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Edgar ‘Yip’ Harburg knew a thing or two about songwriting: he co-wrote a string of classics, including ‘Brother, Can You Spare a Dime?’ and ‘Over the Rainbow’. To Harburg, there was something alchemical about a song, about its fusion of lyrics and melody. ‘Words make you think a thought,’ he said. ‘Music makes you feel a feeling. A song makes you feel a thought.’

‘Over the Rainbow’, with its memorable, yearning octave leap – ‘Some-where’ – does exactly that: it makes you feel a thought. That leap is also a challenge to untrained singers, which is why some studio executives were reluctant to include ‘Over the Rainbow’ in The Wizard of Oz, as they thought it would be too hard for Joe and Jill Public to sing – sheet music was a big earner back then. But the songwriters prevailed, and ‘Over the Rainbow’ went on to be sung in the film by Judy Garland and to become part of the Great American Songbook, covered hundreds of times, perhaps most memorably by Ella Fitzgerald.

‘Over the Rainbow’ is one of 100 songs whose stories are told in this compilation of weekly columns written for FT Weekend. This is not a book about stars, or singers, or chart success – though they come into the story. It’s about songs: how they were born, how they have been modified, adapted, transformed, moved between genres and at times mangled beyond recognition.

Each chapter tells the story of a well-known song, unearthing its archaeology, its biography, its descendants. The songs here range in style from pure pop to primal rock’n’roll, from crunching blues-rock to swirling psychedelia. Here you will find a song that is currently speeding through space, songs that have given rise to court cases, songs that have become funeral favourites, songs that have been used – and abused – by politicians.

Some songs have transcended genre: ‘Time After Time’, a hit for thrift-store icon Cyndi Lauper in 1983, became a staple in the repertoire of jazz trumpeter Miles Davis. Some, such as ‘Greensleeves’, have mysterious histories; though it’s widely believed to have been written by Henry VIII, this is almost certainly a myth. Some were revised by their songwriters before recording: if The Kinks’ ‘Waterloo Sunset’ had been released under its original title, ‘Liverpool Sunset’, would it have had the same impact? Some, such as The White Stripes’ ‘Seven Nation Army’ and the Carousel classic ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’, have been adapted and adopted by football fans.

A key lesson from the stories gathered here is that once a song has been released, it belongs to everyone. Jimi Hendrix ran wild and free with Bob Dylan’s ‘All Along the Watchtower’, and the result was perhaps the greatest cover version of all time. The Byrds took Bob Dylan’s folk-poetry song ‘Mr Tambourine Man’ and turned it into a jangly hit. 

Meanwhile, the octave leap from ‘Over the Rainbow’ pops up again in another song from this collection: David Bowie’s ‘Starman’ – a track that, when it was released and first performed by Bowie on the BBC’s Top of the Pops, seemed to shift the world a little bit on its axis; for those who were watching, it made them, as Harburg said, ‘feel a thought’. That’s the power of a great song.
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Peter Aspden is a former arts editor and writer for the Financial Times. He was brought up in Washington, DC, where he bought his first plastic Beatles wig to sing ‘I Want to Hold Your Hand’ in front of the mirror. He studied Philosophy, Politics and Economics at St Edmund Hall, Oxford, where he thought that Californian soft rock would change the world. He has written about sport, books, travel and the arts for a wide variety of publications. He is currently thinking about writing a book, but has been sidetracked trying to work out the guitar chords of ‘God Only Knows’.

Helen Barrett

Helen Barrett is based in London and is the FT’s work and careers editor, where she writes about leadership, management, entrepreneurship and business education. She spends far too much time reading and thinking about – and listening to – pop music.

Helen Brown

Helen Brown is an arts journalist whose articles have appeared in the Financial Times, the Daily Telegraph, the Independent, the Guardian online, the New Statesman and The Spectator. Highlights of her interviewing career have included a lesson in playing the guitar with acrylic nails from Dolly Parton, birdwatching with Amy Winehouse and scouring corner shops for fine wines with Grace Jones. She lives in Essex with her two small children and too much vinyl. 

David Cheal

David Cheal has been reviewing music since the early 1980s, and was a pop critic for the Daily Telegraph for 20 years. He now works on the Financial Times arts pages, where he writes and commissions the weekly ‘Life of a Song’ column and also contributes reviews and features. When he was growing up, he wanted to be Jack Bruce but never got round to learning how to play the bass.

Richard Clayton

After a decade and more of mainly music freelancing for the Sunday Times and the Financial Times, Richard Clayton swapped tinnitus for timetables to retrain as an English teacher. He remembers interviewing Amy Winehouse over bacon and eggs, and small talk about cycling with Jakob Dylan. Proud to have been an early adopter of Wild Beasts, Kendrick Lamar and Father John Misty, he still hopes to write during the summer holidays.

Jon Dennis

Jon Dennis has written, podcasted and made videos for the Financial Times, the Guardian, the Mail on Sunday, NME and Word. In his previous incarnation as a musician in the 1980s and ’90s, his band supported Radiohead. Jon is an insatiable collector of vinyl records, and if anyone has a spare first pressing of David Bowie’s debut album on the Deram label, please let him know. Jon is currently writing a best-selling book and developing a hit podcast about music. 

Dan Einav

Dan Einav is an arts writer whose work has appeared in the Financial Times, Little White Lies, Monocle and The i newspaper. He went to a school in Cambridge which may or may not have partially inspired Pink Floyd’s ‘Another Brick in the Wall’ and now lives in London just down the road from a pub where a young Jimi Hendrix used to perform. Despite still vaguely entertaining hopes of headlining Glastonbury, he is only the third-best guitarist in his household. 

