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Foreword


NO POP, NO STYLE, ALL STRICTLY RUDOLPH


The fact that Christmas is a fake holiday created by an American corporation to sell more carbonated sugar should come as no surprise at all. However, its subsequent success leading to an exponential cultural response, which every year inspires yet more outlandish contenders, has been bizarre to witness. The cheesy Christmas jumper thing, the hordes of drunk Santas running around cities thing, the fucking mawkish John Lewis advert thing. Utter madness.


My own take is that, fake as it may be, Christmas is completely brilliant but should be totally banned from ANY mention until 9:00 a.m. sharp on the first of December. Then you would have this whole amazing, mad launch day when the shops suddenly have all their Christmas stock in, the adverts all start, the songs would be released, and the Santas would start drinking. We would also be spared the sight of advent calendars in early September.


I was born at a strangely problematic time for a young music fan. 1962. Too non-existent for Rock n Roll and Skiffle. Too young for The Beatles, The Stones, Merseybeat, Motown, Psychedelia, Ska and Bluebeat. Too immature for glam. Too confused for Bowie. Too suburban for first wave punk. Too scruffy for the New Romantics. Each new musical movement seemed to have a rock solid reason for me to be precluded from membership. I needily drifted from band to band as a desperate arriviste. A callow outsider, lacking the hipster credentials or nerdy knowledge that inclusion in any of these new waves (sic) demanded.


However, every year around early November, there was the bizarre spectacle of the nations arbiters of melody, rhythm and taste, throwing their hat into the ring with a seasonally flavoured song, in order to have a tilt at being the Christmas No. 1! The result of this seasonal bun fight was revealed to the nation on Christmas Top of the Pops, shortly before the Queen’s Christmas message. This timing always seemed a little perverse to me. Her Majesty fruitlessly trying to gee up the Commonwealth or bravely lament her own annus horribilis, while thousands of people in Kettering, St Ives and Kirkcaldy were still shouting at each other about how bad/good the George Michael song was. But in Barking, Essex, I too could shout about it as well! Every single December even us outsiders had some skin in the game.


Marc Burrows has decided to plunge headfirst into the icy waters of this wackiest of races to the Christmas No. 1 spot. In this frenzied digital era of hundreds of different charts, is it even a thing any more? Why and when did we start caring about it? What is its future? Yes, poor Marc has decided to wrestle all of these questions to the frigid shores, and then beat them into submission with a robust striped cinnamon candy cane of in depth analysis and weapons grade festive whimsy. This book is an essential guide for those of us who hate or indeed love this annual struggle for artistic commercial dominance. It will answer some questions, settle some arguments, but I sense, will start many more.


And before you ask, the greatest Christmas song of all time is ‘Bugger My Buttocks For Christmas’ by Howling Wilf. It’s on YouTube. Happy Christmas.


Phillip Jupitus


Fife
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Prologue


MERRY CHRISTMAS (I WON’T DO WHAT YOU TELL ME)


A true story of taking the power back


December 2008, and the Christmas chart is hovering on the horizon. Christmas No. 1. The crown jewel of pop. The only time we know of, in the long calendar of the year, when anything can happen in the UK Top 40. When all bets are off, while, oddly, a lot of bets are also literally on. Charity records with stars in big headphones singing into mics. Novelty records and comedians. Pop giants. The ghosts of Christmas past. It’s all part of the fun, closely tracked by press and public alike. It’s the one point of the year when people with no interest in the pop chart are paying attention to the Top 10. It’s also the only time when a giant pink foam monster called Mr Blobby – a character created to prank celebrities on a Saturday night TV show – could beat the biggest pop band in the UK to No. 1. Anything can happen.


For the last three years, the UK Christmas No. 1 has been the “winner’s single” from the reigning X Factor champion, and it’s not even been close. Simon Cowell’s behemoth is the country’s most popular music show, beamed into homes every Saturday and Sunday teatime and then discussed obsessively in playgrounds and offices and school gates and factory floors, and in the tea rooms at the Houses of Parliament and the newsroom of the Guardian for the rest of the week. Technically, the prize for the winning act is a record contract and the immediate release of their first single, but since the show climaxes the week before Christmas, everyone knows what that really means: Christmas No. 1. In the bag. This year, 13.1 million people tune in to watch South London shop girl Alexandra Burke duet with Beyoncé and subsequently trounce boyband JLS in the final. Her winner’s single, which goes on sale digitally the moment the show ends, is a cover of Leonard Cohen’s 1984 masterpiece ‘Hallelujah’, given a gooey pop spit ’n’ shine. It now has a key change. And a gospel choir. It sounds a long way from Cohen, or indeed Jeff Buckley, whose 1994 cover of the song is a beloved classic in its own right, but it does sound like a hit. Burke is brilliant as well – a charismatic diva onstage with a belting voice, and the very definition of likeable relatability offstage. As the CDs hit the shops, Ladbrokes and William Hill are giving odds of 1/8 it’ll go to the top of the charts, which is barely worth queuing in the bookie’s for.


In the past, Who will be Christmas No. 1? has been a big story, which the media always appreciates in a traditionally slow news week. Not this year. Not for a few years, really. There have, however, been some whispers of discontent among the populace at large. Comedian Peter Kay, cross-dressed in character as pastiche pop idol Geraldine McQueen, has put out a single of his own, ‘Once Upon a Christmas Song’, co-written with Take That’s Gary Barlow1 and the proceeds going to a children’s charity. In the press release, “Geraldine” is among the first to really put her acrylic-tipped finger on something that’s starting to bother the nation: “Simon Cowell is the Grinch that stole the Christmas single … I’m stealing it back for the people of Britain – and the NSPCC.”


It’s tentative, but music fans are starting to organise in an attempt to rescue the Christmas No. 1. In 2005 the rules had changed and legal downloads of MP3s could be counted toward the singles chart, and that carries some interesting possibilities: a Facebook group has formed in an attempt to strike a blow for “real music”, whatever that means, and get Buckley’s version of ‘Hallelujah’ to No. 1 instead of Cowell’s. Another group see Buckley himself as a pretender, and are pushing for Cohen’s original version. No one is running these campaigns with any efficiency, though. There’s no proper focus.


Sitting at home in Essex, and recognising the possibilities in all of this, are music fans Jon Morter and Tracy Hayden. They’re not music industry professionals by any means – Jon works in logistics for a high-end audio and electronics brand and Tracy is a photographer. They’re parents of young children, they have normal jobs, a love of Christmas and decent music in general and an interest in comedy and social media. The couple decide to throw a curveball into the race and start a Facebook group of their own to get Rick Astley’s classic 80s hit ‘Never Gonna Give You Up’ to No. 1 instead, because it would be funny to Rickroll the charts.2 A lot of people agree, and the campaign gets some traction. In fact, Rick Astley is in the Top 5 on various download charts as the end of the week approaches.


Alas, it wasn’t to be; not for Jeff Buckley, Leonard Cohen or Geraldine and certainly not for Jon, Tracy and Rick. Simon Cowell knows what he’s about – previous winners’ singles had been schmaltzy and forgettable, but ‘Hallelujah’? That’s a stone-cold classic, whoever’s singing it. Add that to the X Factor hype train and it’s a foregone conclusion. It sells 120,000 copies on its first day, growing to 571,000 by the end of the week. When the chart is announced, it’s an easy Christmas No. 1. Jeff Buckley is at No. 2, Geraldine at No. 5, Leonard Cohen at 36. Rick Astley, to the astonishment of the Facebook campaign organisers, is at 73. Jon Morter suspects foul play on Sony’s part.3 Still, the couple have learned a lot of lessons about Facebook campaigns, chart positions, PR and the music industry in general. When December 2009 rolls around, they will be ready.


