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‘A brilliantly detailed topography of probably the greatest of all pop decades, the 1980s, whose music even those unborn back then still live with and love on a daily basis. Invaluable both for pop fans and pop historians.’


David Stubbs, music journalist


 


‘With Into the Groove, Justin shows that there was so much more to eighties pop beyond the headlines of Wham!, Band Aid and SAW, and nudges the spotlight onto the one-offs and the semi-forgotten leaps forward. Forensic, forthright and downright unputdownable, the perfect pop book for anyone who came of age (or indeed anybody else) during pop’s giddiest and most experimental decade.’


Ian Wade, author of 1984: The Year Pop Went Queer
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INTRODUCTION


When you think of pop music in the 1980s, what comes to mind?


Perhaps it’s Live Aid from Wembley Stadium. Maybe it’s Duran Duran on a yacht, or David Bowie as a Pierrot. It could be a yellow smiley-face acid house T-shirt, or Prince’s purple suit, or Madonna on a gondola. Possibly it’s that bit of the Aardman Animations video for ‘Sledgehammer’ where Peter Gabriel’s face is formed out of pieces of fruit. Could it be any or all of Spandau Ballet’s saxophone interludes? Or Boy George on a paddle steamer crooning ‘Karma Chameleon’?


There is an entire industry of 1980s nostalgia: clip shows, club nights, radio stations and so on. But while I’m certain that Into the Groove will spark off pangs of nostalgia, it also aims to dig a little deeper, and also to stand a little further back, to look at what was going on across the music industry all around the world, not just the few big moments we can all fondly recall. The pop stories of the 1980s are numerous and varied – and sometimes quite odd; so while those famous names cited above show up in the story that follows, so do hundreds of others.


Pop music obviously did not begin in 1980, but rock ’n’ roll was only just celebrating its silver jubilee. We join the saga with the 45-rpm vinyl single in a healthy state (1979 had been a particularly good year) and with the charts dominated by new wave, 2-Tone, disco and funk – and yet, at number one, a Pink Floyd single about to sell its millionth copy. By late 1989, hip-hop and house will be all over the charts, and the energy of dance will have infused alternative rock music, most notably through bands coming out of Manchester.


In between, a lot happened. For instance: the rise of the compact disc, the 12” vinyl single and digital technology for a wider audience; the introduction of music-themed television channels, initially to accommodate recorded concerts and pop video clips; female acts such as Madonna, Kate Bush, Sinéad O’Connor, Salt-N-Pepa and Neneh Cherry becoming more and more visible and influential in what was still, frankly, a very male world indeed.


Then there was pirate and fringe radio, which in some UK regions nurtured a whole new wave of music – soul, dance, reggae, hip-hop, house – mostly ignored or downplayed by established media outlets. Authorities tried to censor music and video. Pop stars displayed a conscience in social and political-awareness issues – whether sincerely or otherwise. Black music in America embraced rock music once again, both in mainstream pop and in hip-hop. Artists pushed, or were persuaded, to play in further-flung territories – sometimes at questionable locations and not always for the most ethical of reasons. Pop and all its subgenres oscillated between music ‘with a message’ and music ‘for entertainment’. Some figures managed to do both simultaneously.


Combined, these factors enabled some artists, songwriters and producers to become multi-million-selling figures all over the world. Very few of them ended the 1980s in the same place they were at the start. It was a decade that encouraged both creator and listener to keep moving, and the hardiest survivors – Kate Bush, Prince, Peter Gabriel, Madonna, Paul Weller, Annie Lennox and Dave Stewart, Neneh Cherry and George Michael – understood this implicitly.


So what you’ll find in these pages is a month-by-month overview, from January 1980 to December 1989, examining some of the most notable or novel record releases, events, incidents and reports of the decade. Some will be familiar of course, but hopefully a lot of the anecdotes and happenings will be new to you. I say that because a lot of it has been new to me. Consider it a time capsule – very occasionally we’ll leap ahead a few years or decades if needs be, but essentially, if the words ‘currently’ or ‘recently’ are used, we’re talking very much ‘back in the day’.


