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For Jen, the best dance partner ever
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Rock songs, you may have noticed, are full of questions. How many roads must a man walk down before you can call him a man? Do you know the way to San Jose? Can your pussy do the dog? Is it hard to make arrangements with yourself when you’re old enough to repay but young enough to sell? Scaramouche, Scaramouche, can you do the fandango?

The best music makes you want to answer all those questions. (For example: five; not without Google Maps; with enough lubricant; yes; let me get my fandango shoes on.) That’s not where the questions end, of course. Rock music (and by “rock,” I mean “the whole megillah of popular music since 1955, based on the union of blues and country, but encompassing soul, folk, hip-hop, distorted electric guitars, and the funky chicken”) inspires entire new lines of inquiries. If you’ve ever wasted hours ingesting intravenous MTV, or spent an afternoon with headphones on, trying to decipher the lyrics of either 50 Cent or Michael Stipe, you know the landscape of modern music is a strange place, weirder than even its most devout fans sometimes realize.

That doesn’t stop them from going on a quest for knowledge, not unlike the one for fire engaged in by Rae Dawn Chong. Once you start asking questions, you never stop. Why is Metallica’s “One” in waltz time? Why didn’t the word hateration from Mary J. Blige’s “Family Affair” catch on? If you stripped Tom Petty and Bob Seger to the waist and gave them each a machete, who would win in a fight?

For several years, I wrote a column in Rolling Stone called “Rolling Stone Knows,” where I answered similarly inscrutable queries from the magazine’s readers. I avoided trivia stumpers designed to test the boundaries of my knowledge—they just weren’t that interesting. (“The guitarist for Strawberry Alarm Clock went on to play in what band?” asked one letter; the answer is, of course, Lynyrd Skynyrd.) If you want to use any of the contents of this book in trivia contests, well, who could blame you? But my goal was to increase the human race’s sum total of rock knowledge, one question at a time. That meant debunking or detailing myths, researching the half-forgotten origins of favorite songs, and uncovering the secrets of music in general.

So, if you want to know what grades Mick Jagger got while he was a student at the London School of Economics, turn. If you yearn to know the secret meaning behind the Guns N’ Roses album title “The Spaghetti Incident?” you should head. And if you’d like to know the answer to the question that this book’s title poses—in “Tiny Dancer,” is Elton John actually singing to his penis?—then I suggest you head. Or you could keep reading this introduction; it’ll be over soon enough, anyway, and then the questions start.

This book not only compiles material from my column, it expands many of the answers (there wasn’t always space in the magazine to give as detailed a response as I would have liked) and adds dozens of new entries. For the most part, however, I stayed away from questions of judgment. If you want to know the five greatest rappers in history, the ten best Bob Dylan songs, or the three greatest uses of the woodblock, you’ve come to the wrong place. It’s not that I’m shy with my opinions, as anyone who’s ever had dinner with me will attest. In my life, I’ve written literally hundreds of record reviews; musical opinions bubble out of me like natural spring water from, well, a natural spring. But when you look up something in this volume, I want you to be rest assured that it’s as thoroughly researched and documented as possible; if an answer is a matter of conjecture or my opinion, it’s clearly labeled as such.

Rock music also asks questions without words, interrogations that express the primal longings of the human heart. A rough translation of the best possible answer to most of those questions: Yes, I do want to get up and dance with you.
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Of all the bands I’ve ever met, the one most fully committed to the absurdity of rock ‘n’ roll was probably the Darkness. And considering that I once interviewed Spinal Tap’s David St. Hubbins (Michael McKean, staying in character on the phone), that’s no small praise. But the Darkness bring a lot to the party: catsuits, an insane falsetto, and a video where a pterodactyl humps a spaceship.

This was the philosophy of lead singer Justin Hawkins: “Less is more? That’s bollocks. More is more. That’s why it’s called ‘more.’ If it was actually less, it’d be called ‘less.’ ”

There’s something about rock ‘n’ roll that brings out the smoke machines, secret backward messages, and other strange experiments. Hawkins, unsurprisingly, has a philosophy about such matters. He told me, “My favorite catchphrase is ‘If something’s worth doing, it’s worth overdoing.’ Even subtlety. If you’re going to be subtle, you should really fucking be subtle. ”
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I heard that Stevie Wonder lost his sense of smell. Is that true?