One year later …


It is 14 November. There is just over a month to go until the Christmas No. 1 is announced, and Jon and Tracy have just repurposed an unused fan group on Facebook. At the time, this was fairly easy to do – you just had to find a group where the admins had either lost interest, been booted off the platform or been temporarily suspended, leaving it rudderless, and then hit the “become admin” button. “Bang!” says Jon. “It’s your group now.” This particular group, which has around 8,000 members already, is for British fans of the US rock band Rage Against the Machine, and they rename it “RAGE AGAINST THE MACHINE FOR CHRISTMAS NO.1”.


The plan is to get the band’s 1992 alt rock classic ‘Killing in the Name’ to the top of the chart ahead of whatever the X Factor is putting out that year. It’s a perfect choice – a rebel anthem that, like many of the band’s songs, is rooted in the rejection of capitalist conformism and authoritarian control. The song was originally inspired by a freed American slave who wrote about the power of rejecting his master. At its heart it’s about the freedom of saying no. Of resisting. It’s also a wildly popular rock classic. There isn’t a club in the world that hasn’t spun ‘Killing in the Name’ at every rock and metal night held in the last 20 years, and the dance floor will always go off. ‘Killing in the Name’ ticks all the boxes – the message is perfect, and there is no greater antithesis of manufactured, plasticised pop than a rock-rap band of avowedly political, left-wing agitators. It represents, as Rage say on another of their songs, a desire to “take the power back”. It works. It really does. It’s such a bold, simple statement. The song ends with frontman Zack de la Rocha screaming “Fuck you, I won’t do what you tell me!” over an irresistible, heavy as all hell groove; a moment that imprints itself onto the soul. Okay, it’s not Christmassy, but as a rejection of the spoon-fed entitlement of the mainstream music industry, it’s unarguably brilliant. It’s authentic and rebellious and undeniably cool, and represents everything a reality singing competition on ITV absolutely isn’t. If anything could make a statement, if any song could say: “We will not take this any more. We draw a line. Here. Today”, it is this one. Plus, as Tracy says, “I remember just sitting there laughing to myself about how funny it would be to have Rage Against the Machine on Top of the Pops, right before the Queen’s Speech. I just wanted that to happen.”


By 2 December the group has hit 10,000 members. A Twitter account is created on 3 December and immediately starts to go viral. On 4 December the NME website gives the story its first real media boost: Rage Against The Machine to take on The X Factor for Christmas No. 1. The group now has 45,000 members and online bookies Betfred have set the odds of ‘Killing in the Name’ being Christmas No. 1 at 10/1. It is, as Jon and Tracy say online, “worth a punt!”. By the time the next episode of the X Factor airs – on Saturday, 5 December – the group is 150,000 strong. Two days later, with the three X Factor finalists now selected and with a week to go before the final, Jon and Tracy’s group has 300,000 members and is growing fast. So popular is the group, in fact, that Jon keeps having to beg people to keep their powder dry – only sales made between Sunday, 13 December to midnight on Saturday, 19 December will count for the Christmas No. 1.


Celebrities, including the Sex Pistols’ John Lydon and comedian Bill Bailey, share the link. The story is growing, and the press, starved these past four years, love a Christmas No. 1 story. The BBC’s 6 Music radio station, especially the Shaun Keavney breakfast show, get behind the campaign, interviewing Tracy and creating a special jingle. That Saturday, online bookmaker, Betfred declares ‘Killing in the Name’ to be the favourite in the Christmas No. 1 race. William Hill are offering 7/4, Bet365 offer 8/11. Tracy has the idea of doing some real good and sets up a page on the charity donation site JustGiving, raising money for the homeless charity Shelter, and links it to the Rage For Christmas Facebook group. Jon and Tracy then go out grocery shopping. When they get home, a few hours later, they’ve already raised several thousand pounds.


The media now have the scent and Jon and Tracy are finding themselves in demand. Jon has already been on BBC London. “It’s a rallying cry,” he says, “it’s been taken on by thousands as a defiance to Simon Cowell’s ‘music machine’ … we’ve got nothing personally against him, we just do not want yet another Christmas chart-topper from that show.”


As the group hits 550,000 members, it’s becoming clear that the Christmas No. 1 truly means something to people. That it’s part of British culture, and there’s a real resentment of the X Factor foregone conclusions of recent years. Throw in too that Simon Cowell himself comes off as smug, having made a TV career out of condescending to a succession of pop wannabes. Pricking that balloon of arrogance, supporting the underdog – it’s a very British instinct. Cowell doesn’t help himself. Appearing at a press conference on 10 December, he addresses the campaign for the first time, much to the surprise of its organisers. “If there’s a campaign, and I think the campaign’s aimed directly at me, then it’s stupid,” he says. “I think it’s quite a cynical campaign.” Cowell goes on to point out that “everyone has this slightly distorted view of Christmas number ones being incredible, but they’re often ghastly. We haven’t exactly taken away anything special.” The dismissive comments have the effect of galvanising those who already resent Cowell’s entitlement while providing a huge publicity bump to the campaign. Tracy and Jon, who fully expected the X Factor to ignore them, are astonished and delighted. “He lost it, he threw his toys out of the pram, which was the worst thing he could have done,” says Tracy.


The next day, the Facebook page hits 600,000 people and bookies slash odds on ‘Killing in the Name’ winning. “The X Factor has had a monopoly over the Christmas No. 1, but there is a real buzz about Rage Against The Machine,” William Hill’s Rupert Adams tells NME. “We might just have the biggest upset in chart history!” Simon Cowell’s comments are repeated that morning on Channel 5’s current affairs chat show The Wright Stuff, and though panellist Oz Clarke makes a reasonable point that “rage and killing isn’t quite what you want for Christmas”, the consensus from both the guests in the studio and callers at home is that it’s time to bloody Cowell’s nose. The fundraising for Shelter, which is nearing £10,000 by now, is also a source of much good will.


It’s at this point that Jon and Tracy start to hear whispers coming from inside Sony Records and its Simon Cowell-run subsidiary, Syco, that the company is spooked. X Factor is a golden goose that props up much of the label’s annual activities. They can’t afford for this crucial single to fail. Someone has set up a website called “RageFactor”, styling itself as an official focal point for the campaign. It has originated from Sony. The call to action is “BUY THE SONG NOW” – and this is the last message Jon and Tracy want out there. Sales don’t count until midnight on Saturday, so it’s an encouragement for people to waste their vote. A clever misdirect by the enemy? Jon is able to trace the owner and pressure them into taking their site down until the following week, but it’s enough to indicate that Sony are both scared and not above some dirty tricks.


The X Factor final goes out live on Sunday, 13 December and is watched by 16.2 million people. Those are absurd numbers, a true national television moment. Affable Geordie teen Joe McElderry is declared the winner and his debut single, a cover of a song written for Miley Cyrus called ‘The Climb’, goes on immediate sale. Joe’s single will be available on CD on Wednesday, but the download is out now and the race is on. He has some catching up to do – Jon and Tracy fired their own starter pistol as the clock ticked passed 00.01 the previous night, encouraging fans to buy the single from multiple digital outlets: iTunes, HMV, Amazon, Tesco, 7digital and more. The song has already leapt up the download charts on each platform.


