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We Didn't S tart T he  F ire

At school, someone tells me to look on the internet and see pictures of my father and so I do. 

He is a pope and then he is an astronaut and then he is a man in a suit and then he is a man in a tracksuit and then I
stop. 

When I go home, I want to know who he is. 

“Your dad,” he says. I don’t know if I should believe him. 

*

At night, my father tells me stories. I like the ones where everything goes wrong. 

Sometimes it’s Shakespeare. 

He is Tybalt in Romeo and Juliet and has to commit suicide because Romeo fails to brandish his knife. 

He is waiting offstage as Puck in A Midsummer Night’s Dream and a child in the front row says, “Mommy, this is a
bad play.” 

*

Sometimes, we’re in the car. 

I hear about tour. That always comes with a song. 

Life is a Highway by Rascal Flatts for the first National Tour. “I wasn’t there for that inside joke,” he says.
“Months of that song, over and over. No context.” 

For the second tour, it was We Didn’t Start the Fire by Billy Joel. 

*

The show he did that time was called Recycle This! (emphasis on the exclamation point) sponsored by Dow
Chemical Company. “When you’re young, you take what you can get,” he says. 

I know. Much later, I look up the variety show. I read an LA Times article from 1990. The very first line is, “A
James Brown look-alike, dressed in a flowing wig, is wildly gyrating his hips on the stage of Torrance’s West High
School Auditorium.”

I am grateful when my father says that he played Billy Joel. He sings We Didn’t Start the Fire for me with the lyrics
messed up. 



“Started on a Kansas train, things will never be the same, common cup is thrown away, plastic cup is here to stay…”

*

I won’t learn the true lyrics until almost high school. 

“Harry Truman, Doris Day, Red China, Johnnie Ray, South Pacific, Walter Winchell, Joe DiMaggio…”

 Few of the references will land. Nearly 100 headline events between 1949 and 1989. 

I learn that Studebaker was an automobile company that began its financial downfall in 1950.

*

1959 marks the year that hula hoop sales reached one hundred million. 

As the song ages, the references become less and less accessible. The pacing is so quick, I wonder if anyone could
have caught them all in the first place. 

Historical moments slip past the listener, lost in translation, lost in the tone. 

A person could move through the song easily—never feeling the emotional impact that Joel was intending. 

*

“We didn’t start the landfills but they’re always burning since the world’s been turning, we didn’t start the landfills,
from those good old days with all your throw-aways…” 

I could have existed entirely without knowing. 

So I look for historical significance everywhere. For a narrative. 

*

The melody distracts me. Tells a lie.

Billy Joel himself equated it to, “a mosquito buzzing around your head” or “a dentist’s drill.” 

I substitute a word for a word, a line for a line. Make the song into something it’s not. 

Wonder if anyone would notice. 

*

I watch my father do the choreography in our living room, the couch a stage.  

He is Billy Joel now. He goes through the motions. 

The song is recycled, meaning made new. 

There’s almost more to gain from the parody. A tangibility about it. 

*

This could be done to any song about any topic but something about the repetitive nature of the melody just makes it
so easy. Why not do it? 



In some sense, the versatility is almost admirable. Though probably unintentional. 

My father could be dancing to the Starkweather homicide or an instructional line about composting and no one
would be the wiser. 

*

I think about the list. I make my own. 

Toaster, sofa, apricot, underlining, afterthought…

The words move past without association. I want to know if they did in the beginning. When it first came out. When
the heavyweight champion of 1962 couldn’t simply be Googled. 

The lack of context leaves so much open to interpretation that one can either get all or nothing. It brings up the
question of, is it worth it? To spend an afternoon gathering information on every reference made? 

*

Was that even the purpose? 

Joel circles around the idea that every generation deals with the mess of the previous. The words accumulate the way
that detriment does, over time. 

The song on loop is akin to history perpetually recycling itself. 

Maybe the melody is a “mosquito buzzing around your ahead.” “A dentist’s drill” seems fitting. 

But it serves Joel’s intention. Creating the frustration inherent in watching the same mistakes being made over and
over again. Making them yourself. Over and over again. 

*

I sit on the living room floor with my father. He sweats. I flip through a photo album. 

I see that he is in a car with too many people and not enough seatbelts. Not that they’re wearing them anyway. 

I see that he is wearing a wig. He doesn’t look like himself. 

I keep turning the pages. My father leans forward and says, “If you’re ever asked to do a musical sponsored by
Dow Chemical Company, don’t.”


