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on the radio to serenade the blossoming feminist movement (Helen Reddy’s

“I Am Woman”), the emerging world of gay rights (Mott the Hoople’s “All
the Young Dudes”) and fresh global perspectives (with the breakthrough of reggae
artists, including Johnny Nash with his No. 1 smash “I Can See Clearly Now”).

T he pop charts sang some different tunes in 1972. New points of view arrived

Other new stars went on to become cultural touchstones, including Bette Midler,

Roberta Flack, Al Green and Jackson Browne. We go behind the scenes of some of

our favorite 1972 tunes.

{“Thc First Time €ver | Saw Your Face”
ROBERTA FLACK

Flack's recording of “The First Time Ever | Saw Your Face” from
her 1969 debut initially floundered. All that changed after she got
a call from actor Clint Eastwood, who said he wanted to use “First
Time" in the 1971 film that would mark his directing debut, Play
Misty for Me. “He called me at home,” Flack told The Guardian.
"l almost passed out. He wanted to use my song only in a part of the movie where
there was pure and absolute love. | told him OK, but that | wanted to re-record it be-
cause | thought it was too slow. He said, ‘No, it's not.”” Clearly, Eastwood was right, be-
cause the song became Billboard's top song for 1972. It also took the prizes for both
Song and Record of the year at the Grammys.

Few lyrics have inspired more speculation than “American Pie.” It's as much a pop quiz as
a pop song, a rhyming riddle bursting with veiled references to kings (Elvis?), queens and
court jesters (Bob Dylan?), as well as possible allusions to bands of the era (the Byrds and
the Rolling Stones). The song’s refrain—"the day the music died"—points to
the 1959 plane crash that took the lives of entertainers Buddy Holly, Ritchie
Valens and the Big Bopper. McLean kicks off the song alluding to his time
working as a paperboy at 13 when he delivered headlines that reported
Holly’s death to his local com-

munity. The song wound up

making its own headlines for

its length: a whopping 8 min- DON MCLEAN
utes and 42 seconds. For nearly

half a century, it held the record as the longest cut to
hit No. 1, until Taylor Swift broke it in 2021 with her
10-minute-plus remake of her song “All Too Well.”
Over the years, McLean confirmed some of the
identities of the stars alluded to in the song, but
not all. He said that his lyrics are “beyond analysis.
They're poetry.”
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THE STORIES
BEHIND THE SONGS

Sex, love, feminism, retro jive, Clint Eastwood,
human rights, reggae, an enduring riddle,
smoke and ashes—we have the scoop on the

most memorable groundbreaking music of 50
years ago. By Jim Farber

Like “American
Pie,” Browne's
breakthrough
JACKSON BROWNE song used a
buoyant beat and a fetching melody to soften
a tough message. The singer notes that his
sight needs healing after all the harshness he'’s
witnessed in his life. To contrast the gloom,
Browne hired guitarist Jesse Ed Davis to cre-
ate the song’s barreling solo, which he recorded
in one take. He also paired his own voice

with the harmonies of friends David Crosby
and Graham Nash. The latter suggested the
song serve as the single from Browne s debut
album, which resulted
in a Top 10 hit. Two
months later, a song
Browne wrote with
Glenn Frey, “Take
It Easy,” gave the
Eagles their inau-

gural hit.
"Go fAll the Way" ——

RASPBERRIES

Raspberries’ leader Eric Carmen knew he
wanted to write a song about sex when he
penned “"Go All the Way.” But he gave the
tune an uncommon point
of view, with a girl begging
her guy to “go all the way,”
a twist in those sexist,
male-dominated times.
Among the first “power
pop” songs—a genre that
mixes sweet melodies with
hard-driving rhythms—the
Top 5 hit also boasted an unusual structure:

a chorus that lasts far longer than the verse.
And the album cover featured scratch-and-
sniff raspberries.
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