Monday. Six days before the chart is announced. Poor Joe McElderry, running on two hours sleep, is dispatched to do the breakfast TV circuit. He doesn’t mention the words “Rage Against the Machine” once – not on GM:TV, not on This Morning. The ITV shows know better than to bring it up and feed the publicity machine. The immediate surge has pushed ‘The Climb’ into the lead on the various download charts. There’s a general consensus that, despite the rabble at the gate, X Factor will still work its magic. Ladbrokes give it 1/8, the same odds it gave Alexandra Burke the previous year. “Joe is the toast of fans up and down the country,” says spokesman Nick Weinberg. “Christmas chart success is virtually assured”. Meanwhile, the “RAGE AGAINST THE MACHINE FOR CHRISTMAS NUMBER 1” group has vanished from Facebook. Jon suspects that Sony has encouraged mass reporting of the page, accusing it of spam. He ends up on the phone with Facebook’s PR team, who are claiming the problem is “a bug”. A suspiciously well-timed bug. “Well, look, if the group’s not returned, I’m going on national TV and telling them why,” says Jon. He’s already been in the news, talking to The Global Herald about how Facebook’s actions are limiting the donations to Shelter coming from the page – currently at £20,000. Several back-up groups are created, just in case, but funnily enough, as the sun sets on Monday, the group reappears.


Tuesday. Five days to go. ‘Killing in the Name’ is ahead, with 83,276 downloads compared to 77,401 for ‘The Climb’, but everyone knows that Sony has one very big card left to play. Tomorrow is when Joe McElderry’s single will be released on CD. HMV alone are stocking 500,000 copies – the store’s biggest order for a CD single in a decade. There is no physical version of ‘Killing in the Name’ widely available. Simon Cowell tells the Daily Star that “Joe WILL be No. 1”. He seems very sure. He’s also, clearly, livid at the challenge. Absolutely furious. “Why not let the kid have his moment?” he says. “It’s all very Scrooge. It’s miserable to put down young talent. We should celebrate him.” Meanwhile, somewhere in Los Angeles, Zack de la Rocha is told by a server in a bakery that his song is currently blowing up in the UK. His response? “What?!” The rest of his band are waking up to the attention too. “Rage’s ‘Killing in the Name’ & The X Factor’s goofy Christmas single are neck and neck for num one spot on UK chart,”4 writes guitarist Tom Morello on Twitter. “England! Now is your time!”. The members of Rage Against the Machine have entered the game.


Wednesday. Four days to go. In Joe McElderry’s native South Shields, crowds queue in the early hours, in freezing conditions, outside HMV. The X Factor winner is signing copies of ‘The Climb’ here today. HMV boss Gennaro Castaldo is feeling bullish. “We are expecting that most customers will actually buy this single in a store rather than online”, he tells the Daily Mail, pointing out that the market for the X Factor is “much broader” than the appeal of a song as extreme as ‘Killing in the Name’. ‘The Climb’ has done 110,000 downloads in three days. It’s worth noting that Alexandra Burke’s ‘Hallelujah’, the previous year, did 126,000 in the first 24 hours alone. That’s a hell of a drop. ‘Killing in the Name’ is still 60,000 records ahead. Bookies are reporting a surge in bets for Rage Against the Machine, with odds slipping to 5/4. Poor Joe is now at 4/7. RATM guitarist Tom Morello appears on the BBC 6 Music Breakfast show, down the line from LA, announcing that he will donate his portion of any profits to Youth Music, a British music charity, so that “a new generation of rockers can take on the establishment.”


Simon Cowell is doing himself no favours in the pages of NME. He’s featured on the cover under the headline “The Grinch Speaks”, interviewed by the magazine’s editor, Krissi Murison. He repeats his claim that X Factor has somehow “saved” the Christmas No. 1. “There’s a tradition of quite horrible songs,” he says. “I think I’ve done everyone a favour”. Joe McElderry, meanwhile, tells the Daily Mirror that he still hasn’t heard ‘Killing in the Name’. “It’s out of my hands,” he says of the race. “Obviously I’d love, love LOVE a No. 1 … I’m just going to work hard and try my best. Good luck to them as well.” He’s a nice boy ….


Thursday. Three days to go. ‘Killing in the Name’ is still ahead of ‘The Climb’, but the gap is closing. “You won’t do the swearing part, will you?” It’s eight o’clock in the morning, UK time, and the four members of Rage Against the Machine – Zack de la Rocha, Tom Morello, Timmy C and Brad Wilk – have assembled in a studio in Los Angeles. It’s midnight for them, and this is the first time they’ve played together in over a year. This will be the only live appearance of the surprise campaign. It’s being beamed across the planet to UK breakfast radio; not on Radio 1, the BBC’s mainstream pop station, not on 6 Music, the corporation’s home of alternative music, but on BBC Radio 5, the Beeb’s talk-based news, current affairs and sport station. Because it is legitimate news. “Simon is an interesting character,” says Zack de la Rocha. “He seems to have profited greatly off humiliating people on live television and has a unique position of capturing the attention of people and the airwaves. We see this as a necessary breaking of that control.” Tom Morello chips in: “People are tired of being spoon-fed one schmaltzy ballad after another. They want to take back their own charts. We’re honoured they’ve chosen our song to be the rebel anthem to topple the X Factor monopoly. It’s a little dose of anarchy.” The quartet rip into ‘Killing in the Name’. A scrappy but brilliant version. When it gets to the expletive-ridden outro, you can sense the relief in the studio as Zack cuts out the swearing in the build-up. That is, until the song kicks into its vicious final movement. “FUCK YOU I WANT DO WHAT YOU TELL ME!” Zack screams, offering both middle fingers to the webcam. “FUCK YOU, I WON’T DO WHAT YOU TELL ME!” He gets fuck you in four times before host Shelagh Fogarty can be heard yelling, “Get it off! Get it off!” There is quite the commotion. “Buy Joe’s single!” says Shelagh, as Nicky Campbell apologises profusely.5 The BBC later issues an apology. “We had spoken to the band repeatedly beforehand and they had agreed not to swear. When they did we faded the band out and said sorry immediately.”6


It feels like a turning point. There is another surge in bets on ‘Killing in the Name’ winning. Bookmakers William Hill decide to temporarily suspend betting on this year’s Christmas No. 1, since 98% of bets are for Rage. Paddy Power also closes their book, declaring Rage the likely winner. Ladbrokes, however, are once again backing Joe McElderry, offering 2/7 on ‘The Climb’ winning and an unlikely 9/4 on ‘Killing in the Name’. “We saw a steady stream of money for Rage at the beginning of the week,” spokesman Nick Weinberg tells the Daily Mirror, “but last night Joe rediscovered the X Factor in the eyes of punters.” HMV’s Gennaro Castaldo agrees: “It’s going to be a much closer race than predicted, but we remain confident Joe will do it.” However, there are problems in the X Factor camp: there have been delays getting the physical singles out to stores, with only ASDA and HMV currently stocking it. Hopes for ‘The Climb’ are pinned entirely on physical copies being shifted in massive quantities, so this is a real worry. Still, wherever they can be found, those copies are shifting in huge numbers.


Friday. Two days to go. ‘Killing in the Name’ is ahead by just 8,923 downloads, and Jon and Tracy are going into overdrive, posting links to the various sales platforms and highlighting how many times a person can buy the track. Amazon is selling it for 29p. Sir Paul McCartney is the latest celebrity to come out in favour of ‘Killing in the Name’. “It would be kind of funny if a band like Rage Against the Machine got it,” he told Sky News, “because it would prove a point.” Joe is on BBC Breakfast, still bright-eyed, still smiling, working his arse off. His mentor on the show, newly appointed nation’s sweetheart Cheryl Cole, is not happy with how things are panning out. “He put his heart and soul into every single week of the X Factor and I cannot bear to see him lose out to a mean campaign that has nothing to do with his efforts,” she tells the Daily Record. “If that song, or should I say campaign, by an American group is our Christmas number one, I’ll be gutted for him and our charts.” The national mood is buoyant. Snow and frost across the country are bringing a Christmassy glow, and sometimes it feels like the Christmas No. 1 battle is the only thing anyone can talk about. “Pop music,” notes Caitlin Moran in The Times that day. “Simultaneously the most important and ridiculous thing in the world.”


