates and amplifies itself until you can flesh it out, and it suits your mood. This song has a lot of defects, but it knows how to conceal them all.



ELVIS IS ONE OF THOSE GUYS WHOSE FANS fall somewhere between the two poles of passion and precision. There are people who tick off the boxes of his life with the same obsession of someone completing a train schedule while others don’t know anything beyond the fact that he sings a song that accompanied a particularly devastating breakup. Very seldom a cheery wedding song but plenty of breakup songs.

Knowing a singer’s life story doesn’t particularly help your understanding of a song. Frank Sinatra’s feelings over Ava Gardner allegedly inform “I’m a Fool to Want You,” but that’s just trivia. It’s what a song makes you feel about your own life that’s important.

Elvis Costello and the Attractions were a better band than any of their contemporaries. Light years better. Elvis himself was a unique figure. Horn-rimmed glasses, quirky, pigeon-toed and intense. The only singer-guitarist in the band. You couldn’t say that he didn’t remind you of Buddy Holly. The Buddy stereotype. At least on the surface. Elvis had Harold Lloyd in his DNA as well. At the point of “Pump It Up,” he obviously had been listening to Springsteen too much. But he also had a heavy dose of “Subterranean Homesick Blues.” “Pump It Up” is a quasi-stop-time tune with powerful rhetoric, and with all this, Elvis exuded nothing but high-level belligerence. He was belligerent in every way. Even down to the look of his eyes. A typical Englishman or Irishman, didn’t matter how much squalor he was living in, always appeared in a suit and a tie.

Back then English people appeared in suits and ties no matter how poor they were. With this manner of dress every Englishman was equal. Unlike in the States, where people wore blue jeans and work boots and any type of attire, projecting conspicuous inequality. The Brits, if nothing else, had dignity and pride and they didn’t dress like bums. Money or no money. The dress code equalized one and all in old Britain.

“Pump It Up” is intense and as well-groomed as can be. With tender hooks and dirty looks, heaven-sent propaganda and slander that you wouldn’t understand. Torture her and talk to her, bought for her, temperature, was a rhyming scheme long before Biggie Smalls or Jay Z. Submission and transmission, pressure pin and other sin, just rattled through this song. It’s relentless, as all of his songs from this period are. Trouble is, he exhausted people. Too much in his songs for anybody to actually land on. Too many thoughts, way too wordy. Too many ideas that just bang up against themselves. Here, however, it’s all compacted into one long song. Elvis is hard edged with that belligerence that somehow he is able to streamline into his work. The songs are at top speed and this is among his very best. In time Elvis would prove he had a gigantic musical soul. Too big for this type of aggressive music to contain. He went all over the place and it was hard for an audience to get a fix on him.

From here he went on to play chamber music, write songs with Burt Bacharach, do country records, cover records, soul records, ballet and orchestral music. When you are writing songs with Burt Bacharach, you obviously don’t give a fuck what people think. Elvis blows through all kinds of genres like they are not even there. “Pump It Up” is what gives him a license to do all these things.
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CHAPTER 3 WITHOUT A SONG PERRY COMO

Originally released as a single

(RCA Victor, 1951)

Music by Vincent Youmans

Lyrics by Billy Rose and Edward Eliscu
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THIS SONG DOESN’T REALLY NAME the song that the world would be worse off if it never heard. It’s a mystery. Elvis Presley quotes the first verse of this song as being representative of everything he believes. Most people first heard this song sung by Perry Como.

Perry Como was the anti–Rat Pack, like the anti-Frank; wouldn’t be caught dead with a drink in his hand, and could out-sing anybody. His performance is just downright incredible. There is nothing small you can say about it. The orchestration alone can knock you off your feet.

Perry is also the anti–American Idol. He is anti–flavor of the week, anti–hot list and anti-bling. He was a Cadillac before the tail fins; a Colt .45, not a Glock; steak and potatoes, not California cuisine. Perry Como stands and delivers. No artifice, no forcing one syllable to spread itself thin across many notes.

