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      It’s a hot summer day in Los Angeles, 1952, and a Black woman in overalls steps up to a microphone in a recording studio. The air hangs thick with cigarette smoke and the weight of what she’s about to unleash. She opens her mouth, and out comes a growl so fierce, so unapologetically raw, that it could make Elvis himself break into a cold sweat three years before he even thought to cover her song.

      That woman was Willie Mae “Big Mama” Thornton, and “Hound Dog” was just the beginning.

      This book is a love letter to the women who started it all. Long before hashtags about smashing glass ceilings or viral TikToks about female rage, these artists were pressing their rebellion onto 7-inch vinyl records, spinning at 45 revolutions per minute. Each record was a small revolution in and of itself: compact, potent, and meant to be listened to.

      The heart of this collection beats strongest in the earliest decades: the 1940s through the 1970s, when women had to fight twice as hard for half the glory. In those days, the music industry often pushed female artists to stay in their lane, preferably a sweet, non-threatening one, lined with love songs and lullabies. Well, these are the women who grabbed the wheel, floored the gas, and drove straight through every barrier, instead.

      But I’m not a purist, and great music doesn’t follow decade-set boundaries. When a song from the ‘80s, ‘90s, or beyond demanded inclusion, I listened. Bikini Kill’s “Rebel Girl” from 1993 belongs in the same conversation as Big Mama Thornton’s “Hound Dog” from 1953, and I won’t be convinced otherwise.

      the beautiful impossibility of completeness

      Here’s the truth that kept me up at night while writing this book: I’m missing someone. Probably dozens of someones. Women are incredible in every way, and their contributions to music are vast and consistently overlooked in traditional music histories. Any attempt to capture them all would require an encyclopedia, not a chapter book.

      For every artist I’ve included, there’s another whose story also deserves to be told. For every 45 I’ve celebrated, there’s a whole box of untapped gems gathering dust in a crate somewhere, waiting to blow someone’s mind. The Supremes could fill their own chapter, but so could a dozen other Motown acts. Nina Simone revolutionized songwriting, but so did dozens of women working in smaller clubs and regional scenes that never got their due.

      This collection isn’t comprehensive, but it sure is passionate. These are the songs that grabbed me by the scruff of my neck and won’t let go. Some choices are obvious: you can’t discuss women in music without mentioning Aretha Franklin’s “Respect” or Gloria Gaynor’s “I Will Survive.” They’re classics for a reason, and that reason is they’re perfect.

      But others might surprise you. Maybe you’ve never heard Dolly Cooper’s polyamorous single “My Man” or Timi Yuro’s gut-wrenching “I Ain’t Gonna Cry No More.” Perhaps Barbara Lynn’s guitar-slinging declaration “I’m a Good Woman” is about to become your new favorite deep cut. That’s the magic of digging through record crates and musical history; there’s always another treasure waiting to surface.

      why 45s? why now?

      The 45 rpm single put democracy on wax. Artists didn’t need major label budgets or sprawling studio time; they could capture lightning in a bottle with a single perfect track. The format rewarded songs that struck hard and couldn’t be ignored. Radio DJs could take risks on them. Jukeboxes could make them locally famous. Kids could afford to buy them with allowance money. Their accessibility made them easy to collect, and collecting became addictive.

      For women breaking into a male-dominated industry, the single was often their best shot. It didn’t matter if you couldn’t fill an entire album because if you had one knockout punch, one undeniable moment, you could make your mark. Of course, many were overlooked and long lost. This book is my attempt to dig through the hits and recognize some of the misses.

      In our current world of streaming and playlists, individual songs can explode into cultural phenomena overnight, and I think that makes the spirit of the 45 feel more relevant than ever. Those records didn’t aim for deep-cut devotion. They fired themselves straight at the mainstream and demanded your attention.

      play them loud

      Artists didn’t make these songs to sit on shelves. They pressed them onto vinyl so they could shake parties, fill bedrooms, hit radio waves, and travel wherever people gathered to get in tune with their deepest feelings.

      As you read about these songs, I hope you’ll seek out the music itself. Stream it, buy it, or hunt for original pressings from dusty milk crates if that’s your thing (it certainly is mine). Let Margie Hendrix’s “Packin’ Up” soundtrack your next dramatic exit. Dance to The Pointer Sisters’ “Yes We Can Can” like the revolution depends on it. Blast Joan Jett’s “Bad Reputation” when you need reminding that being difficult is sometimes the only way to be your true self.

      Cue the record. Drop the needle.

      Let’s begin.
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      Right out of the gate, these are the women who told it like it is and were damn cool doing it. Forget working behind the scenes or subtle lyrics because these artists kicked down the doors of male-dominated genres and refused to be palatable just for the sake of it.

      In a world that asked women to smile pretty and sing softly, they snarled, spat, and turned the volume all the way up. They flipped songs that “should” have been sung by men on their head, or just outright sang them first. Some wore ripped tights and smeared eyeliner; others donned leather jackets and steel-toed boots. But they all made music that demanded respect.
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      morine & the zercons – “let a woman through” (c. 1954–1963, bo-kay records; reissued on talkin’ trash lp, 1991)

      Nobody knows who Morine was—no photos, no backstory, no follow-up singles. What we do know is that someone pressed this record onto a mysterious label (possibly Bo Diddley’s) sometime between the mid-‘50s and early ‘60s, and “Let a Woman Through” sounds like a time capsule cracked open decades ahead of schedule.