Saturday. One day until Christmas No. 1 is announced. According to online retailer 7digital, ‘The Climb’ has pulled ahead by 11,000 copies as X Factor fans hit the Saturday high streets. Sony will be hoping for more, but the cold weather and snow across much of the country is keeping people at home. Meanwhile, poor Joe McElderry has finally heard ‘Killing in the Name’. “They can’t be serious!” he tells the Sun. “I had no idea what it sounded like. It’s dreadful and I hate it. How could anyone enjoy this? Can you imagine grandmas hearing this over Christmas lunch?! … I wouldn’t buy it. It’s a nought from me. Simon Cowell wouldn’t like it. They wouldn’t get through boot camp on the X Factor. They’re just shouting!”


With just hours to go before the chart week officially finishes, Rage Against the Machine have an ace up their sleeve, “Attention Freedom Fighters!” Tom Morello says in a statement. “RAGE VS. X Factor WILL BE DECIDED BY SATURDAY’S SALES. Spread the word! Knock on doors! Host downloading parties! Knock over ladies buying X Factor! The clock is ticking. And if ‘Killing in the Name’ is number one WE ARE COMING. And it will be the victory party to end all victory parties.” The long and short of it is that the band promise to play a huge, free show in London should ‘Killing in the Name’ clinch Christmas No. 1. On Twitter, with just 10 minutes to go, Morello still has the bit between his teeth. “Finish line is in sight! Will David smite Goliath? Will Luke Skywalker destroy the Death Star? Will Frodo defeat Sauron? UK - it’s now or never. Will the next 10min determine the fate of a nation’s musical soul? WHICH FUCKING SIDE ARE YOU ON!! To the barricades!! One last download!”


It might not be enough. According to some estimates, 100,000 copies of ‘The Climb’ have been sold today. According to others, however, ‘Killing in the Name’ has also been downloaded 100,000 times today. As the sun goes down on a freezing, buzzing Britain, all we can do is wait. Behind the scenes a relaxed Simon Cowell phones Jon and Tracy at home and congratulates them on a campaign well fought. “Oh well, look, I’ve done all right out of this because my staff are working four times as hard now,” he says, “and now I know they can work that hard, they’re always going to work that hard.” He suggests they meet up for a drink at some point.7


Sunday, 20 December. The Christmas No. 1 will be announced by Scott Mills on Radio 1 at 7 p.m. With a few hours to go, the CEO of 7digital, the online music store, takes to Twitter and calls the race in favour of Rage Against the Machine. “Judging by our sales and our market share … I reckon RATM has done it but need to wait until 6.30 p.m.-ish to find out.” The comments are reported immediately by the Guardian and NME websites. A nation holds its breath. As the clock ticks toward 7 p.m. Joe McElderry is heading to Radio 1’s Great Portland Street studios, so he can be interviewed in the event of a win. Jon is in a cab travelling across London to do interviews of his own. The cab doesn’t have a working radio. Tracy is at home, cooking the kids’ dinner and listening in. Where Simon Cowell is right now is unknown, but it’s probably somewhere nice. Jon and Tracy have already had “you didn’t hear it from us, right?” tip-offs from journalists at the Guardian and tMirror so they know what’s coming. You can probably assume that Joe and Simon do too.


Over on Radio 1, the Top 40 countdown has reached the No. 3 record – Lady Gaga’s pop banger ‘Bad Romance’. But who will be played next? “Let’s find out,” says Scott Mills, tense music in the background, all drama and seriousness, “who is this week’s number two on the official chart –” dramatic pause – “2009 –” dramatic pause – “for Christmas.” Dramatic pause. A space age voice says “TWO”. The tense music stops. There is silence. Dead air. Nothing. An excruciating one … two … three seconds. “It’s Joe.” Rage Against the Machine are No. 1. Scott sounds disappointed. The inspirational opening piano of ‘The Climb’ starts. It sounds oddly disappointed, too. Somehow sadder now. The studio is inundated with texts and emails. “I bought the Rage song, but now I feel sorry for Joe. Sorry Joe!” says Tara from Cornwall. “No! Joe should have won!” says Becky in Worcester. “You can’t even sing along to Rage!8 You can sing along to Joe! Joe is the real winner, and everyone knows it!” “GET IN THERE! AWESOME! THE PEOPLE HAVE SPOKEN!” says Big Norm in Cumbria. Scott Mills, bewildered, has never seen a reaction like this. “Thanks for listening tonight,” he says. “We did invite Joe into the studio but he … didn’t make it.” You can’t blame him, really. Meanwhile Jon and Tracy’s phones are lighting up. Later, Zack de la Rocha is down the line on Radio 1. “We’re great, we’re very very ecstatic and excited about the song reaching the No. 1 spot,” he says. “And I just want to say we want to thank everyone for participating in this incredible, organic grass roots campaign … It’s about the spontaneous action taken by young people in the UK to topple this very sterile pop monopoly. When young people decide to take action they can make what’s seemingly impossible, possible.” Tom Morello tweets to call it “THE ANARCHY CHRISTMAS MIRACLE OF 2009!!!!!”


‘Killing in the Name’ has sold 502,672 copies in a week. The biggest one-week download sales in British chart history, and the best one-week sales ever for a rock band on any format. It’s a record unlikely to ever be broken. ‘The Climb’, meanwhile, was no slouch, notching up 450,830 sales between digital and CD copies. In total, it’s a 45% increase on singles sales week on week, so maybe the real winner is … music? Some 800,000 people have joined Jon and Tracy’s Facebook group; 150,000 have joined the “incase it goes down” back-up group. Most impressively, £64,726 has been raised for Shelter. Simon Cowell is typically magnanimous in defeat. “I am genuinely impressed by the campaign they have run. It has been a good campaign with no dirty tricks and without any funding. They have been passionate and worked hard,” he tells the Daily Mirror. “I offered them jobs at my record company … I wanted them to come and work for us. I was deadly serious, but they haven’t taken me up on the offer.” This particular comment is reported in dozens of newspaper stories and reports. Jon and Tracy, incidentally, never hear a peep directly. Which, at the very least, saves them the bother of turning it down. The betting industry, meanwhile, is smarting. There were a lot of bets put on a Rage win before the odds started to slip. At one point a ‘Killing in the Name’ Christmas No. 1 was going at 150/1. Well over £1,000,000 is paid out. “It’s the biggest Christmas shock of all time,” Coral spokesman Gary Burton tells the Daily Mirror, “and although it has cost the industry over £1 million, it at least now keeps the interest going, after the X Factor dominance almost killed off the festive chart betting forever.”


It’s been an exhausting, exhilarating week. Ultimately, the real winner is, well, the Christmas chart. For the first time in years, it has felt exciting again. That, after all, is what this has been all about. Protecting something sacred. Tracy says it best. “Music is our memories. Christmas is something you usually remember quite clearly, growing up, and the soundtrack to that time and period is really important. So it’s nostalgia and history and where you’ve come from and your family. You don’t want it ruined … Christmas number one is now part of our DNA.” I’m not sure if she’s talking about herself and Jon, or literally everybody. Either way, I think I see what she means. Caitlin Moran was right. Pop music – the most important and ridiculous thing in the world. Not just for Christmas. But, also, especially at Christmas.


