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That Poor Little Fool Fell into the Moody River
August 4, 1958—June 19, 1961



Smoke Gets in Your Eyes

In 2017, I stumbled upon a Spotify playlist called “Every Number One Song on Billboard,” created by a presumed Batman lover named harveydent,da. As a musician and a data junkie, I’d always been fascinated with Billboard Hot 100 number one hits, but harveydent,da gave me a tool to search through and listen to them. So, that’s what I did. I started searching and listening. Not methodically but randomly. And I was surprised with what even cursory searches turned up.


	There have been 12 number one hits where the lead artist was named “Bob”—13 if you count B.o.B—but none by Bob Dylan.

	The only US states to appear in the title of a number one are California, Georgia, Kansas, and Texas.1 My home state, New Jersey, has sadly never had the pleasure.

	At 96 seconds, Maurice Williams and the Zodiacs’ hit “Stay” (November 21, 1960) is the shortest song to ever get to number one.

	Thanks to Queen and XXXTentacion, chart-topping artist names have spanned the entire alphabet.

	The second song to top the charts—“Nel Blu Dipinto Di Blu (Volare)” by Domenico Modugno (August 18, 1958)—is unlike almost all number ones in that it contains no English lyrics.



But where was Bruce Springsteen? How did Ringo Starr top the charts twice before John Lennon did it once? And why were many of Elton John’s number ones not that good? I was confused. I felt like the misty-eyed lover in The Platters’ powerful number one “Smoke Gets in Your Eyes” (January 19, 1959), my vision clouded by the passage of time. I hadn’t realized that public tastes had shifted so dramatically over the decades, once-unpopular works now hailed as masterpieces and ubiquitous hits of yesteryear fading from our consciousness by the day.

To get a better grasp on this, I decided to listen to every song to ever top the Billboard Hot 100, working chronologically from the beginning. To color my listening, I would build a dataset that tracked a variety of facts and figures about the songs in hopes of writing about my journey, eventually assembling everything I wrote into a book.2

Each chapter would be written through musical, historical, and analytical lenses, using data to tell the story of American popular music. The years covered in each chapter would be denoted an “era.” Each chapter would be titled by smashing together the names of the first and last number ones of the era. The major sections in every chapter would be named from a relevant lyric of the era’s chart-toppers. This is the first era. It covers 53 songs, starting with Ricky Nelson’s “Poor Little Fool” (August 4, 1958) and progressing week-by-week to Pat Boone’s “Moody River” (June 19, 1961).



A Primer on Musical Data and Musical Eras

I’ve collected a ton of data as I’ve journeyed through these songs, including everything from songwriters and producers to key signatures and lyrical complexity. The first time I mention a number one from the current era, I’ll list the date it reached number one in parentheses after the song title or artist (e.g., “It’s All in the Game” by Tommy Edwards (September 29, 1958)).3 If I mention a number one from another era, I’ll only include the year it topped the charts (e.g., “drivers license” by Olivia Rodrigo (2021)). Though I might mention dates associated with non-number ones, those dates will not be in parentheses.

On top of this, I’ve developed a simple metric to assess a song’s quality. It boils down to averaging three independent ratings on a scale between one and ten. Two of the people rating songs were consistent throughout this entire process: me4 and a pop-culturally savvy friend of mine. The third rater changed regularly, usually after a stint of 25 songs. I wanted to rotate people through this third position so that I could get different perspectives on the music. While I won’t list the ratings explicitly, you will always be able to find the era’s highest- and lowest-rated songs at the end of each chapter.

This raises a question: Why have I defined the first era to be from August 4, 1958, to June 19, 1961? Mostly because the Billboard Hot 100 did not exist before August 4, 1958. Since it has been the foremost popular music chart for decades, its inception seems like a nice start date. Because of that, “Big Hunk o’ Love” (August 10, 1959) is Elvis Presley’s first number one and not “Jailhouse Rock” or “Hound Dog” or one of his earlier hits. It’s also why we don’t see Frank Sinatra appear until the late 1960s and why famous big-band leaders like Glenn Miller and Benny Goodman are absent.

