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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.



[image: Image]

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

See all songs from the Pre-1950s
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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

See all songs from the Pre-1950s
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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

See all songs from the Pre-1950s
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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

See all songs from the Pre-1950s
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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



[image: Images]

“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

See all songs from the Pre-1950s
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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

See all songs from the Pre-1950s
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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
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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
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Rum and Coca-Cola

Lord Invader (1943)
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This Land Is Your Land

Woody Guthrie (1944)
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Lili Marleen

Marlene Dietrich (1945)
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(Get Your Kicks on) Route 66

The Nat King Cole Trio (1946)
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Al gurugu

La Niña de los Peines (1946)
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La vie en rose

Edith Piaf (1946)
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La mer

Charles Trenet (1946)
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White Christmas 

Bing Crosby (1947)
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Good Rockin’ Tonight 

Roy Brown (1947)
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Nature Boy 

The Nat King Cole Trio (1948)
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Saturday Night Fish Fry

Louis Jordan & His Tympany Five (1949)
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I’m So Lonesome I Could Cry

Hank Williams (1949)
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