	As a diehard Beach Boys fan, I would contend they produced more great albums than any other group in history – more even than the Beatles.  Certainly every studio record from Surfer Girl to Holland – including 15 LPs – is brilliant, as is Love You.  Pet Sounds is now generally considered one of the top handful of popular music albums ever made, and SMiLE – well, we all know SMiLE might have ranked that high as well, had Brian finished and released it.





	Pet Sounds is not the only Beach Boys album to make all-time critics’ lists, however.  Rolling Stone magazine recently (Dec. 2003) put Today and Sunflower in its Top 500 (Pet Sounds was number 2).  Surf’s Up has in the past appeared in all-time top 100 polls by the New Musical Express (the Brits have always appreciated Brian’s genius).  A recent MOJO book on the all time greatest albums featured Today and Friends (along with Pet Sounds).





	One album that rarely gets mentioned as an all-time classic, even among Beach Boys fanatics, is the one that came between Today and Pet Sounds – Summer Days (and Summer Nights!), which was released by Capitol Records on June 28, 1965.  Recorded quickly (it came out not four full months after Today), Summer Days featured 12 tracks (true of every Beach Boys studio record until Pet Sounds). 





	My argument here is simple: that Summer Days was the best album ever released by the Beach Boys.  Pet Sounds undoubtedly was a better album, but was it truly a Beach Boys record or Brian Wilson’s solo album?  That’s an argument for another time (and one that applies equally to SMiLE).  Putting Pet Sounds (and SMiLE) aside, I’m here to tell you that Summer Days is the best Beach Boys album ever.





	Most fans rate Today, Summer Days’s immediate predecessor, higher, particularly based on side two of Today.  While I love Today (and particularly its second side), I think it’s a bit overrated (just a bit, mind you).  Summer Days often gets discounted as a “lyrical step back” from Today (David Leaf called it a “retrenchment”).  But Today actually has more filler than Summer Days.  Today includes “Do You Wanna Dance,” which is brilliantly produced by Brian (for a wall of sound effect) and well sung by Dennis, but is really not much of a song and arguably was not worth covering.  “Good to My Baby” is excellent, but “Don’t Hurt My Little Sister” is mediocre (by Brian Wilson standards).  “When I Grow Up” is classic, a brilliant Brian confection, but the LP version of “Help Me, Ronda” is just so-so, and far inferior to the revised edition on Summer Days.  “Dance Dance Dance” is also so-so, in my opinion.





	Side two is outstanding.  “Please Let Me Wonder” is brilliant, “I’m So Young” an incredible cover with its echoing guitar and vocal tag at the fade.  “Kiss Me Baby” is maybe a little juvenile lyrically but still an excellent song.  “She Knows Me Too Well” is great, and “In the Back of My Mind” I consider the only underrated song on the album, with really cool chord changes and rhythm and a great Dennis vocal.  Then the album ends with a thud – “Bull Session with ‘Big Daddy’.”





	All in all, an uneven album, with some incredible tracks, but some middling fare.  I’m not saying it’s not an all-time classic – it unquestionably is.  I’m just saying it shouldn’t rank higher than Summer Days.





	Reportedly, Mike Love was a little concerned at the direction of Today’s side two (on which his voice was certainly not prominent), and pushed Brian to make the next album a follow-up to All Summer Long – another album with a strong “fun ‘n’ sun” theme.  Now, I realize the effect Mike’s overly commercial (some would say greedy) instincts had on Brian in later years, but in a way he was right to push for this theme after Today, because the combination of a “summer” concept lyrically with Brian’s exploding songwriting, producing, and arranging acumen resulted in an album that is musically mindblowing while also fun and commercially oriented.





	One thing to remember is that Brian’s ability to work with studio musicians as producer was improving with leaps and bounds in 1965 and the instrumental tracks on Summer Days are far better than even on Today.  But more than any other Beach Boys album, Summer Days just plain rocks, and that gives it another dimension that even Pet Sounds doesn’t have.  The Wrecking Crew sound like they’re having a ball on so many cuts – “The Girl from New York City,” “Salt Lake City,” “Help Me, Rhonda,” and others.





	Let’s take the album track-by-track:





The Girl from New York City – Just an awesome, rocking song.  The instrumental track is phenomenal from start to finish, with that fantastic sax and drums intro.  Mike and Carl are prominent vocally, as is Brian’s falsetto.  Great guitar break (and riff) (by Carl?).  I’ve never heard the Ad-Libs’ “Boy from New York City,” but I think Brian successfully answered them with this one.





Amusement Parks, U.S.A. – Some may consider this lyrically weak, but I would argue that lyrics don’t have to be about something serious to be good.  These are classic Mike Love/Beach Boy words, reciting different sights and experiences of an American teenage summer.  The spoken interlude by Hal Blaine and Brian (“Beach Boys circus”) is funny and charming.  Another phenomenal instrumental groove and great trade-off vocals between Mike and Brian and the group.





Then I Kissed Her – The only song on the album not written by Brian Wilson and in my opinion the weakest cut.  The original by the Crystals was incredible, one of Phil Spector’s best “Wall of Sound” productions, and even Brian had nothing to add by covering it.  For some reason the Good Vibrations box set included this cut as one of only four from this album.