But why did I stop at the week of June 19, 1961, for this chapter? The 53rd song seems kind of random. And it is. We generally think of popular music history by decade because (a) we use base ten arithmetic and (b) it’s easier to compartmentalize in our minds, but decadal divisions make as much sense as random dates. When a year or a decade ends, trends don’t stop. Indeed, we can look back and identify popular styles over stretches of time, but rarely are things created or destroyed on certain dates. Things evolve. It may be as useful to think of August 4, 1958, through June 19, 1961, as a musical era as it is to think about 1950 to 1959 as a musical era.

Still, I tried to concoct some reason for my stopping point. I chose Pat Boone’s “Moody River” because it exemplifies a few different tropes of this period that we’re going to discuss. Additionally, Boone proves a natural pair with Ricky Nelson, the era’s first chart-topping artist. Both were once massively popular but have largely seen their stars fade as time has gone on. Bookending this era with those two illustrates an important lesson in both popular music and life: time shows no mercy.5



This Time Tomorrow, Reckon Where I’ll Be

Billboard was founded in 1894 as a trade magazine that covered advertising via posters, flyers, and, of course, billboards. Over time, they began to report on entertainment and celebrity gossip, eventually shifting almost all their coverage to the music industry.

Throughout the 1930s and 1940s, they began to publish a variety of charts, including Best Sellers in Stores, Most Played by DJs, and Most Played in Jukeboxes, to track the most popular records in the United States. In late 1958, they introduced the Hot 100, which aggregated music data across all formats to determine the true most popular singles in America each week. The number one record was the most popular, the number two record was the second most popular, and so on.

Throughout the decades, the Hot 100 has evolved, accounting for streams and digital sales, among many other sources, and while it has faced scrutiny (see Chapters 5 and 9), it remains the premier authority on the most popular songs in the United States. But as everybody knows, you don’t have to look far to find things that were once popular that show their age. This isn’t necessarily a bad thing. Everything ages. But we can break time’s weathering of popular songs into a few different categories: tastelessness, technological evolution, saturation, and of-its-era.


Tastelessness: That’s Not Politically Correct!

This book covers August 1958 to January 2025. That’s only 67.5 years, well below the average American lifespan. But in another sense, 67.5 years is a very long time. The world changes fast, and so does our perception of what is acceptable. For example, there’s a predatory undertone when Elvis Presley sings the following in his jaunty rocker “Stuck on You” (April 25, 1960): “Hide in the kitchen, hide in the hall / Ain’t gonna do you no good at all / Cause once I catch you, and the kissing starts / A team of wild horses couldn’t tear us apart.”

Additionally, Ricky Nelson reducing the world’s women to their ethnicities on “Travelin’ Man” (May 29, 1961) (e.g., “China Doll,” “pretty señorita,” “cute little Eskimo”) is inappropriate, along with the stereotypical Native American chanting throughout Johnny Preston’s otherwise serviceable rock ‘n’ roller “Running Bear” (January 18, 1960). For many, this type of aging is the hardest to look past as it conflicts with contemporary notions of race and gender.



Technological Evolution: That’s Archaic!

“Alley Oop” (July 11, 1960) is one of the more intriguing number ones of this era. Performed by a ragtag group of studio musicians dubbed “The Hollywood Argyles,” it’s a song about a cartoon caveman that sounds like it was recorded in a garage in a chaotic 15 minutes. That last part is important. The low fidelity of “Alley Oop” announces its age. Of course, artists today can simulate that sound quality with digital recording software, but most opt for the pristine sound available to them.

Technology doesn’t just affect how we record, though. It also affects how we listen. We used to listen to vinyl records. Then we listened to cassettes. Then CDs. Then digital downloads. Now, we listen on streaming services. Vinyl has physical limits to how much sound it can hold without losing quality. The longest number one in this era was “El Paso” by Marty Robbins (January 4, 1960) at about four-and-a-half minutes. While it’s safe to generalize that the most number ones are under five minutes, you can now theoretically record a ten-and-a-half-hour epic on a cheap computer in your bedroom. More on that in Chapter 10.



Saturation: That’s Been Done Before!

There’s an old joke that goes something like, “I don’t understand why everybody makes such a big deal about Hamlet. It’s just a bunch of famous sayings strung together by a stupid plot.” In other words, Hamlet is cliché. Of course, Hamlet isn’t cliché. But it can feel cliché given that others have copied it endlessly.

Certain songs age this way too. The prime example from this era is Chubby Checker’s “The Twist” (September 19, 1960). First, “The Twist” suffers from genre saturation. Rock ‘n’ roll, a once cutting-edge sound, has gone from counterculture to mainstream culture. Decades after its dominance, much popular music in America remains informed by the rock tradition.