It is not an exhaustive guide to the 1980s; even if we wanted to do so, there is no way of including ‘everything’ – after all, there were around fifty thousand single releases in the UK alone. So you can see what we’re up against. But we’ve tried. We cover a lot of ground. We look at the stars, but also the music industry, technology, media, politics and society, all over the world. There’s even a quiz at the end. (If you really want to test yourself, try the quiz before reading the book.)


Above all, this book was written to finally satisfy a lot of curiosity that I had during the 1980s, and which has never quite gone away. When the decade began, I was nine years old, and had a bedroom with a monochrome TV and a clock radio in it. When it ended, I was nineteen, at university, and had already started working in local radio and in record shops. I didn’t grow up in London, and I wasn’t going to the trendiest clubs or travelling the world. But I was a devoted radio listener, TV watcher and music-press reader – during an era where you would often read about artists before you might ever hear or see them. There was, obviously, no internet, no catch-up services, no YouTube, no streaming. This book was undoubtedly a challenge to compile, but how much harder it would have been to put together and analyse back in 1989.


While looking back is all very well, we’re in the fortunate position now of being able to access almost everything (was it really all better back then?). And if this book has one theme running through it, it’s accessibility, or lack of it. So I hope this book joins the dots and makes sense of a very diverse decade for music and pop culture. Enjoy!


Justin Lewis
Swansea, May 2025


Follow me on social media – I’m particularly active on Bluesky and Instagram as @whenisbirths
You can also visit my website: https://firstlastanything.co.uk





A few additional notes


Here are a few notes on some of the terms and statistics used throughout the book.


Release dates: The acronym ROTD means ‘Released on This Day’, and unless stated otherwise refers to the release date in the UK.


Chart information and statistics: Unless stated otherwise: all chart positions in brackets refer to the peak position of the record (sometimes a record is on the climb or a new entry); all UK chart information and statistics refer to the charts used by Music Week, BBC Radio 1, BBC1’s chart show Top of the Pops and the Guinness Book of British Hit Singles and Albums series. These charts were compiled by the British Market Research Bureau (1980–82) and then by Gallup from January 1983. This chart data is now owned by the Official Charts Company.


Occasionally we will refer to other charts compiled elsewhere: when the independent or ‘indie’ charts in Britain are mentioned, we consistently take our information from the MRIB charts (established in January 1980), the only indie charts in existence throughout the whole decade.


Unless stated otherwise, all US chart information and statistics refer to the charts compiled by Billboard magazine. The pop chart is sometimes referred to as the ‘Billboard Hot 100’. The R & B singles and albums charts were rebranded as the Hot Black Singles and Albums Charts from 26 June 1982.


Billboard’s Dance Music chart was split into two sections from 16 March 1985, one covering Club Play and the other based on 12” singles sales.


Chart information sporadically appears for other territories around the world and, where known, these were compiled by the following sources:


Australia: Kent Music Report / Australian Music Report


Austria: Ö3


Belgium: VRT


Canada: The Record


Denmark: IFPI Danmark/BT


Finland: Mitä Suomi Soittaa


France: IFOP (1980–84), SNEP (1984–89)


Italy: Hit Parade Italia


Japan: Music Labo


Netherlands: Stichting Nederlandse Top 40


New Zealand: RIANZ


Norway: VG


Pan-European Hot 100 Charts: Music & Media


Soviet Union: Melodiya (from June 1987)


Spain: AFE (renamed AFYVE in 1982)


Sweden: Sveriges Radio P3


Switzerland: Swiss Hitparade


West Germany: Der Musikmarkt









1980





JANUARY


TUE 1 JAN


Pink Floyd’s ‘Another Brick in the Wall’, the last UK #1 of the 1970s, will hold on for another fortnight at the start of the new decade. It will go on to sell a million copies domestically, and will reach US #1, but on 2 May will be banned in South Africa when it is adopted as an anthem by Black students protesting about the inequality in the education system of the apartheid-rule country.