Yes—but he got better. Blind since infancy, Wonder was in a serious car accident on August 6, 1973, while on tour in North Carolina. (No, he wasn’t driving.) His cousin John Harris was chauffeuring him from Greenville to Durham on Interstate 85, heading for a concert to benefit a black radio station. Wonder had his headphones on and was listening to the two-track mix of Innervisions. When the logging truck they were following hit its brakes, Harris tried to swerve around it but didn’t quite succeed. A log from the truck smashed through the windshield and hit Wonder in the face. Wonder was in a coma for four days; his associates knew he was feeling better only when he started grabbing at nurses. Only twenty-three years old at the time of the accident, Wonder had lost his sense of smell and gained ascar on his forehead. He simultaneously lost his sense of taste—which some would say explains the existence of “I Just Called to Say I Love You.” Fortunately, Wonder largely recovered. “I lost my sense of smell a little bit, my sense of taste for a minute,” he said. “But I’m pretty straight. I came out at the end of it with the blessing of life.”




Lenny Kravitz thinks Stevie Wonder’s one of the two greatest drummers ever: Chapter 15.
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What’s an MBE, anyway? Why did John Lennon give his back?


The MBE (Member of the Order of the British Empire) was an award invented by King George V in 1917 to commemorate services to the war effort by people who weren’t at the frontlines. All the Beatles received the medal in 1965, which entitled them to a payment of forty pounds a year and free admission to the Whispering Gallery at St. Paul’s Cathedral (ordinarily about a shilling). The Beatles were somewhat mystified as to why the Queen was honoring them, but they were generally cheerful about the notion. As Ringo Starr put it, “We’re going to meet the Queen and she’s going to give us a badge. I thought, ‘This is cool.’ ” Lennon later said that the Beatles had gotten stoned at Buckingham Palace before the ceremony, smoking a joint in the bathroom; George Harrison said it was just tobacco. When the Beatles finally met Queen Elizabeth II, they thought that her majesty was a pretty nice girl, but she didn’t have a lot to say. (Really.)

The Beatles’ parents were pleased by the awards. The group members themselves largely forgot about their medals, although Harrison and Paul McCartney later used theirs as jacket decorations at the Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band photo shoot. Lennon, meanwhile, gave his to his beloved Aunt Mimi, who hung it over her mantelpiece. But as the years went by, he had second thoughts about his implied endorsement of the British government and the royal family, so on November 25, 1969, he sent the medal back to the Queen, seizing on whatever excuse seemed handy. His accompanying note read, “Your Majesty, I am returning this MBE in protest against Britain’s involvement in the Nigeria-Biafra thing, against our support of America in Vietnam and against ‘Cold Turkey’ slipping down the charts. With love, John Lennon.” (When the region of Biafra attempted to break away from Nigeria in the late ’60s and a civil war ensued, Great Britain provided the ruling party with air support. Lennon’s solo single “Cold Turkey” peaked on the U.K. charts at number fourteen.) Lennon said at the time, “The Queen’s intelligent. It won’t spoil her cornflakes.”




In 1965, the Beatles also checked out LSD—which they got from a dentist. What the hell was a dentist doing turning them on? Chapter 11.
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Why does Dave Grohl of the Foo Fighters chew gum when he sings and plays live? Is there a reason for this, or is it just a bad habit?


“It’s just to keep my throat and mouth lubricated,” Grohl has said. He’s decided that masticating a wad of gum lets him scream better: “I don’t choke and vomit.” Grohl, who favors Dentyne Ice, has joked, “Onstage I need a minty-fresh microphone.” Chewing gum is an easier way of achieving that winter-fresh aroma than dipping all the Foo Fighters’ equipment in Listerine, of course, but sometimes his gum habit results in technical complications. At a live performance in 1997, Grohl got his sugary saliva all over the microphone, attracting the attention of a bee; for the rest of the show, whenever Grohl tried to sing, the bee would chase after him.




For details of a different onstage mishap, check out what happened when Iggy Pop shaved off his eyebrows on Chapter 13.
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What was the flip side to the original “Rock Around the Clock” by Bill Haley and the Comets?


Although people can and do argue for hours about what the very first rock single was, “Rock Around the Clock” was unquestionably the first rock single to hit number one, in the summer of 1955. Its blockbuster success was sparked by its use on the soundtrack of the movie The Blackboard Jungle. But the year before, the 78-rpm single of “Rock Around the Clock” had been a flop—and it was only a B-side itself. The song that took top billing over it was “Thirteen Women,” a novelty R&B number about an H-bomb explosion that leaves just fourteen people alive: one man and thirteen women. Lyrics such as “I had three girls dancing the mambo/Three girls balling the jack” were apparently one year ahead of their time.
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In the movie Moulin Rouge, Kylie Minogue is credited as “The Green Fairy,” but Ozzy Osbourne is credited as “Voice of the Green Fairy.” Can you clear this up?