Harriet Fitch Little

Harriet Fitch Little is an arts writer and interviewer for the Financial Times, and the deputy editor of Kinfolk magazine. Her niche obsession with Lebanese funk and South-East Asian psychedelic rock is the result of years spent on the desks of various obscure foreign newspapers.

Alison Gunn

After studying performing arts at Middlesex Polytechnic, Alison Gunn trod the boards for 15 years, appearing in touring shows such as Chicago and Sweet Charity, and at the Edinburgh Festival with comedy groups Newsrevue and The Flatlettes. She moved into journalism and has worked as a subeditor and writer on numerous magazines and newspapers, including the Sunday Times, the FT’s How to Spend It, ES Magazine and the Financial Times arts pages. She lives in south-east London with her husband, son and family cat, and enjoys going to the ballet, playing saxophone with a local big band and learning Russian.

Michael Hann

Michael Hann is a freelance writer, formerly music editor of The Guardian and editor of FourFourTwo. He bores on about Bruce Springsteen and The Hold Steady at any opportunity, and once – inadvertently – spat a mouthful of half-chewed doner kebab on to the arm of the drummer of Secret Machines.

Mike Hobart

Mike Hobart is the Financial Times jazz critic. He was a full-time musician for many years and still plays tenor sax. He now leads his own jazz quintet, whose CD Evidential was released in 2016 through anotherworldmusic. 

David Honigmann

Building on his misspent youth browsing in Sterns Records, pursuing an interest founded on his parents’ copy of ‘Missa Luba’, David Honigmann is now world music critic for the Financial Times. He was also a contributor to the Rough Guide Book of Playlists, and is the co-author of a range of children’s books. He has only missed one WOMAD this century. 

Ludovic Hunter-Tilney

Ludovic Hunter-Tilney is the Financial Times pop critic and has also written for the Guardian, the Sunday Times and the New Statesman. In 2014 he won the London Press Club’s arts reviewer of the year award. He lives in London. 

Hilary Kirby

Hilary Kirby has not yet given up the day job working as an FT picture editor, often finding pictures for ‘The Life of a Song’ column. She loves music, from punk to country, and once (late at night) found her way on to the main stage at Glastonbury. She takes the education of her children’s musical taste very seriously and her happiest moments are singing with them to an eclectic range of music in the car.

Ian McCann

Ian McCann is a freelance journalist and the former editor of Record Collector magazine. He has written for NME, Q and the Independent, and worked as a reporter on BBC Radio 1. An obsessive accumulator of vinyl, he is a big fan of soul, jazz and reggae, and owns a hi-fi system so loud that it’s like the nuclear deterrent: let’s hope it will never be used. 

Bernadette McNulty

Bernadette McNulty was the deputy arts editor at The i newspaper and had written about arts and music for the Daily Telegraph, the Financial Times, the Observer, Harper’s Bazaar and the Yomiuri Shimbun. Her ambition growing up had been to be a dancer on Top of the Pops. She enjoyed interpretive choreography while listening to music in her kitchen. Bernadette passed away in 2018.

Charles Morris

Charles Morris was a journalist all his working life, for magazines and then newspapers. He worked for the Financial Times for 28 years. From 2006 to 2009 he was the newspaper’s sports editor, and specialized in writing about football and tennis. Since retiring in 2014 he has taught journalism at the University of the Arts, London, and been a freelance journalist. He is currently writing a book, a family memoir about football.

Sue Norris

Sue Norris is a former associate editor of the FT Weekend magazine and is now a freelance writer and editor. Sue grew up on American soul and funk, and once thought nothing of spending a day’s wages on an American import from Contempo Records in London’s Hanway Street. She still spends rather too much time watching old episodes of Soul Train.

Jude Rogers

Jude Rogers has been a journalist, arts critic, reviewer, interviewer and comment writer for nearly 20 years for the Guardian, the Observer, the Sunday Times, the Independent, the Daily Telegraph, Radio Times, the New Statesman, Marie Claire, Cosmopolitan, Red, In-Style and The Pool – and has been delighted to start writing for the Financial Times. She has made documentaries for Radio 4, and has judged many music prizes, including the Mercury. 

Paul Sexton

Music writer and broadcaster Paul Sexton contributes to the Financial Times, the Sunday Times, Billboard, Music Week and Universal Music’s global website uDiscovermusic. He presents and produces documentaries and other programmes for BBC Radio 2 and shows for such airlines as Virgin Atlantic, Emirates and KLM. He started writing for the now-lamented weekly music press while still at school, for Record Mirror. Over 40 years later, as he continues to wait to be told to get a proper job, his wide-ranging tastes also see him contributing to such magazines as Country Music and Prog.

Fiona Sturges

Fiona Sturges is a writer and journalist who specializes in music and popular culture. For 20 years she worked as an interviewer and reviewer for the Independent. She is now an arts columnist for the Financial Times and the Guardian, and lectures in Popular Music Journalism at Southampton Solent University.

Cathi Unsworth

Cathi Unsworth is the author of six pop-cultural crime novels, That Old Black Magic, Without the Moon, Weirdo, Bad Penny Blues, The Singer and The Not Knowing, all published by Serpent’s Tail. She lives in London where she gives regular talks, walks and hosts interviews for The Sohemian Society and Shoreditch House on subjects ranging from true crime, local history, pop art and punk.
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