SAT 5 JAN


At 10 a.m., Steve Wright presents his first show for BBC Radio 1, having joined from Radio Luxembourg. From September 1981, he will become the weekday mid-afternoon presence for the rest of the decade.


Immediately before him in this morning’s schedule, Tony Blackburn, resident at the station since 1967, takes over the children’s request show Junior Choice, although there’s a suspicion it’s often more like ‘Elder Relatives’ Choice’, with ancient selections like ‘The Laughing Policeman’ and ‘Grandad’ slotted in between ABBA and Kate Bush. ‘I hated “Nellie the Elephant”,’ Blackburn will later recall.


MON 7 JAN


On his late-night Radio 1 show, John Peel plays ‘Sketch for Summer’ by Manchester’s Factory Records-signing The Durutti Column, a vehicle for the intricate guitar work of Vini Reilly. Their album The Return of the Durutti Column (out this month) will have a sleeve fashioned out of sandpaper, designed to destroy all adjacent records in one’s collection.


SAT 12 JAN


With his Off the Wall album at UK #11 and US #9, and ‘Rock With You’ about to become a US #1, Michael Jackson’s plans for the 1980s are revealed in Billboard magazine. While keen to pursue film work after his appearance The Wiz (a reworking of The Wizard of Oz), and with a ‘project about Charlie Chaplin’ in the pipeline, he is also planning a concept album with a theme: ‘children, old people and starvation’. But it won’t be for a while. ‘One thing I hate is overexposure,’ he says.


MON 14 JAN


Trade paper Record Business publishes the ‘Indie Charts’ – the first-ever sales charts for singles and albums from specialist shops for independent record labels. These labels lack the budgets and access of major record companies like EMI, RCA, CBS, WEA or Polydor, which now also distribute former independent labels (for example Virgin, Island or Chrysalis). The indie charts, compiled by MRIB, will provide a fascinating counterpoint to the mainstream charts – labels like Rough Trade, Mute and Factory are regularly given airtime by specialist shows, but (for now at least) will receive sparser coverage in daylight hours. Adam and the Ants’ Dirk Wears White Sox tops the first indie albums chart of fifteen titles, while in the singles Top 30, Spizzenergi’s frantic ‘Where’s Captain Kirk?’ outsells all competition.


The indie charts can find a home for the intense but also the quirky. Further down the inaugural indie singles Top 10, at #7, juvenile Hampshire duo Stupid Babies consists of twelve-year-old punk fan Adam Tinley (vocals, guitar, kazoo) and his five-year-old brother Dominic (drums, vocals). Their ‘Babysitters’, part of Fast Product’s multi-artist EP Earcom 3, will be played several times by John Peel and will land them some press coverage, plus a slot on BBC1’s Nationwide (the One Show of its day).


TUE 15 JAN


‘Brass in Pocket’ by Anglo-American pop-rock quartet The Pretenders becomes the new decade’s first UK #1 single. Its conception dates back to 26 August 1978, when the group played a gig in Wakefield, near Leeds. During a meal after the gig, the frontman of their support band Strangeways, Ada Wilson, asked their manager if he’d picked up his trousers from the dry-cleaner after the gig, and if he’d noticed whether there was any ‘brass in the pocket’, meaning ‘money’. The Yorkshire phrase inspired The Pretenders’ Ohio-born singer and guitarist Chrissie Hynde to write a song, but not without incorporating some American vernacular in its lyrics – such as references to the Philadelphia cartoonist Robert Crumb and ‘Detroit leaning’, referring to a driver’s posture (leaning back while poking an elbow out of the car window). In the USA, where the single will reach #14, ‘Brass in Pocket’ is subtitled ‘I’m Special’. But Hynde will later say of the recording, ‘I didn’t like the way I’d sung it.’


SAT 26 JAN


Two weeks after ‘Rapper’s Delight’ (regarded as the first mainstream rap hit) by New Jersey’s Sugarhill Gang peaked at #36 on Billboard’s Hot 100, it tops the Canadian singles chart. A UK #4 in December 1979, it goes on to reach #1 in both the Netherlands and Spain.