A week goes by. Christmas comes and goes. Joe McElderry’s ‘The Climb’ goes to No. 1. All is calm. All is bright.





 


____________


1 Who, having been beaten down into the Christmas No. 2 slot twice, in 1993 and 2006 (once by a barely credible monster created for TV with little musical clout and once by Mr Blobby) was out for revenge.


2 An early social media trend, emerging that year, saw millions of people encouraging each other to click an internet link to see something fantastic, only to find it was ‘Never Gonna Give You Up’. It seemed funny at the time.


3 “It was controversial in the end because it got nobbled, and I’ll take that to my grave – it was nobbled, right?”


4 This was the days when Twitter restricted posts to 140 characters.


5 She will later have to apologise herself for this comment, following complaints of bias.


6 Could they really be that surprised? The clues are right there in the song.


7 They never do.


8 You absolutely can.









Chapter 1


THE GHOST OF CHRISTMAS PAST


Being a brief history of Christmas music before the charts, told in three parts


A Christmas No. 1 is, to put in the simplest terms, the record at the top of the official UK singles charts in the week during which 25 December falls. And that’s it. Officially, that’s all there is to it. So why do we care so much? No other country on Earth gives a figgy pudding for the Christmas chart – at least no more so than at any other time of the year. A No. 1 at Christmas was once extremely financially desirable, pretty much everywhere – back when a single on vinyl, CD or cassette was a perfect stocking filler and people bought them by the truckload. It meant being the top seller in the biggest sales week of the year. In the age of streaming, however, when physical singles barely exist, the massive sales incentive has largely been removed. Albums are another matter, of course, especially since vinyl became sexy again. But the Christmas singles chart? It should mean no more than any other time of the year. So why do we still care? Because across the decades (I’d argue across the centuries, in fact) Britain has made music the heart of Christmas, and Christmas the heart of the year. A UK Christmas No. 1 isn’t just a No. 1 at Christmas. It means more than that. Or, at least, it did. Once upon a time.


To understand why this is, we need to go back. Way back. In order to arrive at the point where we have a true Christmas No. 1, in a meaningful British more than simply topping a chart sense, three elements needed to be in place, and it’s going to take a few centuries to get there. First, we need Christmas music, and we need to understand how music and Christmas are inexorably linked. Secondly, we need that music to be commercialised, packaged and sold. We need pop music. And ideally a chart to measure its success. And thirdly, we need to add one to the other in a way that magnifies both. A Christmas No. 1 isn’t just a Christmas song. Sometimes it’s not even a Christmas song. It’s also not just a No. 1. It’s something else. Something more. Something special. And it began thousands of years ago.


Part one: Do you hear what I hear?


As long as there has been Christmas, there has been Christmas music. When the people of Bethlehem were asked to “hark!”, it was because the herald angels were singing. The birth of Christ even featured, according to the modern carol, a little drummer boy.1 Throughout the ages, more than any other festival in the calendar, Christmas has been celebrated in song. In fact, our urge to sing and dance at the turning of the year goes back even further than the birth of Christ. Most societies throughout history have celebrated midwinter feasts, marking a point in the calendar in which, as Steven Moffat once wrote in another fine British festive tradition – the Doctor Who Christmas special – we are “halfway out of the dark”. Those celebrations invariably include music – it’s built into the human experience. The Romans, for example, marked the new year with a period of debauchery known as the Kalends of January, which followed the more religious Saturnalia festival. Its riotous fun was habit-forming: Christian leaders were still tutting about it as late as the sixth century. One account, attributed to an early church elder, complains about the local population’s annual tendency to be “raved in drunkenness and impious dancing” as they celebrated in the bleak midwinter.2


It was AD 336 when the Catholic church declared 25 December, a few days after the traditional pagan and Roman winter solstice, to be Christ’s birthday – deliberately mapping a Christian holy day onto the rhythms of the existing calendar, and inadvertently welding it to party season as a result. The Vatican has been trying to convince us of the solemn spirituality of Christmas ever since, with limited success. An instinctive rowdiness has remained present in our midwinter celebrations, an urge to party we simply can’t shake off. It’s embedded too deep, with the singing of Christmas songs “generally done” as a Reverend Henry Bourne of Newcastle wrote in 1775, “in the midst of Rioting and Chambering,3 and Wantonness”. Singing and dancing our way through a Christmas party is an instinct recognisable to the people of pre-Christian Rome, seventeenth-century Tyneside and the customers of a twenty-first century pub having a mass singalong to Mariah Carey on a Christmas Eve. The good Reverend Bourne had the same complaint that Cliff Richard did 200 years later – that there wasn’t anywhere near enough Christ in Christmas. The twist, which has been true pretty much from Day One, is that at a fundamental level, there never really had been.


Early, irreligious Christmas celebrations were about chaos, and music was always a part. For centuries Britain retained the tradition of a Lord of Misrule, an Abbot of Unreason or a King of the Bean (so called because they were selected by finding a dried bean in a special cake). A member of the court or household, usually quite a lowly one, was put in charge of mischievous Christmas proceedings, sometimes even with temporary authority over their lord or king, overseeing various pranks and debauchery.4 Inevitably this would involve organising the music. Mediaeval courts and guilds employed a band of musicians known as waytes to play at banquets and parties across the Christmas period and often the Bean King or Lord of Misrule was a musician himself – he would certainly be accompanied by them. These traditions, tied to Christmas as a midwinter festival and a hangover from the Roman Kalends of January, had nothing to do with the baby Jesus and everything to do with a release of tension and a pricking of tedium as people endured the long, dark winters of Northern Europe. It’s especially true in Britain, where our relationship to Christmas has always been expressed as a joyous and messy celebration rather than with pious spirituality. It’s perhaps telling that, though there are Latin hymns celebrating the birth of Christ dating from the eighth or ninth century,5 the earliest English Christmas carol we know of, written somewhere around the 1400s, is a drinking song:




Lords, by Christmas and the host,


Of this mansion hear my toast –


Drink it well –


Each must drain his cup of wine,


And I the first will toss off mine:


Thus I advise.


Here then I bid you all Wassail,


Cursed by he who will not say,


Drinkhail!


May joy come from God above,


to all those who Christmas love.





It’s telling that the reference to God here is almost added as an afterthought. This was a wassailing song – a practice that stuck around for centuries, in which parties of revellers would go door to door during the Twelve Days of Christmas,6 singing songs and offering a draught of booze from a special bowl in return for small gifts of money or food. It’s a tradition that endures today in carol singing from door to door.


Almost all of the early English Christmas carols mention food and drink as often as they mention baby Jesus. (Check out, for example, the ‘Boar’s Head Carol’, a sixteenth-century celebration of, well, eating a boar’s head, the “bravest dish in the land”.) Our songs have always celebrated the celebration itself. In the late 1600s we wished you a merry Christmas; in the late 1900s we wished it could be Christmas every day; and at the start of the 2000s we begged you not to let the bells end. The cheeky wink from the Darkness in that last example is far more appropriate than you’d think – British Christmas songs have been predominantly about bawdy fun for centuries. “To mask and to mum7 kind neighbours will come,” says the fifteenth-century carol ‘All Hail to the Days’, “With wassails of nut-brown ale/ To drink and carouse to all in the house/ As merry as bucks in the dale.”