He can afford to be unassuming because he has what it takes. A man with lightning in his pocket doesn’t ever brag. He walks out onstage, cocks his head to better hear the band, stands in front of the audience and sings… and the people in front of him are transformed. Not by the clothes on his back or the drink in his glass, not by the last starlet he kissed or the car that he drives. But by the song that he sings. And without this song he has nothing, and this is the song he sings.

Perry Como lived in every moment of every song he sang. He didn’t have to write the song to do it. He may have believed the songs more than some of the people that wrote them. When he stood and sang, he owned the song and he shared it and we believed every single word. What more could you want from an artist?

Without a song. Few songs become popular but the ones that do we can’t seem to do without.
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Get you away from the gangsters and psychopaths, this menagerie of wimps and yellow-bellies. You want to be emancipated from all the hokum.







CHAPTER 4 TAKE ME FROM THIS GARDEN OF EVIL JIMMY WAGES

Recorded by Sun Records, 1956—unreleased

Written by Jimmy Wages
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WHAT YOU’D LIKE TO SEE IS A NEIGHBORLY face, a lovely charming face. Someone on the up and up, a straight shooter, ethical and fit. Someone in an attractive place, hospitable, a hole in the wall, a honky-tonk with home cooking. Nobody needs to be in a quick rush, no emphasis on speediness, everybody’s going to measure their steps. Your little girl will support you; she waits on you hand and foot, and she sides with you at all times.

But you’re in limbo, and you’re shouting at anyone who’ll listen, to take you out of this garden of evil. Get you away from the gangsters and psychopaths, this menagerie of wimps and yellow-bellies. You want to be emancipated from all the hokum. You don’t want to daydream your life away, you want to get beyond the borderlands and you’ve been ruminating too long.

You’ve been suspended in midair, but now the stage is set, and you’re going to go in any direction available, and get away from this hot house that has gone to the dogs. The one that represses you, you want to get away from this corrupt neck of the woods, as far away as possible from this debauchery. You want to ride on a chariot through the pillars of light, you got faith, you’re fearless and undaunted, you’re hanging tough and sick of being hog tied and being held back. You want to be flung into a distant realm where you’ll be redeemed, and you’ll go with anyone who’ll escort you out of this jungle of baloney and everything fishy. Even if you have to dog paddle your way across the seven seas, you’ll do it, and you can bet on that, put money on it. You overpower your fears and wipe them out, anything to get out of this garden of evil. This landscape of hatred and horror, this murky haze that fills you with disgust.

You want to be piggy backed into another dimension where your body and mind can be restored. If you stay here your dignity is at risk, you’re one step away from becoming a spiritual monster, and that’s a no-no.

You’re appealing to someone, imploring someone to get you out of here. You’re talking to yourself, hoping you don’t go mad.

You’ve got to move across the threshold but be careful. You might have to put up a fight, and you don’t want to get into it already defeated.
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NOTHING ARTIFICIAL ABOUT THIS SONG, nothing manufactured or contrived about it. Nothing cosmetic or plastic here. This is the real deal and it’s off the map. No racial bloodlines here. This song is no joke.

The guitar player sounds like Luther Perkins playing a Gibson Les Paul, instead of his usual Fender. In fact, it sounds exactly like the part Luther would play, so it could be him. This is a Sam Phillips record. Raw and fearless as anything Sam ever recorded.

The singer Jimmy Wages grew up with Elvis in Tupelo, Mississippi, lived on the same block, until Elvis moved away to Memphis when he was eight years old. You have to wonder, what if Elvis had stayed in Tupelo, and Jimmy Wages had moved away? Also, you have to wonder, what if Sam had sent Elvis over to Luther’s house instead of to Scotty Moore’s? Scotty and Bill would then have been backing up Johnny Cash, and Luther and Marshall Grant would have been playing with Elvis.