FEBRUARY


FRI 1 FEB


ROTD: The nihilistic classic ‘Is That All There Is?’, popularised by Peggy Lee in 1969, and now remade even more irreverently by New York singer Cristina, who improvised a great deal in the studio. The song’s writers Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller object to the revised lyrics and demand that the track, on ‘mutant disco’ label Ze, is swiftly withdrawn. It will remain officially unavailable for over twenty years, but Radio 1 DJ Annie Nightingale will play it whenever possible – often giving home tapers subtle advanced notice.


FRI 8 FEB


ROTD: The inspiration for ‘Echo Beach’ by the Canadian new wave band Martha and the Muffins (UK #10) was Sunnyside Beach, in the Etobicoke district of Toronto, although the single sleeve in the UK actually depicts a map of Chesil Beach in Dorset.


SAT 16 FEB


With their third single, ‘My Girl’, still in the UK Top 10, the North London seven-piece Madness – mindful of some tensions and scuffles at some of their night-time gigs – stage a seated lunchtime show at London’s Hammersmith Odeon for an audience of under-sixteens. It’s not easy for this age group to see many bands – many venues forbid youngsters due to the licensing laws. Tickets are £1, inexpensive compared with the venue’s concerts for grown-ups (£2–£3).


The concert, with support from all-female band Mo-dettes, is judged a success, which will result in Madness scheduling matinee shows for young followings for their whole UK tour later in 1980. By that stage, lead singer Suggs’s own memories of schooldays will be encapsulated on the single ‘Baggy Trousers’. Moreover, the band will have shifted from its ska roots into a broader, more expansive pop style with witty accompanying videos, in which almost any subject will be up for discussion. ‘The atmosphere at gigs started to change,’ guitarist Chris Foreman will remember. ‘Suddenly parents really liked us, and the violence part disappeared – albeit slowly.’


TUE 19 FEB


AC/DC’s lead singer Bon Scott dies in London aged just thirty-three. In April the surviving group members will appoint Brian Johnson, leader of the group Geordie since 1967, and fly to the Bahamas to make what will become Back in Black, an LP that over time will sell more than 40 million copies worldwide.


FRI 22 FEB


ROTD: ‘The Spirit of Radio’, Toronto rock trio Rush’s standout track from their LP Permanent Waves, is a tribute to the emotional weight of the music we hear on a ‘timeless wavelength’. Their first major international hit single, it will peak at UK #13 and #22 in Canada.


SAT 23 FEB


Billboard reports that in New York, Bob and Rita Marley’s three children – including eleven-year-old Ziggy on vocals – have made their debut as The Melody Makers, releasing their father’s composition ‘Children Playing in the Streets’.


MARCH


FRI 7 MAR


ROTD: ‘Happy House’ (UK #17), a brilliantly sardonic put-down of supposedly happy families, will be the first of a dozen Top 40 singles in this decade for punk survivors Siouxsie and the Banshees, although lead singer Siouxsie Sioux and drummer Budgie will score a further three as The Creatures.


Also ROTD: Liverpool label Zoo releases ‘Treason’, the third single from The Teardrop Explodes (UK indie #3). After they sign to major label Phonogram, mainstream success will follow in 1981: ‘Reward’, a re-recorded ‘Treason’ and ‘Passionate Friend’. Singer Julian Cope was formerly in the short-lived The Crucial Three, who never recorded anything, but will more than live up to their name when the trio separately form other bands: Ian McCulloch with Echo & the Bunnymen, and Pete Wylie with Wah! Heat.


SAT 8 MAR


The first-ever official rock festival is held in the Soviet Union (specifically in Tbilisi in the republic of Georgia), which is permitting amateur bands and artists to participate. As well as a festival, the eight-day event is a competition, and Moscow rock band Autograph will place second.