This bawdiness is one of the reasons that the Puritans tried so hard to stamp out the holiday and all of its trappings following the English Civil War. In 1647, before Charles I had even been relieved of his head, the celebration of Christmas was banned entirely by the new Puritan government, who associated it with pointless Papist fripperies and unseemly indulgence among the aristocracy and common folk alike – ironically lumping the Church’s celebrations in with the sort of ribald midwinter revelling the Catholics had been trying to uncouple from Christmas for a thousand years. Christmas traditions, especially those involving singing and dancing, were driven underground, though they could never be stamped out. In Kent people rioted rather than give up Christmas. Others refused to open their businesses on Christmas Day as demanded by Parliament, and many simply held their parties anyway. The ban became largely unenforceable. A new folk song, ‘The World Turned Upside Down’, in which the singer laments that “Old Christmas is kickt out of Town”, became popular to the point it was still being sung a hundred years later during the American Revolution.


The holiday was restored, along with the monarchy, in 1660, though some of its rougher edges had, alas, been forever buffed down. Lords of Misrule, Bean Kings, Boy Bishops8 and all of their accompanying chaos largely fell out of fashion. What remained was the music – odes to food, drink, games, family and celebration mingling with the nods to the Nativity. By the end of the century a number of the songs we still sing today were being bellowed with gusto in pubs, halls and households across the land: ‘We Wish You a Merry Christmas’, ‘Deck the Halls’, ‘God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen’ and more. The sound, at least, of Christmas in 1700 will be familiar to any British child of the twenty-first century. As the writer Nicholas Breton had put it, over a century before Oliver Cromwell tried to spoil everything, “the holidayes and musicke must bee in tune, or else never: the youth must dance and sing.”


Part two: God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen


If the birth of Christ gave us Christmas itself, pagan partying gave it its celebratory tone and mediaeval revelry gave it its voice, the Victorians were the people who packaged it all up, including the music – and sold it back to us. The customs and celebration of Christmas had emerged from the Puritan era a bit dusty but essentially intact – the singing, the drinking, the feasting, and yes, even the religion, all continued much as they had done before. What changed in the nineteenth century wasn’t so much what the British did at Christmas, but how it was done.


It was Victorians, fervent capitalists that they were, who made Christmas an industry. They didn’t create carol singing, but they did popularise the sale of carol books and sheet music. They didn’t invent gift giving, but they did invent department store Christmas displays. They didn’t create festive feasting, but they did create the Christmas food industry. In doing so, they pulled off a remarkable trick – they managed to make Christmas simultaneously more commercial and more sentimental.


No one embodied this contradiction better than Charles Dickens. His 1843 story A Christmas Carol, which has become one of the central texts of Christmas in the Western world,9 is both a celebration of commercial Christmas and a warning. Ebenezer Scrooge’s redemption comes from embracing the season’s sentimentality and spending power in equal measure – he learns to love Christmas through seeing acts of cruelty and want, kindness and charity, family and friendship, but he manifests that love by buying a massive turkey and giving Bob Cratchit a pay rise. Dickens understood instinctively that British Christmas was both a spiritual and commercial undertaking, a time for both prayer and party, song and shopping. Though there’s very little mention of music in A Christmas Carol, the spirit of the book can be found in most of the festive iconography and much of the tradition that came in its wake, music included – the notion that Christmas is a time for charity when we think of those less fortunate than ourselves, and that warmth and familial closeness is the idealised norm, meaning that their absence is felt keenly and starkly. Those are key themes of many of the Christmas hits of the late twentieth century.


The Victorians didn’t so much tame Christmas as create two parallel versions. This was the beginning of a culture that would give us the nostalgic, cosy and limp spirituality of ‘Mistletoe and Wine’, the mercy mission of ‘Do They Know It’s Christmas?’ and the boozy riot of ‘Merry Xmas Everybody’, then place them next to one other on a compilation and make us pay for all three of them a few times over. The respectable version of Victorian Christmas is familiar to any modern observer: family gatherings, carol concerts, children’s toys and department store spectacles. But alongside this sanitised Christmas, another version endured – one that looked remarkably like the mediaeval celebrations that had come before. In pubs, music halls and working-class neighbourhoods, the rowdier traditions lived on.


For centuries local officials had hired bands of musicians – the original waytes, known by the nineteenth century as waits – to perform at civic occasions, particularly during Christmas. These were disbanded by the Municipal Reform Act of 1835 which fundamentally rewrote the rule book of local government. Local revellers, however, were not easily put off from spreading musical Christmas cheer and for the rest of the century waits were formed and reformed unofficially every year, playing boisterously and loudly through the season, mostly at night. No longer on the local payroll, they essentially busked their way through December, often taking contributions to simply go away. Victorian satire is full of depictions of street musicians having projectiles and buckets of water hurled at them from windows. A cartoon showing a harassed-looking woman throwing shoes at a man playing a horn appears in an 1890 edition of Punch magazine, captioned waggishly “all things come to he who waits”. The fine British tradition of moaning about the music of Christmas being inescapable and annoying had begun. The road to Whamageddon! starts here.


The tradition of singing carols in pubs had been a huge part of Christmas music for generations, and one that still endures in parts of Derbyshire and South Yorkshire. The Royal Hotel in Dungworth, near Sheffield, for example, hosted carolling sessions for 200 years, from late November to early January, with lots of specific local variations.10 A 1978 report in Melody Maker confirms that these were not reverential, polite occasions. Songs were bellowed with “no airs and graces, roared out with vigour … Loud and lusty with no time for the sweet, lilting cadences of the carols sung at most Christmas services. The singers in the bar, shoulder to shoulder, pints in hand, mostly singing from memory.” It had been that way for centuries.11


Lustily sung though they might be, the village carols were still, essentially, hymns rooted in Christian tradition. In music halls across Britain, however, a distinctly irreligious Christmas music tradition had emerged and would thrive well into the twenty-first century. As variety entertainment flourished across the country, Christmas inevitably became part of the show. The halls invariably gave the Christmas season up to pantomimes – absurd comedies borrowed from the traditions of Italian clowning and anglicised into musical spectaculars, made raucous and commercial, and thoroughly embedded in working class culture. While the more well-heeled Drury Lane in London attempted to keep a veneer of theatrical respectability across its annual extravaganzas, most music hall pantos were in the rowdy and decidedly impolite traditions of British midwinter. A sheet of pantomime songs published in 1890 lists such thoroughly disrespectable titles as ‘La-Diddly-Umpty-Umpty-Ay’, ‘A Regular Rosy Red’, ‘Do Buy Me That, Mamma Dear’ and ‘Pinky Ponky Poo’. ‘Silent Night’ this was not. The performers who worked these halls – singers, comedians and musicians – understood instinctively what later pop stars would rediscover: that British Christmas was primarily about celebration, and that celebration needed a soundtrack. It was in the nineteenth century that Christmas music first became big business. The sheet music industry started to boom around the 1840s as printing became cheaper and more accessible, accompanied by the tightening of copyright laws and the increased affordability of pianos for pubs and middle-class homes. Publishers like Novello produced carol collections for homes and choirs, while works like Stainer’s Christmas Carols New and Old and William B. Sandys’ Christmas Carols Ancient and Modern helped standardise the Christmas musical repertoire. The growing middle-class market for sheet music meant traditional carols and new Christmas songs could be mass-produced and sold across the country. As prices dropped and literacy became more widespread, printed chapbooks and single-sheet “broadside ballads” brought collections of lyrics to the working classes. This was the beginnings of a recognisable music industry, in which songs themselves became sellable commodities. From its very beginning, the industry knew that Christmas was a useful and lucrative marketing opportunity.