The story goes that Sam would record just about anybody who came through the door, anybody with something different about him, someone with character and soulful brilliance. But with a record like this, Sam probably knew he could only go so far. This was not a record for teenagers. Is this a record he could take over to his disc jockey friend Dewey Phillips at WHBQ and play it on his Red Hot & Blue show? Not likely.

This record presses the panic button. This record might be the first and only gospel rockabilly record. This is evil as the dictator, evil ruling the land, call it what you will. Jimmy sees the world for what it is. This is no peace in the valley. This is a garden of corporate lust, sexual greed, gratuitous cruelty, and commonplace insanity. Hypnotized masses of people, and dyed-in-the-wool assholes, and the singer wants to be delivered from it, who wouldn’t.
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He wants Justice and Chastity to come down from on high and take him away. The little girl is going to set his pace, somebody else is going to fight his duel. This is as raw-boned and country as it gets, a song Elvis could have recorded, and it takes Sister Rosetta Tharpe a step further.
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CHAPTER 5 THERE STANDS THE GLASS WEBB PIERCE

Originally released as a single

(Decca, 1953)

Written by Russ Hull, Mary Jean Shurtz, and Autry Greisham
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THE GUY IN THIS SONG HAS QUITE a back story and has a lot to answer for. It’s hard to be on the losing end of a lost cause, a lost enterprise, a cause with no object or purpose, unequivocally false from start to finish, the man is in mental bondage. He must justify and vindicate his entire being, he’s been betrayed by politicians back home, forsaken and double crossed. Stabbed in the back by legislators and members of his own government. He doesn’t recall ever having a soul, or if he did, it’s long dead at the bottom of a lake.

He fought like a savage, he stuck a bayonet into babies’ bellies and gouged out old men’s eyes. He’s been unfaithful to the human spirit and he’s assassinated priests. He lost his independence years ago. He’s lived on rations and he’s done degenerate and demonic things. He plugs his head into nightly dreams, and sees million-dollar wounds, purple hearts. He sees his ranks whittled down piecemeal. He rounds up the elderly, women and children, torches their huts, and turns his machine gun on them. He sees shadowy figures in black pajamas and conical hats. He sees a little boy two years old and he murders him, he sees his buddies slit a little girl open with a knife, strip off her clothes and rape her, then he shoots her with an automatic, his horny buddy.

He’s back home now, shrapnel in his arms and legs—mosquito bites, he tells himself. He is standing in a crowded room, in the tavern on the green, and he looks around, he is surrounded by the enemy, it’s zero hour.

This is a ritual celebration where he is being honored as a hero, he tells the waiter to fill his glass to the brim. This is it. This is the way it is. It could not, not have been any other way.
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WEBB MAY HAVE SUNG LIKE A CHURCHGOIN’ man, but he dressed for the honky-tonk stage. And the man who dressed him was a Ukrainian Jew named Nuta Kotlyarenko who came, like so many others, to the United States one step ahead of the pogroms of czarist Russia. Young Nuta bounced from job to job, trying his hand at boxing and acting, picking up a wife in Minnesota and traveling with her to New York in the early thirties, where they started a business making decorative foundation garments for showgirls.

Soon Nuta became Nudie and traded New York for Hollywood, where he made use of his skill sewing rhinestones onto dancers’ panties and eventually emblazoned hillbilly stars with showstopping suits of lights that electrified fans from Nashville to Bakersfield. He put wagons on Porter Wagoner and spiderwebs on Webb Pierce. He covered Hank Williams in musical notes and Elvis Presley in gold lamé.

Like with many men who reinvent themselves, the details get a bit dodgy in places, but it appears that there was a little dust-up with the law about a drug-running charge, which resulted in a short jail stay. You can only imagine how amused Nudie must’ve been when Gram Parsons came in, all cannabis giggling and part of the generation that thought they invented drug use, and requested a drug-themed Nudie suit. Some folks to the right of “Okie from Muskogee” were surprised that Nudie was willing to make that suit but Nudie was nothing if not practical and as long as Gram’s money was as green as his weed, he got himself a suit.