      Equal parts R&B swagger and bite, it’s a demand for space which could translate on the dance floor and in a man’s world. The 45 was rescued from obscurity for the cult compilation Talkin’ Trash in 1991, and the track now plays like a feminist prophecy. It’s bold and unapologetically loud when Morine sings, “Get out of the way, step back, step aside and let a woman through.” In a chapter about riot starters and a book about revolutionary women in music, it’s only fitting that Morine is first through the door, even if we never learn her real name.

      willie mae “big mama” thornton – “hound dog” (1953, peacock records)

      Major radio stations did not play R&B songs by Black women in the 1950s. Then came Willie Mae “Big Mama” Thornton, unleashing a scorching blues growl that rewrote the rules. She didn’t get much credit, but the song became a hit. The first time I heard her original version, it blew my mind.

      Recorded in 1952 and released in 1953, her single “Hound Dog” (three years before Elvis made it famous!) wasn’t about a dog, and it wasn’t just any old song about a man, either. It was about a man who lied, cheated, and wasn’t worth the dirt on her shoes. The powerhouse duo Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller wrote the song specifically for her, trying to match her bravado. As Leiber later explained, “I had to write a song for her that basically said ’Go f--k yourself,’ but how do you do it without actually saying it? And how to do it, telling a story? I couldn’t just have a song full of expletives, hence the ’Hound Dog.’”⁠1

      The track’s rough-edged R&B beat and Big Mama’s powerful delivery electrified juke joints and the same Billboard charts labeled “race records”⁠2, even as mainstream stations ignored her. In a time that didn’t want to hear women roar, Big Mama howled, starting a music legacy along the way.

      etta james – “w-o-m-a-n” (1955, modern records)

      Etta James was fresh out of the church choir and still in her teens when she entered the recording studio and spelled out a threat: “I’m a W-O-M-A-N” with every letter a warning shot. This was a young Black woman in 1955 (the same year Rosa Parks refused to move to the back of the bus in Montgomery, Alabama), pushing back against the limits imposed on her.

      And when it comes to the word “Woman,” she owns it and even goes so far as to make it sound dangerous. The song is pure braggadocio: she tells us that she made men cry, she could tame Jesse James and John Dillinger, and if you’re moving too slow, she’ll leave you behind. While other women on the radio were singing sweetly about waiting for their man to come home, Etta was on the prowl.

      The delivery, the absolute confidence—this is what happens when a church girl decides the secular world needs saving, too.

      ann cole – “got my mojo working” (1957, baton records)

      In 1957, mojo meant sex and pure masculine dominance, the kind of magic men bragged about. Ann Cole, a Louisiana gospel singer who’d been tearing up the chitlin circuit, grabbed that mojo for herself; she just took the whole concept and made it hers. “I’ve got my mojo working,” she sings on this rollicking Baton Records single, “but it just don’t work on you.”

      The confidence in her voice is the real deal. For a Black woman in the 1950s to claim that kind of energy—sexual, spiritual, supernatural—on a record that anyone could buy was wild enough to be dangerous. Black women singers were expected to entertain, not declare sexual agency. Ann Cole’s confidence challenged both the Chitlin’ Circuit’s conservative promoters and the white-owned radio markets that controlled distribution.

      And yet, the song became a knowing wink among women who understood they had more power than the world would admit, and before long, Muddy Waters heard it, loved it, and made it famous. His version is the one everybody knows, but Ann Cole got there first, and she did it with even more claim to what that mojo actually meant.

      patti smith – “gloria” (1976, arista records)

      In the mid-1970s, punk was starting to bubble in response to the bloated excess of radio rock and disco. Patti Smith was a poet, a painter, and a reluctant rock star who stepped onto the stage in a man’s blazer, uncombed hair, and an utter disregard for typical femininity. Her version of “Gloria” was released as a single in 1976 and is unlike anything that came before: part cover, part reclamation, and infused with her own poetry.

      Where Van Morrison’s original was a garagey love song, Patti’s opening lines, “Jesus died for somebody’s sins but not mine,” made it entirely new. Her raw voice and the stripped-down band created a sound that was primal and intellectual. For women watching from the crowd, or listening at home, Patti was transformative.

      siouxsie & the banshees – “hong kong garden” (1978, polydor records)

      Siouxsie Sioux walked into Top of the Pops looking like she

      
      
      the slits – “typical girls” (1979, island records)

      
      
      joan jett – “bad reputation” (1980, blackheart/ariola records)

      
      
      Bonus Track: The Runaways – “Cherry Bomb” (1976, Mercury Records)

      
      l7 – “pretend we’re dead” (1992, slash records)

      
      
      bikini kill – “rebel girl” (1993, kill rock stars)
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      Artist Spotlight: Sister Rosetta Tharpe (1915-1973)
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