Salt Lake City – Incredible guitar/bass opening riff, driving beat, classic “sun ‘n’ fun” lyrics, great vocals.  The Wrecking Crew were out of this world here (under Brian’s baton), especially in the sax-and-drums break.  Pop music has never been better than this.





Girl Don’t Tell Me – A brilliant piece of songwriting, a sort of answer to the Beatles “Ticket to Ride.”  The Boys all played their own instruments, and sounded great.  I picture them playing this together on a beach in front of a bonfire.  Carl’s first really great solo vocal (though “Pom Pom Play Girl” wasn’t bad).  Brian does an awesome job on the celeste, which really adds to the sound of the track.  A sweet, slightly haunting song.


Help Me. Rhonda – A huge hit in this remixed version (one of only four Beach Boys songs to hit #1 in the US), it goes on a little too long, in my opinion.  The background group vocals on the second verse and bridge are breathtaking. 





California Girls – Brian has said this is the best song he ever did, and he may be right.  The lyrics to this one are also criticized, but again, does the subject have to be serious for lyrics to be great?  Serious or not, the line “I wish they all could be California girls” is as famous as any in rock history.  The combination of the incredible instrumental track and group vocals results in a musical confection only one man could have created – Brian Wilson.  The fade (“I dig the girls”) is breathtaking.





Let Him Run Wild – Here Brian takes popular music to levels only he has ever reached.  Not even the Beatles can touch this song.  The end of the chorus, from the Ab diminished chord through “Guess you know I’ve waited for you girl,” is the most beautiful nine seconds of music in recorded history.  This song brings tears to my eyes every time, even after hundreds, maybe thousands, of listenings.  The lyrics are beautiful, too.





You’re So Good to Me – A great, simple, uptempo rocker, obviously dedicated to Brian’s diminutive first wife, Marilyn Rovell Wilson (“you’re kinda small, and you’re such a doll . . . ”)  Did I say simple?  Simple by Brian Wilson standards – simply beautiful.





Summer Means New Love – People forget this is the first Wrecking Crew instrumental Brian recorded, very much on par with “Let’s Go Away for a While” and “Pet Sounds.”  A beautiful, evocative song, especially on the incredible bridge, where the strings add a really nice extra dimension.  No other rock artist has ever put out tracks like this.





I’m Bugged At My Old Man – Very unfairly maligned.  First of all, on its own terms, it’s funny.  Not only the lyrics, but Brian’s great Elvis impersonation.  The background vocals presage Smiley Smile.  Gotta love Brian’s boogie-woogie piano playing.  And besides, isn’t there something touching about Brian trying to be light-hearted about the most difficult fact of his life – his father’s cruelty and abuse?





And Your Dream Comes True – Absolutely breathtaking.  The Boys’ first solely a capella track since “A Young Man Is Gone” two years before.  They wouldn’t do another one until “Our Prayer,” another breathtaking track.





	It’s easy to forget that the Beatles were not the first group to put out a concept album with Sgt. Pepper.  In fact, Sgt. Pepper wasn’t even much of a concept.  The Beach Boys did a surfing-concept album with Surfin’ U.S.A. and a car-concept album with Little Deuce Coupe well before John, Paul, George, and Ringo even played Ed Sullivan.  All Summer Long was a (great) concept album based on the experiences of an American teenager’s summer.  But Summer Days took that concept and took it to another level.  Of the album’s twelve songs, five – “Girl from New York City,” “Amusement Parks, U.S.A.,” “Girl Don’t Tell Me,” “Summer Means New Love,” and “And Your Dream Comes True” – are specifically about summer experiences and relationships.  “Salt Lake City” and “California Girls” are not specifically about summer, but certainly fall under the “fun ‘n’ sun” category.  The other tracks are more generally about boy-girl relationships or, in the case of “I’m Bugged At My Old Man,” the father-son relationship.





	In other words, Summer Days is a theme album, with the themes being (1) summer, (2) teenage/young adult experiences, and (3) America.  With respect to # 3, just note how many songs specifically mention places in the U.S. (“the L.A. boys all heard the noise about the girl from New York City,” “you’ll crash and burn in the bumper cars at Jersey’s steel pier,” “Salt Lake City, we’ll be coming soon,”).  “California Girls” is a guided tour of the U.S., from the East Coast to the South, the Midwest, the North, and even Hawaii, before ending in California.  “I’m Bugged at My Old Man” mentions surfing and drag-racing.





	I can think of no other musical group whose work so strongly and specifically refers to American life, places, and experiences.  That’s why the Beach Boys have been called “America’s Band.”  And I can think of no other Beach Boys album that is as American as Summer Days.  Not American in a knee-jerk, flag-waving sense like Toby Keith, but American in the sense of capturing the experience of life for a young person in this country.  When that experience is conveyed to the tune of music as original, catchy, and brilliantly realized as that on Summer Days, the result is nothing less than a perfect album, the best one the Beach Boys, as a group, ever put out.





Copyright 2004 by William E. Reynolds