MON 10 MAR


ROTD: The Jam’s tenth single release ‘Going Underground’ attacks Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative government for choosing to spend more money on nuclear weapons than on the health service. On the same day, BBC1’s Panorama transmits ‘If the Bomb Drops . . .’, a report from Jeremy Paxman exploring the possible aftermath of a nuclear attack.


Since 1977, every single by the Woking trio of Paul Weller, Bruce Foxton and Rick Buckler has been a UK Top 40 hit (most successfully, ‘Eton Rifles’, #3 in November 1979). So to give ‘Going Underground’ and its double A-side ‘Dreams of Children’ their best chance on the charts, the group’s Polydor record label issues the first 100,000 copies with a bonus live EP, a must for the band’s growing fanbase, even if they’re paying a pricier £1.49 rather than the usual single price of 95p. And the single is released not on a Friday (most singles have just two days in the shops before they chart the following week) but on a Monday, to give it six full days on sale.


Eight days after release, Polydor’s tactics will pay off. It will be not only The Jam’s first UK #1, but also the first time any single has entered at the very top since 1973, when three singles by Slade (another Polydor act) all achieved this feat. Furthermore, few people in 1980s British pop will incisively examine the political landscape while retaining consistent commercial success quite like Paul Weller.


SUN 30 MAR


At the end of a month touring Australia and New Zealand, and a week during which they have played Mumbai and Cairo, Anglo-American trio The Police reach the Sporting Concert Hall in Athens. Unfortunately, concert promoters have issued far too many tickets, and when 2,000 disappointed ticket holders are turned away from the venue, a three-hour riot ensues. The following night’s performance will be cancelled.


APRIL


TUE 1 APR


ROTD: ABBA, in effect, cover themselves. Gracias por la música translates some of their best-loved songs into Spanish, after a Spanish-language version of ‘Chiquitita’ sold over 2 million copies in the Latin market. Other tracks on the album include ‘Reina Danzante’, (retitled ‘La Reina del Baile’ on reissues from 1992), ‘Estoy Soñando’, ‘Conociéndome, conociéndote’ (aha?), and – the exclamation marks give it away, somewhat – ‘Dame! Dame! Dame!’.


TUE 8 APR


Peaking at UK #5 today, ‘Food for Thought’ by the Birmingham octet UB40 began life as ‘The Christmas Song’, a track about the Khmer Rouge regime in Kampuchea (now Cambodia) from 1975 to 1979. Robin Campbell, brother of the group’s lead singer Ali, wrote ‘Food for Thought’ with their father, folk singer Ian Campbell, while the flip side ‘King’ is about the civil rights leader Martin Luther King Jr. There is often a social conscience to UB40’s work – their name refers to the Unemployment Benefit Form 40, and their debut album (its sleeve a facsimile of the form itself) will be knowingly called Signing Off. But they also love cover versions – their current repertoire includes Randy Newman’s ‘I Think It’s Going to Rain Today’ and Billie Holiday’s ‘Strange Fruit’. This combination makes them a persistent commercial draw – they are, incredibly, the only group to release at least one UK Top 40 single in every calendar year of the 1980s.


FRI 11 APR


ROTD: ‘Coming Up’ is literally a solo effort by Paul McCartney, who records the song as a one-man band, while its video shows him playing ten different roles (although his wife Linda plays two parts). He’s impersonating ‘Hank Marvin’ on guitar, ‘Ron Mael’ from Sparks on keyboards, and even a moptop version of himself from Beatles days. When John Lennon, based in New York, happens to hear the song on a car radio, he’s astonished: ‘Fuck a pig! It’s Paul!’ Lennon prefers the UK #2 studio take (‘that he made in his barn’) to a live version (‘Live at Glasgow’) that will become a US #1 single, and it will all be enough to tempt and motivate Lennon back to the recording studio for the first time since 1975.


THU 17 APR


Bob Marley plays two concerts at the Rufaro Stadium in the Zimbabwean capital of Salisbury (which will be renamed Harare in 1982) at the invitation of the country’s new government. Just issued as a single, Marley’s ‘Zimbabwe’ is a song of encouragement and hope for the oppressed people of what had been Southern Rhodesia, where the Black population at this point outnumbers the white population by twenty-two to one.