On top of this, “The Twist” itself is saturated. Not only did Checker release a sequel, “Let’s Twist Again,” but scores of artists, from Frank Sinatra to The Beatles, recorded their own twists. Though versions by Hank Ballard and Chubby Checker simultaneously charted in 1960, the craze reached its apex in 1962 when Checker’s version made a second run to the top of the charts. As you can see in Figure 1.1, 22 different twists debuted on the Hot 100 that year. By 1965, there were zero. “The Twist” became so ubiquitous so fast that by the end of the 1960s, it felt like it could have been released 100 years earlier.


[image: A bar graph depicts the number of Twist songs debuting on the Hot 100 each year from 1959 to 1965, highlighting a peak in 1962 with 22 debuts. The first Twist to chart was in 1960 by Hank Ballard.]

Figure 1.1





Of-Its-Era: That’s Grandma’s Favorite!

While saturated songs also sound like they are of a specific era, the difference here is that of-its-era songs haven’t been absorbed into the mainstream. They seem aged because they are using musical and lyrical motifs that are no longer popular. When you hear ornate, playful strings on “Save the Last Dance for Me” by The Drifters (October 17, 1960) and “Will You Love Me Tomorrow” by The Shirelles (January 30, 1961), you know that you aren’t listening to something from the last two weeks. Those elements are era-specific. Let’s talk about two of-its-era motifs that date songs to this time: death narratives and lyrical introductions.


Of-Its Era: Death Narratives

While most songs have a lyrical throughline, there were ten number ones in this era that had narratives (i.e., a plot with a loose beginning, middle, and end). Of those ten narrative-driven songs, at least eight were about death.

Take The Kingston Trio’s “Tom Dooley” (November 17, 1958) as an example. Opening with a spoken monologue, it’s a folk number notable for its weaving of three voices that recounts Tom Dooley murdering a woman, his attempted escape, and his subsequent sentence to hang.

While I can’t deem eight songs notable in absolute terms, it’s still more than I was expecting given the dismal nature of the topic. What’s interesting is that within this bleak tradition, there is a notable subgenre that made up half of this era’s death narratives: teenage tragedy songs. These songs usually feature two teens in a doomed relationship that results in one dying and the other longing to see them again.

During the seven-week period from January 4, 1960, to February 21, 1960, three consecutive teenage tragedy songs topped the charts. The first was the aforementioned “El Paso,” a sprawling Tex-Mex epic that follows the blood-soaked love triangle of two cowboys and Feleena, a dancer at Rosa’s Cantina. The second was Johnny Preston’s “Running Bear,” a Native American teenage tragedy that we spoke about a couple pages ago. The third was Mark Dinning’s “Teen Angel” (February 8, 1960), a song so depressing—it’s about a couple who escapes from a car stalled on a railroad track only for the 16-year-old girl to die trying to recover her boyfriend’s high school ring—that it was allegedly banned by some radio stations.

So where did this depressing trope come from? It’s unlikely that there is a single explanation, but we can ruminate on some influential factors.


	The Birth of the Teenager: The word “teenager” can only be traced back to the early 1900s, and it didn’t become commonplace until the 1950s. The concept of teenage years likely grew from the decline in child labor, compulsory education, the proliferation of the automobile, and the increase in leisure time enabled by the economic boom following the Second World War. With the rise of the teenager quickly came panics about teenage crime, delinquency, and rebelliousness. Deaths in teenage tragedy songs are sometimes romanticized as a noble or rebellious act.

	Musical Deaths: Many famous musicians died prematurely in the years leading up to and during this era, including Jimmie Rodgers, Hank Williams, Johnny Ace, Eddie Cochran, Ritchie Valens, The Big Bopper, and Buddy Holly.

	Religion: While music heard in houses of worship can be uplifting, many worshipful songs also focus on death and the afterlife. As America remained highly religious in this era, we’d expect some of those religious beliefs and practices to influence popular music.

	Death and Disease: Throughout the first half of the twentieth century, there were a variety of deadly tragedies, including the First World War, the Influenza Pandemic, the Great Depression, the Second World War, the Holocaust, and the Korean War.