The thing Nudie loved more than money was country music. His store was a haven and hangout for the biggest names and there was a small stage where everyone got up to play. George Jones in his shirtsleeves waiting for a fitting by Manuel Cuevas—who Nudie stole when he was Sinatra’s personal tailor and who only left when he divorced Nudie’s daughter—borrowing an acoustic guitar to debut “The Grand Tour.” Little Jimmy Dickens trying out material he was going to perform at the Opry that weekend. Local bands hoping to be heard by a big name and picked up as an opening act. And if no one else was there to play, Nudie taking center stage with his trademarked mismatched boots and ten-gallon yarmulke, plucking a tentative mandolin and singing the songs he loved.

Nudie dressed four US presidents and two Popes. Two Oscar winners have picked up their awards in Nudie suits and Neil Armstrong is buried in one.

Nudie loved Webb Pierce—the fifties flamboyant Pentecostal church singer whose powerful high tenor voice was as loud as the sequined suits he wore.

The star of this song is the empty bourbon glass, and it’s built around the same kind of crack guitar sound as on a Hank Williams record, as well as the magical open-string, strummed chord.
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CHAPTER 6 WILLY THE WANDERING GYPSY AND ME BILLY JOE SHAVER

Originally released on the album Old Five and Dimers Like Me

(Monument, 1973)

Written by Billy Joe Shaver
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THIS IS A RIDDLE OF A SONG, the further you go with it, the stranger it gets, seems to have ulterior motives. Kind of song you don’t see coming until it’s on you. It’s not easy to get a fix on this song, nothing to point you in the right direction. There’s you, and there’s Willy and there’s the wandering Gypsy. Maybe one, maybe two people or maybe three. The sure thing about Gypsies is that they travel in packs, tribes, and clans. Gypsies have home rule, been sticking together for centuries. Some historians say they came out of Egypt, the original Egyptians. Forced from their home country by African workers, who were imported to do the manual labor—who eventually overran the indigenous people. Gypsies never travel alone, they’re self-sufficient, and they don’t take honorary members. If Willy’s a Gypsy, then he’s an imposter.
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This song has a philosophical point of view. Keep moving, it’s better, let the train keep on rolling. It’s better than drinking and crying in your beer. Let’s go. Let’s go forever. Let’s go till the glacial age returns. Willy will play you for a sucker, for him it’s always the morning after and you’re a lackey. Willy would like you to abandon your long-suffering wife, heavy with child, leave her and go with him. Says if you stay here, you do it at your own risk. Come on let’s go, let’s get a head start. He wants you to give up your wife and not argue about it. You and Willy, the wise man, and the fool. You’re on the road to nowhere, won’t be tied down—the good old boy and his country cousin, sponging off the ladies, who’ll give you all their womanhood, and do right by you. They’re standing in line and opening their hearts.

Willy the bronc buster, he’s going to ride in the big rodeo contest, and lay his hands on some big prize money. And you, you’re going to hit the bottle and tag along. You refuse to be tied down. You don’t listen to anybody, but everything gets in. You’re toasting each other and telling each other jokes, both of you have been kicked in the groin, time and time again, and it still hurts.

You’re traveling on the moonlight gravel.

Willy’s the wild one, he’s the barbarian, the escaped wanderer, more of a beast than he seems to be. But you both spring from the same fountainhead. Both him and you are completely out of it, made of the same stuff. Where you come from, nothing has a fixed price, nothing is final. You never give anybody what they want, but you know how to bait them.