TUE 29 APR


Dexys Midnight Runners’ tribute to the soul giant Geno Washington, ‘Geno’, propels them to UK #1 for a fortnight. Lead singer Kevin Rowland has been a fan of Washington since his teens in the late 1960s, besotted by the ‘total conviction’ with which he performed. Regarded as no slouches on the live scene themselves, Dexys are a vindication of commitment and preparation.


MAY


THU 1 MAY


Nick Logan, the former editor of the New Musical Express (NME for short) and Smash Hits, unveils the first monthly issue of The Face, a glossy, stylish guide to music, fashion and culture. In the launch issue, out today, we’re ‘at home’ with John Lydon, Jerry Dammers reveals why he’s already a bit tired of ska, and Ian Dury reviews Elvis ’56, a book by the photographer Alfred Wertheimer.


SAT 3–SUN 4 MAY


America’s Top 10, a half-hour TV version of radio show American Top 40 (on the air since 1970), begins airing in the USA over this weekend. As with its radio originator, its host is DJ Casey Kasem (also the original voice of Shaggy from the Scooby-Doo cartoons), who will close each edition with the catchphrase: ‘Keep your feet on the ground and keep reaching for the stars.’


TUE 6 MAY


The Fairlight Computer Musical Instrument (CMI) is demonstrated at the AES Convention in Los Angeles. Invented by Peter Vogel in Sydney, Australia, the Fairlight CMI creates sound digitally; any captured sound of up to one second in length is translated into numerical data, which can be replicated on a keyboard. At a cost of around $36,000, there are just four known users of the unit in America: Stevie Wonder, Barry Gibb, Lindsey Buckingham (currently touring it with Fleetwood Mac) and Geordie Hormel at LA’s Village Recorder studio, where the demonstration is taking place today. Peter Gabriel, Kate Bush and producer Trevor Horn will be early purchasers in the UK.


SAT 10 MAY


At 5 p.m., Manchester’s commercial station Piccadilly Radio introduces a slot flying the flag for new and experimental music. Entitled Transmission, after Joy Division’s 1979 breakthrough single, its host is a young broadcaster from Bolton called Mark Radcliffe.


TUE 13 MAY


Peaking at UK #4 today, ‘Mirror in the Bathroom’ from Birminghambased band The Beat was recorded in March at London’s Roundhouse, home to Europe’s first operating digital audio recorder, giving the track a strong claim to be the first digitally recorded single. The group, in the words of their toaster/vocalist Ranking Roger, play ‘punky reggae’. Like Madness and The Selecter, they first reached the airwaves via The Specials’ 2-Tone record label, before moving on – in this case, creating their own label, Go-Feet, distributed through Arista Records. Opening for them on their June tour will be Hull band Akrylykz, with a sax player (and eventually lead singer) called Roland Gift.


THU 15 MAY


In the same week that the Cannes Film Festival premieres the music industry cautionary tale Breaking Glass, with rising stars Hazel O’Connor and Phil Daniels, National Film School graduate Julien Temple’s long-awaited Sex Pistols film, The Great Rock ’n’ Roll Swindle, opens today in London.


SUN 18 MAY


In the early hours, Joy Division’s vocalist and lyricist Ian Curtis, aged just twenty-three, takes his own life, one day before he, Bernard Sumner, Peter Hook and Stephen Morris were due to fly to the USA for much-touted live dates. Having been struggling with worsening epilepsy and depression, Curtis’s situation has led to three cancelled concerts already. ‘Strange as it may sound,’ Sumner will later say, ‘it wasn’t until after his death that we really listened to Ian’s lyrics and clearly heard the inner turmoil in them.’ The group have just completed their second album for Factory Records in Manchester, Closer, and a single, ‘Love Will Tear Us Apart’, the video for which will premiere – during a fallow pop-TV landscape over the summer – on a short-lived Saturday morning children’s series called Fun Factory. With two unrecorded songs with lyrics by Curtis – ‘Ceremony’ and ‘In a Lonely Place’ – the three surviving members of Joy Division vow to carry on, somehow. They will soon be augmented by Stephen Morris’s partner Gillian Gilbert on keyboards, and change their name to New Order.