Nevertheless, this plot device goes back centuries in both literature (e.g., Romeo and Juliet) and music (e.g., “Barbara Allen”).6 “So-called execution ballads and murder ballads,” Ted Gioia notes in his book Music: A Subversive History, “were especially popular with the public.” He goes on, “I doubt if anything in our current culture can match the combination of the macabre and the celebratory achieved in these songs.” Given the historical ubiquity of childhood mortality, economic depression, and violence, the simplest explanation might be that tragic death used to be more common. This would also provide context for why death and destruction feature in songs of this era that aren’t about teens. As an example, take Larry Verne’s “Mr. Custer” (October 10, 1960), a record recounting a terrified American soldier trying to avoid a “redskin a-waiting out there” who is “fixing to take [his] hair” during the Battle of Little Big Horn.

Though it has never been as prevalent as during this era, this device has occasionally been resurrected. Meat Loaf’s “Bat Out of Hell” is probably the most grandiose take on the teenage tragedy song, an extravagant, nine-minute rock epic about two lovers and



Of-Its-Era: Lyrical Introductions









When He Knows You’re Tellin’ Lies







Elvis Presley Rules the Land




Instrumentals Rule a Piece of the Land











	Dave “Baby” Cortez’s “The Happy Organ” (May 11, 1959) interpolates the melody from the traditional song “Shortnin’ Bread.”

	The Elegants’ “Little Star” (August 25, 1958) turns the nursery rhyme “Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star” into a half-rocking, half-doo-wopping song.

	Brenda Lee’s “I Want to Be Wanted” (October 24, 1960) is an English rewrite of the Italian song “Per Tutta La Vita.”










Tears Are Falling, and I Feel the Pain





Highlights


	 “Runaway” by Del Shannon (April 24, 1961)9—Allegedly when Del Shannon recorded this song, he was so nervous that he sang flat. It was up to producer Harry Balk to speed the tape up to get the vocal in the right key. But I can understand why Del Shannon was nervous. From the fuzzy guitar to the cascading piano and the twisting proto-synth, “Runaway” makes a breakup feel like the end of the world. And if you are to properly capture the romantic apocalypse of the lyric “Tears are falling and I feel the pain / Wishing you were here by me / To end this misery,” you probably shouldn’t be able to control your nerves.

	 “Georgia on My Mind” by Ray Charles (November 14, 1960)—The reason this song has been recorded hundreds of times is because the melody sounds like it was delivered from the high heavens. That’s not a shock. That melody was written by Hoagie Carmichael, the man behind classics like “Stardust” and “Heart and Soul.” But the reason you know this version of “Georgia on My Mind” rather than any other comes down to a different person: Ray Charles.

 To state the obvious, Ray Charles was a talented piano player. You can hear that talent shine on the jazzy fills he sprinkles throughout this song. But his greatest instrument was his voice, a voice whose subtle slides and slurs could make Georgia feel like your home even if you’d never been within a thousand miles of it.

	 “Running Scared” by Roy Orbison (June 5, 1961)—Roy Orbison is filled with fear at the beginning of this song. “Just running scared each place we go / So afraid that he might show,” he sings over a lone acoustic guitar. Though he repeats the fearful title at the top of each of the first four verses, there’s also a fire burning within him. And that fire grows stronger as new production elements emerge section by section. First, it’s percussion. Then strings. Then wistful back-up vocals. When the song reaches its climax, Orbison’s voice is quavering over a full band. “My heart was breaking, which one would it be?” he bellows. “You turned around and walked away with me.” As the song fades, someone is running scared. But it’s not Roy Orbison.





Lowlights


	 “Itsy Bitsy Teenie Weenie Yellow Polka Dot Bikini” by Brian Hyland (August 8, 1960)—Earlier, I said at least eight narrative-based songs were about death. This is arguably the ninth. It’s about a girl who is embarrassed by the yellow polka dot bikini she is wearing and runs from place to place to stay covered up. She starts in a changing room, then runs to a blanket, and then into the water. While in the water, she’s described as “turning blue” before the final line declares that there isn’t anywhere else for her to go. Call me crazy, but I think this irritating song is more sinister than it seems.

	 “The Battle of New Orleans” by Johnny Horton (June 1, 1959)—Jimmy Driftwood, an Arkansan educator, wrote this song to pique his students’ interest in American history. It must have worked. The composition went on to win Song of the Year at the Grammys in 1960 after being popularized by Johnny Horton. As some of President Andrew Jackson’s exploits have become widely recognized as horrific (e.g., Indian Removal Act), hearing about his military triumphs set to a rollicking banjo isn’t something your average person would voluntarily subject themselves to.