For all their innovations, expansion of the middle classes and reputation for stuffy politeness, the Victorians, like the Puritans before them, couldn’t quite tame the music of Christmas. The season remained a time when normal rules could be broken, when classes mixed more freely, and when celebration took precedence over propriety. Victorian newspapers regularly complained about rowdy Christmas celebrations in much the same way mediaeval church leaders always had, and Mary Whitehouse and Cliff Richard later would – and with about as much success. What the Victorians really created was the infrastructure for modern Christmas. They developed the commercial mechanisms that would later sell Christmas records, and – perhaps most importantly – demonstrated how sentiment and commerce could work together. They showed that Christmas celebration could be packaged and sold without losing its essential character.


They also, inadvertently, created the perfect conditions for what would come next. As the nineteenth century drew to a close, new technologies were emerging which would transform how Britain celebrated Christmas. The arrival of recorded music, radio and eventually television would create new ways of sharing. The musical traditions that had survived from mediaeval times through the Victorian era were about to find new forms of expression, building a bridge between the wassailing songs of mediaeval Britain and the Christmas hits of the twentieth century. Now all that was needed was a way of tracking the success of that music, and a means by which it could be heard across the nation.


Part three: I’m dreaming of a …


It was in the Roaring Twenties that Britain’s music press began to emerge. The first edition of The Melody Maker, the music paper which would run in various forms until 2001, was published in January 1926, dedicated to jazz and dancehall music and initially aimed at musicians and music industry. Its second edition, hitting stands the following month, featured the paper’s first chart. Or, at least, a chart of sorts – a list of “hits of the season” based rather arbitrarily on the sheet music subscription club run by the paper’s proprietor, Lawrence Wright.12 Melody Maker’s first Christmas No. 1 would follow at the end of the year – ‘While the Sahara Sleeps’ by Horatio Nichols,13 not that the seasonal top spot was given any particular prominence.


Though the paper’s editorial content barely mentions festive music at all, and there are no seasonal songs among the “hits of the season”, the December edition still tells us much about the importance of music to a 1920s Christmas. There’s an editorial celebrating the December hardships of the working bandsman (“musicians’ wives and children are left at the fireside to play time-honoured games and weave fairy tales without the benign presence of the family Santa Claus”), underlining the central role played by show-bands and orchestras during the season. There’s a call-out for members of Lawrence Wright’s subscription club, promising a special “Christmas parcel of modern winning dance orchestrations” and a classified ad for the music publisher’s Dix, with a fairly terrifying looking “Father DixMas”. Music, more than ever, was at the heart of the season, providing both the pulse of the party and, via records, instruments and sheet music, the ideal gift.


At the same time, the media model that would be essential in creating national music moments was starting to build momentum. The BBC’s founding in 1922 created Britain’s first mass broadcast medium, transforming Christmas from a collection of local traditions into a shared cultural moment. Where once every pub and music hall had its own Christmas entertainments, the entire nation could now experience the same songs, the same shows and, from 1932, even hear the same King giving the same Christmas message, all at the same time. The Corporation developed a particular genius for blending the two parallel Christmases created by the Victorians – mixing carols from King’s College Chapel with variety shows and popular entertainment, creating a template for broadcasting that endured into the twenty-first century, where Carols From Kings and Top of the Pops would share the Christmas Day schedule.14


This coincided with the arrival of recorded music in homes was changing how Britain experienced its Christmas soundtrack. The gramophones that had begun appearing in middle-class parlours in the 1910s were becoming widely available and more affordable, and the catalogue of available titles was growing all the time, pressed onto 10”, 78 rpm shellac. The music industry, which had cut its teeth selling sheet music, recognised the commercial potential immediately. The first Christmas issue of Melody Maker carries an ad for the His Master’s Voice (HMV) record label boasting “a selection of irresistible rhythmic melodies recorded by exclusive ‘His Master’s Voice’ artists” and promising that they are “just the records you want for Christmas entertaining”. Another advert declares simply “Christmas poser solved … GRAMOPHONE RECORDS!”


It was, however, classical, rather than “light” (pop) music that dominated the early record industry’s Christmas rush. It took the Second World War to change that. With British troops stationed around the world, the BBC’s role in maintaining morale became crucial. Christmas broadcasts took on new significance, with the BBC’s Forces Programme and Home Service stations creating shared moments between soldiers and their families back home. It was in this context that “Forces’ Sweetheart” Vera Lynn became the first real star of Christmas music, her heartfelt performances of songs like ‘White Christmas’, a huge seller in 1942, providing comfort and connection to separated families.


It’s during the war years that we have our first true sales charts, based on something more substantial than a subscription club run by the man who owned Melody Maker. The Wholesale Music Distributors’ Association (and, later, the Music Publishers Association), kept track of orders of sheet music and produced a weekly rundown of bestsellers, published in Melody Maker and other papers and, later, on Radio Luxembourg. Though sales of 78 rpm records themselves are harder to track, this would be our first real, sales-based look at what pieces of music were enjoying popularity in any given week. The first song that can legitimately lay claim to the title “Christmas No. 1”, the bestselling song in the week of Christmas, was 1940’s ‘There’ll Come Another Day’,15 made popular that year by Vera Lynn, though several artists released recordings around the same time. Much like Lynn’s other big wartime numbers, ‘We’ll Meet Again’ and ‘(There’ll Be Bluebirds Over) The White Cliffs of Dover,’ it’s a melancholic and yearning piece with the general theme of it’ll all be okay in the end, just hang on in there. You can see why it would appeal to a population on a war footing, left at home while husbands and fathers shipped abroad to fight. Along with rousing patriotism (George Fornby’s ‘Bless ’Em All’ was also a huge hit at the time) these blends of melancholy optimism were, understandably, a general theme of the wartime Christmas charts.


The only true holiday song to get a look in during this period is the aforementioned ‘White Christmas’. It entered the 1942 sheet music charts in early September, hit No. 1 mid November and stayed there until the end of the year. Bing Crosby’s version was also the UK’s bestselling 78 record across December, with versions by Vera Lynn, Hutch and Victor Silvester also selling well. In fact, ‘White Christmas’ went on selling consistently, on paper and on disc, and later online, from that point onwards for, well … pretty much forever. ‘White Christmas’ might just be the most important Christmas song ever written, establishing themes of wistful nostalgia, a yearning for the Christmases “I used to know”, and a celebration of the old-timey imagery that would become an absolutely key theme in seasonal music, films and stories of all sorts as the twentieth century progressed. It’s certainly the bestselling Christmas song – the Guiness Book of World Records estimates over a hundred million copies are out there in the world in one form or another, with versions recorded by Bing Crosby accounting for over half.16 In fact, ‘White Christmas’ isn’t just the bestselling Christmas song of all time, it’s the bestselling song of all time – and since the way music is distributed has changed so radically, that’s a position it is unlikely to ever lose.


This gently epoch-shaking ballad had been penned by songwriting titan Irving Berlin in 1940. Berlin, already the most influential American songwriter of his era,17 had spent long periods of the late ’30s living out of LA hotels, writing for Hollywood, and found himself, like the wartime families of 1940s Britain, separated from his loved ones at Christmas and pining for a simpler time. A Russian-born Jew (his given name was Israel Beilin), Berlin had emigrated to the United States around the turn of the century and remembered well the New York Christmases of his childhood and teens: the snowy streets, the bitter cold and the accompanying fireside cosiness and familial warmth in the glow of the Christmas tree, which the Jewish Berlin had to view through the windows of his neighbours18 – all a far cry from the lonely blue skies and palm trees of California.19 Feeling rather sorry for himself, he had channelled all of that into the intimate, yearning and, somehow, though it’s not really present in the lyrics themselves, desperately sad ‘White Christmas’. It took him another few years to nail the song down, but when he did, during an all-nighter back in New York in the first week of January 1940, he knew he’d struck gold. According to Helmy Kresa, Berlin’s principal arranger and orchestrator, the following morning he declared that ‘White Christmas’ was “not only the best song I ever wrote … it’s the best song anybody ever wrote.”