There’s three people in this song. There’s Willy, there’s the wandering Gypsy, and then there’s you. However you slice it—guy crush, third wheel—you’re standing proud and aloof. At your best you’re Sancho Panza, at your worst you get left behind. You have to open up your eyes before it’s too late.
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CHAPTER 7 TUTTI FRUTTI LITTLE RICHARD

Originally released as a single

(Specialty, 1955)

Written by Little Richard and Dorothy LaBostrie

[image: ]

A-WOP-BOP-A-LOO-BOP-A-WOP-BAM-BOOM. Little Richard was speaking in tongues across the airwaves long before anybody knew what was happening. He took speaking in tongues right out of the sweaty canvas tent and put it on the mainstream radio, even screamed like a holy preacher—which is what he was. Little Richard is the master of the double entendre. “Tutti Frutti” is a good example. A fruit, a male homosexual, and “tutti frutti” is “all fruit.” It’s also a sugary ice cream. A gal named Sue and a gal named Daisy and they’re both transvestites. Did you ever see Elvis singing “Tutti Frutti” on Ed Sullivan? Does he know what he’s singing about? Do you think Ed Sullivan knows? Do you think they both know? Of all the people who sang “Tutti Frutti,” Pat Boone was probably the only one who knew what he was singing about. And Pat knows about speaking in tongues as well.
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There’s a lot of people in Little Richard’s songs. All the stereotypes: Uncle John, Long Tall Sally, Mary and Jenny, Daisy, Sue, and Melinda. They are all slipping by in the shady world of sex and dreams and giving you a run for your money.

Little Richard was anything but little. He’s saying that something is happening. The world’s gonna fall apart. He’s a preacher. “Tutti Frutti” is sounding the alarm.
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She says money is the root of all evil, now take a hike. You try to appeal to her sensual side but she’s not having it.







CHAPTER 8 MONEY HONEY ELVIS PRESLEY

Originally released on the album Elvis Presley

(RCA Victor, 1956)

Written by Jesse Stone
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THIS MONEY THING IS DRIVING YOU up the wall, it’s got you dragged out and spooked, it’s a constant concern. The landlord’s at your door and he’s ringing the bell. Lots of space between the rings, and you’re hoping he’ll go away, like there’s nobody home. You squint through the blinds, but he’s got a keen eye and he sees you. The old scrooge has come for the rent money for the tenth time, and he wants it on the double, no more hanky-panky.

You give him the same old recitation, that times are tough, and your assets have been frozen, but you’ve got money coming in from a previous job. He doesn’t go for any of it. You’re on the defensive. The property owner is a doubting Thomas, the tight-fisted old penny pincher wants his money now. Pay up or vamos, if you want to stay chummy.

What do you do? You hoot and you howl, and you bark at the moon. You’re beside yourself, you’re fidgety. You call the hardest woman you know. Cream of the crop, coolest and the finest, your first and greatest love, you wake her up at 3:30 in the morning. She’s irritated and fuming, and in a rage, wants to know why you called. You tell her you need a helping hand, and if she wants to stay on intimate terms, send you some cash.

She says look here mister lovey-dovey, you’re too extravagant, you’re high on drugs. I gave you money, but you gambled it away, now get lost. You say wait a minute now. Why are you being so combative? You’re way off target. Don’t be so small minded, you’re being goofy. I thought we had a love pact, why do you want to shun me and leave me marooned. What’s wrong with you anyway? I’m telling you, let’s be amiable, and if you’re not, I’m going to wrap this relationship up and terminate it. You’re asking her for money. She says money is the root of all evil, now take a hike. You try to appeal to her sensual side but she’s not having it. She’s got another man, which infuriates you no end.

But no other man could step into your shoes, no other man can swap places with you. No other man would pinch-hit when it comes to her. How could it happen? I get it, she’s not in love with you anyway, she is in love with the almighty dollar. Now you’ve learnt your lesson, and you see it clear. Used to be you only associated with extraordinary people, now they’re all a dime a dozen, but you have to keep it in perspective. There’s always someone better than you, and there’s always
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