FRI 30 MAY


ROTD: Joy Division’s record-sleeve designer Peter Saville is also behind the artwork of the new Roxy Music album, Flesh and Blood. Now slimmed down to a trio of Bryan Ferry, Phil Manzanera and Andy Mackay, Roxy’s bold visual style of the early 1970s is influencing new up-and-coming bands such as Japan and Birmingham’s Duran Duran. With the first single, ‘Over You’, already in the UK Top 10, Flesh and Blood will become Roxy’s first #1 album since Stranded in 1973.


SAT 31 MAY


Disco anthem ‘Funkytown’ by Lipps, Inc. hits US #1, before going on to reach #1 in Australia and much of Europe, and #2 in the UK. Created by Minneapolis musician and producer Steven Greenberg, the single stars singer and sax player Cynthia Johnson, who has just left local band Flyte Tyme – to be replaced by the young singer Alexander O’Neal.


JUNE


SUN 1 JUN


After the BBC plans to disband five of its orchestras, the Musicians’ Union begins strike action, leading to disruption of several music programmes made by the Corporation, including coverage of the Proms and Val Doonican’s live Saturday-night series. BBC1’s Top of the Pops, which substantially relies on Johnny Pearson’s orchestra, is another casualty of the strike, and will now be off the air until 7 August.


SAT 7 JUN


‘Final Day’ by Cardiff’s Young Marble Giants enters the indie singles chart, where it will rise to #6. Alison Statton sings plaintively about the apocalypse over a drum machine, which Kurt Cobain will admiringly describe in 1992 as ‘the cheesiest sound ever’. Its drama stems from its defiant lack of drama. The song lasts just one minute and forty seconds.


FRI 20 JUN


ROTD: Trumpeter Tom Browne releases ‘Funkin’ for Jamaica (NY)’ in the UK, which will reach #10 in August. The part in parentheses is important, because this is the Jamaica in Queens, not Jamaica in the Caribbean.


TUE 24 JUN


Placing at UK #3 is ‘Back Together Again’ by Roberta Flack and the late Donny Hathaway, a duo whose connection stretches all the way back to Flack’s 1969 album First Take (on which she recorded two songs he co-wrote: ‘Our Ages or Our Hearts’ and ‘Tryin’ Times’). In 1972, they had made an album together, featuring their big hit ‘Where is the Love’, and in 1978 reunited for ‘The Closer I Get to You’ (written by James Mtume and Reggie Lucas), which led to a proposed second joint album. On 13 January 1979, Flack and Hathaway completed two vocal duets. One was specially written by Stevie Wonder: ‘You Are My Heaven’. The other was ‘Back Together Again’, another Mtume/Lucas composition. Tragically, no further duets would take place as, later that same day, Hathaway fell from his building. He was just twenty-eight. The album, Roberta Flack Featuring Donny Hathaway, was completed and released posthumously, augmented with five solo Flack cuts.


One of the backing singers on ‘Back Together Again’, incidentally, was Luther Vandross, whose voice has graced the work of David Bowie (‘Young Americans’), Quincy Jones and dozens of TV ads. Vandross’s contribution to Change’s The Glow of Love album was more substantial – he sang lead both on its title track and on future UK Top 20 hit ‘Searching’. While all the vocal parts for the album were laid down in the USA, Change (an enterprise created by Jacques Fred Petrus and Mauro Malavasi) are based in Bologna, Italy. Also on the album is Jocelyn Shaw, soon to reach greater renown as Jocelyn Brown.


SAT 28 JUN


A cover of John Holt’s ‘Man Next Door’ by The Slits (a group lying somewhere between punk and reggae), complete with The Good, the Bad and the Ugly-style background whoops, begins its climb of the indie singles chart, where it will reach #5. On production duties is Adrian Sherwood.