In the movie, after Ewan McGregor drinks absinthe for the first time, he has a vision of a small emerald sprite, who announces, “I’m the Green Fairy!” She flies about, sprinkling pixie dust and warbling, “The hills are alive with the sound of music.” The fairy is clearly played by Kylie Minogue—and sounds like her, too. If these vocals came from Ozzy, he must’ve been sucking down helium before the Foley session. At the very end of the hallucination, however, Kylie’s eyes turn red and she screams—and that scream sounds like the Prince of Fuckin’ Darkness. “I feel that Kylie’s contribution to the film is certainly undercredited,” Moulin Rouge director Baz Luhrmann told me via email. “The high, clear ‘Sound of Music’ in a quasi-operatic style is Kylie—who, I have to say, has more vocal dexterity than people could imagine. The scream at the very end is in fact Ozzy Osbourne. The story behind this is that at one stage I had a much more complicated sequence where the innocent Green Fairy metamorphoses into its darker demonic alter ego. With the ever-helpful Sharon Osbourne, we recorded Ozzy doing ‘The Sound of Music’ for that sequence—but we ended up cutting down his incredible vocal to a brief scream.”
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What are all those initials in the Sex Pistols’ “Anarchy in the U.K.”? MPLA? UDA?


It’s an alphabet soup of civil-war references from ’70s headlines: either a suggestion of what could happen in the U.K. itself (that’s the United Kingdom, of course) or a lyrical holiday in other people’s misery. The IRA and the UDA were the largest paramilitary armies in the conflict in Northern Ireland; the heavily armed IRA (Irish Republican Army) were on the Republican (anti-British, pro-unification) side, while the thousands-strong UDA (Ulster Defence Association) were on the Loyalist (pro-British, anti-unification) side. The MPLA were farther away: They’re the political group that took control of Angola, formerly one of Portugal’s African colonies, in the 1975-76 civil war there, and they still run the country today.

(The initials stand for Movimento Popular de Libertação de Angola, or the Popular Movement for the Liberation of Angola.) Be grateful that Johnny Rotten didn’t rattle off the competing Angolan factions, the FNLA and the UNITA. One other acronym you may have missed: When Rotten sings, “I use the enemy,” it’s a deliberate homonym for “I use the NME,” or New Musical Express, the British weekly music newspaper. No civil war there, unless you count their rivalry with Melody Maker.




Johnny Rotten wasn’t the first candidate for Sex Pistols lead singer; Chapter 6.
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Who is the dude with the umbrella in OutKast’s video for “The Way You Move”? I think I am in love with him.


He’s Farnsworth (also “Fonzworth”) Bentley, arguably the most dapper man in hip-hop. “It’s a tradition in my family that when a gentleman turns twenty-five, he gets a fedora,” he told me. “In another twenty years, my generation’s going to be passing down velour jogging suits—that’s not stylish.” He added, “If you don’t know how to tie a bow tie, that’s like not being able to drive a stick.” In addition to the OutKast video, Bentley has appeared in videos for Usher and P. Diddy, and in the movie Honey. He was also featured in MTV’s Making the Band 2. “Half the things you see me in, I sneak into,” he said.

Bentley is the alter ego of the extremely sharp Derek Watkins, who grew up in Atlanta with André Benjamin (aka Andre 3000 of OutKast) and graduated from Morehouse College in 1997. When he moved to New York, he became known on the hip-hop scene for being impeccably dressed; in 2001, P. Diddy hired him as his assistant and dubbed him “Farnsworth.” Watkins said, “I set out to create buzz for my brand. I wanted to turn myself into a character like Fire Marshall Bill or Mork from Ork.” It paid off when he was photographed holding an umbrella over P. Diddy in St. Tropez, and was identified as Diddy’s butler. “It was all a big hustle,” he confided.

Watkins is currently working on various media projects and developing his own line of umbrellas. “I eventually will hire an agent and a publicist,” he said, “but I want to see how much I can hustle for myself.”
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What does that guy say at the end of Radiohead’s video for “Just”?


In case you’ve never seen the video—from Radiohead’s excellent second album, The Bends—it’s got two components. One is the band, looking misanthropic and unwashed, giving it their all as they pantomime rocking out in an apartment. The other is a narrative, filmed in a style reminiscent of director Douglas Sirk: A well-dressed man, an archetypal businessman, suddenly lies down in the middle of the sidewalk, curled up as if he wants his blanket. Someone trips over him, and then discovers that the man doesn’t want to get up. He says he’s not drunk or crazy, but despite the entreaties of a gathering crowd, he won’t get up and won’t explain why he’s on the pavement, although he denies that it’s cheap nihilism or fear of death. (This dialogue is all communicated through subtitles; Radiohead provides the subtext with the song’s chorus of “you do it to yourself.”) Finally, he tells the crowd why he’s lying down, at which point the subtitles are abandoned and the editing becomes choppy enough to prevent effective lip-reading. The band members gaze down from a window as the people below all lie down.