	 “Moody River” by Pat Boone (June 19, 1961)—Written about a girl who drowns herself out of shame for her infidelity, “Moody River” fits squarely within the teenage tragedy tradition. Sort of. The lyrics of “Moody River” do tell of a tragedy, but the music does not. The arrangement is built around a piano that lives at the intersection of cheery and jangly. There is no law dictating that music and lyrics align, but having those two things at odds in this song makes the narrator sound more like a sociopath than a high schooler experiencing unspeakable trauma.





Argument Starters




Odds and Ends



	 “To Know Him is to Love Him” by The Teddy Bears (December 1, 1958)—A vocal trio composed of Marshall Leib, Annette Kleinbard, and Phil Spector, The Teddy Bears would spawn an odd array of musical careers despite not lasting much longer than their lone number one hit. Leib would go on to work as a record executive. Kleinbard would soon take the name Carol Connors and become an Oscar-nominated lyricist. Spector would outstrip the two in both fame and infamy, though.

 After establishing himself as one of the most successful and respected producers of the 1960s, Spector became increasingly reclusive. He was later convicted of the 2003 murder of actress Lana Clarkson. He died in prison in 2021, a shell of the precocious young man who once took his father’s epitaph (i.e., “To Know Him Was to Love Him”) and turned it into a gentle love song. More on him in the next chapter.

	 “Come Softly to Me” by The Fleetwoods (April 13, 1959)—The reason that you might miss “Come Softly to Me” is the same reason you’ll remember it. It’s quiet, the trio barely whispering over a gentle bass and guitar. But if your ears can latch onto that quiet beauty, you will be entranced, soon wishing every band would turn the volume down a few decibels.

	 “Cathy’s Clown” by The Everly Brothers (May 23, 1960)—“It is the sound of ‘Cathy’s Clown’ that is so gripping,” Daniel J. Levitin wrote for the Library of Congress when The Everly Brothers’ classic was named to the National Recording Registry. And he is correct. While the composition itself is fantastic—the refrain “There he goes, he’s Cathy’s clown” containing the devastation of a Greek tragedy—it is the details and sonic quality of that performance that raise “Cathy’s Clown” above the lot.






Everything Else






Notes


	1 For the curious, here are the number ones: “Hotel California” by the Eagles (1977), “California Love” by 2Pac ft. Dr. Dre (1996), “California Gurls” by Katy Perry ft. Snoop Dogg (2010), “Georgia on My Mind” by Ray Charles (November 14, 1960), “Midnight Train to Georgia” by Gladys Knight and the Pips (1973), “The Night the Lights Went Out in Georgia” by Vicki Lawrence (1973), “Kansas City” by Wilbert Harrison (May 18, 1959), and “TEXAS HOLD ‘EM” by Beyoncé (2024).

	2 You are holding such. Ideally, you have paid for it. If not, I hope you’ve told someone with higher morals about it.

	3 As this melody was composed by Charles G. Dawes, vice president in the Calvin Coolidge administration, it is the only number one written by a US vice president.

	4 Obviously.

	5 For songs that time has been merciful to, see The Rolling Stones. For faces that time has not been merciful to, see The Rolling Stones.

	6 If there were such thing as a hit song in the 1700s, then “Barbara Allen” was one of the century’s biggest smashes. It would later be recorded by Joan Baez, Dolly Parton, and Green Day’s Billie Joe Armstrong, among others.

	7 Dick Flood might be the most unfortunate name in the history of popular music.

	8 We’ll address some of these ideas in Chapters 7 and 13, but it’s worth a word on the deregulation of telecommunications because it falls outside the scope of this book. The Telecommunications Act of 1996 was the first major overhaul of telecommunication law since 1934. The law was supposed to incite more competition, but it ended up having the opposite effect, especially in radio, which saw a ton of consolidation. Some argue that this led to less regional programming variety.

	9 The Shirelles’ “Will You Love Me Tomorrow” and The Drifters’ “Save the Last Dance for Me” both ranked high enough to be included here. They were mentioned earlier.

	10 Nerd alert: This metric is calculated as the average absolute pairwise distance among each judge’s rating.
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