It was recorded by Bing Crosby in 1941 for the film Holiday Inn, winning a ‘Best Original Song’ Oscar in the process. Crosby sang it with purring warmth into microphones capable of delivering a vocal intimacy not possible until relatively recently,20 and it connected instantly, and not just in the US. December 1942 saw seven different versions of ‘White Christmas’ released on 78 in the UK, all of them massive sellers. So completely pervasive, so perfectly Christmassy was it, that a New Music Express review of Mantovani’s version, just a decade later, was offhandedly describing it as a “standard”. The words “instant classic” have rarely been so appropriate.


The Missing Charts, a book by Steve Waters published in 2013, used historical data collected by the late music industry archivist Colin Brown to compile theoretical charts, covering sales of 78 rpm records between 1940 and the birth of the “official” chart in 1952. Brown had spent the late 1940s glad-handing music publishers and record companies to obtain data from their sales reps and buyers, and had hung on to those figures for half a century. After his death, Waters used that data to create a reasonably comprehensive snapshot of physical record sales in the pre-chart era. According to Brown’s figures, ‘White Christmas’ was Christmas No. 1 in 1942, 1945, 1946, 1947, 1948, 1949, 1950 and 1951.21


‘White Christmas’ was one of only a handful of Christmas songs to be a hit during the war years, and it changed Christmas culture as it passed through. It introduced to the canon something which the hard-partying Brits had previously wanted little to do with: nostalgic American schmaltz. Though that schmaltz would be hard to come by for a while: the BBC’s Dance Music Policy Committee (nicknamed the ‘Anti-Slush committee’) was formed specifically to keep maudlin music off the airwaves, lest it damage morale.22 Once the war was over, however, such songs would become a feature of the season. As the decade progressed, American artists increasingly defined the sound of commercial Christmas. By 1950 we had ‘Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer’, a song so classic-sounding you assume it must date back at least a century. In fact, as of the time of writing, it’s still in copyright. The tale of the scarlet-snozzed Rudolph was originally written as a promotional story for the Montgomery Ward department store in 1939 and had been turned into a song by the Singing Cowboy Gene Autry a decade later. It’s a good example of how thoroughly commercialised Christmas music had become: Autry’s recording was followed by Bing Crosby’s, and would be covered by British artists like Donald Peers. Then there was ‘Let It Snow! Let It Snow! Let It Snow!’ (written during a Los Angeles heat wave in 1945) and, far better, 1944’s ‘Baby, It’s Cold Outside’ (originally a party piece written by Broadway composer Frank Loesser to perform with his wife at society gatherings); ‘The Christmas Song (Chestnuts Roasting on an Open Fire)’, a huge hit for Nat King Cole in 1945; ‘Sleigh Ride’ (1948), ‘Silver Bells’ (1950), ‘Frosty the Snowman’(1950) and ‘It’s Beginning to Look a Lot Like Christmas’ (1951). Older Christmas songs, nineteenth-century carols like ‘Deck the Halls’ and ‘God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen’ and secular ditties like ‘Jingle Bells’, were also dusted off, as were more recent slices of Americana; 1930s songs that had been largely forgotten but would quickly become classics as the rising tide of ‘White Christmas’ raised all boats – among them ‘Winter Wonderland’ and ‘Santa Claus is Comin’ to Town’, the latter now holding the title for the most commonly performed Christmas song. America’s Tin Pan Alley songwriters were finally catching onto something they’d previously missed: Christmas could be a goldmine. The best of this new crop, ‘Have Yourself a Merry Little Christmas’ (performed by Judy Garland in the film Meet Me In St. Louis) and ‘I’ll Be Home For Christmas’ (recorded by Crosby himself in 1943) were, like ‘White Christmas’, achingly sad paeans to home and hearth, imagining some “proper” version of Christmas, “just like the ones we used to know”, centred around peace, kindness, family and, inevitably, snow, that was, at this moment, just out of reach.23 In a way these songs both did something that the Catholics and the Puritans had failed to achieve – taking all the messy, riotous partying out of the season.


The songbook of modern Christmas pop was growing, but it was almost all coming from the United States. British songwriters were adding very little to the canon. The American music industry had developed a sophisticated system of professional songwriting, centred around New York’s Tin Pan Alley, where teams of writers crafted hits with almost industrial efficiency. These writers – Irving Berlin himself, Johnny Mercer, Frank Loesser and their contemporaries – were masters at balancing commerce and emotion, creating songs that could be both successful products and cultural touchstones. They had elevated songwriting into a craft, even a science, with their own formulas and techniques for reaching audiences. Berlin was the perfect example – a Jewish immigrant who understood exactly how to capture the Christian holiday’s broader cultural appeal, just as he had done with ‘Easter Parade’ and countless other standards. He’d learned his trade writing for Broadway and vaudeville where success relied on finding universal experiences in specific moments. The same skills that helped him tap into America’s patriotic spirit with a song like ‘God Bless America’ allowed him to crystallise the emotional peak of Christmas into a simple wish for snow, coded into which was so much more: home, peace, family, tradition, comfort. The sophistication of the American music industry, combined with Britain’s post-war embrace of American culture through Armed Forces Radio and the influx of US servicemen, created the perfect conditions for these songs to flourish. British artists would cover them enthusiastically but seemed hesitant to create their own. It would take another generation, and the arrival of rock and roll, before home-grown writers finally caught up.


By 1951 all the elements that would culminate in the phenomenon of the Christmas No. 1 were in place. We had the technology to distribute Christmas music to the masses. We had the BBC creating shared cultural moments. We had a music industry that understood both the commercial and sentimental power of the season. The following year would see the launch of the first true singles chart, tracking actual sales of music discs, and with it the birth of the Christmas No. 1 pop record; though it would take another 20 years for that to really mean something. When it did, it would draw on everything that had come before – the rowdy traditions of mediaeval wassailing, the commercial instincts of the Victorians, the music hall’s slice of mother wouldn’t approve sauce, the Americana paeans for cosy days of yore and the BBC’s ability to create moments of national togetherness. The Ghost of Christmas Past had given us a hell of a Christmas present.





 


____________


1 Much to the annoyance of Mary and Joseph, who had finally gotten the baby down in the manger after he’d been grizzling all night, and did not appreciate some kid turning up to play a drum.


2 Christmas historian Clement A. Miles speculates that this quote came from Caesarius of Arles, a leading bishop in the fifth and sixth century who dedicated his life to stamping out enduring pagan traditions and instilling a more pious and well-behaved Catholic Christianity in the population. He was also involved in wars against the German Visigoths, putting him in opposition to both rampaging goths and “drunken ravers”. He’d have absolutely hated the 1990s.


3 Chambering being where the Wantoness ultimately occurs.


4 One popular game, known as Hot Cockles, involved a player burying their face in a companion’s lap and being spanked from behind – they would then have to guess which of the other guests had administered the spank. If they guessed correctly, the spanker then assumed the position and became the spankee. Hot cockles, indeed.


5 The earliest recognisable one is the twelfth-century ‘Veni, Veni Emmanuel’, later translated into English as ‘O Come, O Come Emmanuel’ – and still sung today, to a beautiful melody that itself dates back to fifteenth-century France and is possibly even older. There is a lovely version by Sufjan Stevens’ on his 2006 collection Songs For Christmas.
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