In case you haven’t figured it out by now, the whole point of the video is not what the man says, which is meant to be as much of a mystery as whatever it is Bill Murray whispers into Scarlett Johansson’s ear at the end of Lost in Translation. The band remains resolutely silent on the issue; Jamie Thraves, the director of the clip, has said, “To tell you would deaden the impact, and probably make you want to lie down in the road, too.” You want a real mystery? Why does the crowd on a British street include an American police officer?




For the word on Radiohead’s Kid A, Chapter 3.
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A friend of mine said he heard that Tom Waits has a tattoo on his chest of a restaurant’s menu. Is this true?


Tom Waits has never let the facts get in the way of a good story. He has plenty of tattoos, but none of them includes the soup du jour. Waits spent his youth in National City, a suburb of San Diego, where he worked at Napoleone’s Pizza House. As he told the tale, “I got a map of Easter Island on my back. And I have the full menu from Napoleone’s Pizza House on my stomach. After a while, they dispensed with the menus: They’d send me out, and I’d take my shirt off and stand by the tables.”




Tom Waits spent years in a relationship with Rickie Lee Jones; get some of the details Chapter 10.
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So how tall is Bono, anyway?


Not very. For decades, the only official word on this matter was a questionnaire filled out by somebody at the U2 World Service, where Bono was listed as five-foot-eight. Let’s just say that measurement was optimistic, presumably based on the theory that if Bono kept drinking his milk, he’d grow up real tall one day. According to the online U2 FAQ, Bono’s pal Gavin Friday has recently given Bono’s height as five-foot-six-and-a-half.

So how do we double-check that height? In New York City, where I live, it’s not hard to find women who have literally bumped into Bono at an airport, stood next to him at a party, or passed by him on the sidewalk outside the restaurant Balthazar, to pick just three female friends of mine. (And he macked on only some of them: The friend outside Balthazar got treated to a long, up-and-down leer. “He was like a construction worker,” reports an eyewitness, “only with expensive eyewear.”) At any rate, gauging against their own heights, and taking into consideration the fact that Bono was sometimes wearing visible heels, all three agreed that Bono seemed to be five-foot-six.




Stretching to grow tall, running to stand still: The last word on a U2 song-writing trick can be found Chapter 10.
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A friend told me that while the Clash were still recording, Joe Strummer ran a marathon in a chicken suit—can this be true?


The late, great Strummer ran in three marathons while the Clash were active, none of them in a chicken suit, alas. In 1981, after the release of Sandinista!, he completed the London Marathon with no training whatsoever, confirming his status as one of the stubbornest men in rock. In 1982, just as Combat Rock was coming out, Strummer disappeared for almost a month, either as a publicity stunt or as a power play. (Drummer Topper Headon has said that Strummer wanted to fire him, but first needed to demonstrate his own indispensability to the band.) Strummer had decamped to Paris, where he ran in another marathon. The following year, he ran the London Marathon again, completing the route in four hours and thirty minutes and resisting the temptation to duck into a pub along the way.




The ultimate outcome of the Clash’s power plays is Chapter 6.
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Somebody said there’s a secret map on Weezer’s Pinkerton, but I can’t find it. Help!


What’s at the center of your Pinkerton disc? If you say “a hole,” you’re ready for the next step: Place your disc in its jewel-box tray and look through that hole, peeping like a voyeur into the obsessions of Rivers Cuomo. You will see something that looks like a little piece of a map. And now, if you pry out the entire tray, you will find what looks like a vintage map of Japan, labeled ISOLA DELLA FARFALLA.

On the surface, this just reinforces the album’s theme—the opera Madame Butterfly. “I would listen to nothing but opera, given the choice,” Cuomo told me in 1996. “I saw Madame Butterfly in L.A., and my face was caked with snot and tears and my chest was heaving. Pinkerton is named after a character in that opera.” In Puccini’s opera, Pinkerton is the British army cad who goes to Japan, marries the geisha Cio-Cio San, and then abandons her, driving her to suicide. Any resemblance to Cuomo’s own fickle ways is purely intentional.

If you look more closely at the map, however, you will begin to notice a host of anachronistic details, starting with the Weezer “W” logo placed over the legend. Various geographical points have been renamed—some for Butterfly characters, others for people important to Cuomo, including Joe Matt (creator of the confessional comic Peepshow), Camille Paglia (academic gender provocateur), and Mykel and Carli (presidents of the Weezer fan club, also commemorated in the Weezer B-side “Mykel and Carli,” recently reissued on the deluxe edition of the Blue Album). The whole effort is credited to “Republica di Yngwie,” a reference to the polar opposite of Puccini: guitar shredder Yngwie Malmsteen.




The tale of how Weezer got their name (and some of Cuomo’s other band monikers) awaits Chapter 13.
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I heard that John Mayer actually sees music as colors—does that just mean he gets stoned a lot?


No, he has an unusual neurological condition called synaesthesia. People with synaesthesia overlay sensory perceptions in an unusual fashion: They might perceive the letter Q as orange, for instance, or the number five as minty. This isn’t just a flight of fancy; for synaesthetes, these perceptions are fundamental and unchanging, the way you might unfailingly describe the number eight as “curvy.” Mayer’s variety of synaesthesia means that when he hears music, he associates colors with it. (Although synaesthesia is relatively rare—by some estimates, just 1 in 25,000 people has it—other musicians who may have had the condition in some degree include composer Franz Liszt and guitarist Jimi Hendrix.)

So how does Mayer hear some of his own songs? I called him to ask. “No Such Thing”: “Red over white.” “Your Body Is a Wonderland”: “White, or clear. Diamond.” “83”: “Yellow and red and avocado.” Is the music he loves usually in one part of the color spectrum? “I go for rainbow stuff,” Mayer told me. “Dave Matthews’s Under the Table and Dreaming was like a kid breaking into a paint store. Rock music is brown and gray. I’m not a rocker. Melody is color.”
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What is that guy saying at the end of “Strawberry Fields Forever”? It sounds like “I’m very …” and then you can’t pick up the rest of it.


“Cranberry sauce.” “That guy” is John Lennon.
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How did the “Paul Is Dead” rumor start? What were the major clues?


Well, not being able to understand “cranberry sauce” was one of them; a lot of people thought the pronouncement was “I bury Paul.”

Be warned: This is like the JFK assassination (except for its not being, you know, a real death). You get interested, you read the Warren Report, and before you know it, you’re up at three A.M. looking for other conspiracy theorists on the Web. But the extremely abridged version is this: The “Paul Is Dead” rumor began floating around midwestern America in 1969 (the same year the Beatles recorded Abbey Road and broke up). In September, the student newspaper of Drake University in Des Moines, Iowa, printed an article about the rumor, which doesn’t seem to have gotten much attention. In October, however, a listener called up Detroit DJ Russ Gibb, told him McCartney was dead, laid out some of the clues, and finished by getting him to play “Revolution 9” backward. (The repeated phrase “number nine” sounded like “Turn me on, dead man.”)

Subsequently, practically everything on any Beatles record became a clue in a composite narrative, which posited that McCartney had blown his mind out in a car around 1966 and been replaced by a look-alike. A few of the landmark clues: On the inside of the Sgt. Pepper’s cover, McCartney sported an armband emblazoned with “OPD,” which allegedly stood for “Officially Pronounced Dead.” (Others say it’s “OPP,” which, as Naughty by Nature taught us all, means “Other People’s Property,” and some other, lewder definitions.) On the cover of the American album Yesterday … and Today, the other Beatles surround McCartney, who is sitting in a steamer trunk. But if you turn the cover counterclockwise, he appears to be in a coffin. And on the cover of Abbey Road, McCartney is barefoot and out of step with the other Beatles. Parked on the street behind the band is a Volkswagen Beetle with the license plate LMW 281F. “LMW” might mean any number of things, including “Linda McCartney Weeps,” but the lower half was widely interpreted to mean “28 IF”—that is, Paul would have been twenty-eight, if only he had survived.

As with any elaborate conspiracy theory, you shouldn’t expect consistency; for example, McCartney was only twenty-seven when Abbey Road was released. But “Paul Is Dead” stands as a charmingly loopy testament to the levels of obsession the Beatles inspired. And what did McCartney think of the greatly exaggerated reports of his death? He said, “Someone from the office rang me up and said, ‘Look, Paul, you’re dead.’ And I said, ‘Oh, I don’t agree with that.’ ” McCartney decided it wasn’t worth refuting the story right away: “It’ll probably be the best publicity we’ve ever had, and I won’t have to do a thing except stay alive.”




James Taylor, who was the first outside artist signed to the Beatles’ Apple label, did write a coded song about death, his classic “Fire and Rain.” Chapter 14. for details.






End of sample
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