JULY


TUE 8 JUL


Thirteen-year-old American Stacy Lattisaw reaches the UK Top 3 with ‘Jump to the Beat’ – although her chart debut could have come even earlier. Anita Ward’s 1979 #1 ‘Ring My Bell’ was originally written for Lattisaw, albeit in less risqué form. ‘Jump to the Beat’ is an early hit composition and production for Narada Michael Walden, and while it is Lattisaw’s only hit of note in Britain, she will enjoy many more on the Billboard Black music chart throughout her teenage years and beyond.


FRI 11 JUL


ROTD: ‘How I Wrote “Elastic Man”’, which announces via its press release that irascible Manchester quintet The Fall is ‘bringing intelligence and satire to those who don’t want it’. The single will reach #2 on the UK indie charts.


Also ROTD: Bow Wow Wow’s ‘C30, C60, C90 Go!’ – about the joy of home taping – inevitably sits uneasily with the UK music business, and the chairman of the British Phonographic Industry pens a stiff letter of complaint to the band’s label, EMI – which in turn points out that if the record is successful, ‘it will focus attention on a problem that exists within the industry’. The record’s release comes one year after Sony in Japan launched its portable cassette player, the Walkman, and three months after the device reached the UK, initially as the ‘Sony Stowaway’, 10,000 of which have sold so far. It’s an ideal gadget for those who want to play their music of choice, on the move, wherever they go, provided they can afford the Stowaway’s price tag of £100. In the words of Bow Wow Wow member Matthew Ashman, one ‘can’t carry a music centre round on your shoulder, two speakers bouncing on your head, can you? So you get a cassette, tape it off the radio, and you can take it out with you.’ It all sounds thrillingly irreverent, although when a cassette single of the song (a C10) is issued in a limited run of 10,000, each copy is still careful to warn that ‘Copying of this sound recording is UNLAWFUL.’


Bow Wow Wow are the latest clients of former Sex Pistols manager Malcolm McLaren. He brought in Annabella Lwin as the group’s lead singer – a thirteen-year-old with no showbiz connections – after she was discovered singing along to the radio in a dry-cleaners in London’s West Hampstead. The other 75 per cent of the Bow Wow Wow four-piece had been part of Adam and the Ants only months ago, until lead singer Adam Ant was fired from his own line-up by McLaren. But Ant got to keep the band name, and just two weeks after Bow Wow Wow’s debut will come the release of the first single from the new-look Adam and the Ants: ‘Kings of the Wild Frontier’.


TUE 22 JUL


Ultravox, with new lead singer Midge Ure – whose considerable CV already includes Slik, Thin Lizzy and a new group called Visage – enter the UK Top 40 for the first time with ‘Sleepwalk’. ‘America’s had disco music rammed down its throat for so long,’ says Ure, ‘that they’re ready for modern-style dance music. In Chicago, they have clubs which play music by Kraftwerk, Ultravox, Elvis Costello . . . rock discos, they’re called.’


AUGUST


FRI 1 AUG


ROTD: ‘Ashes to Ashes’, shortly to be David Bowie’s second UK #1 single, updates the story of his first chart-topper ‘Space Oddity’ and its central character: Major Tom is lost in space, floating and drifting, and an addict. The video, directed by David Mallet (who had gravitated to pop video after a decade overseeing comedy for Les Dawson, Barry Cryer and Kenny Everett), introduces Visage front-man Steve Strange to a wider public. ‘I feel I am on stage twenty-four hours a day,’ says Strange. ‘I am me and I dress the way I feel.’ Conscious that some of Bowie’s fanbase are instinctive collectors, RCA issues the ‘Ashes to Ashes’ single in three slightly different sleeves, which contain one of four sheets of special stamps, supplied at random to dealers.


Meanwhile, Bowie is in Denver, Colorado, in the middle of a week of previews for his stage-acting debut in the Bernard Pomerance play The Elephant Man. The director Jack Hofsiss invited Bowie to take over the role of John Merrick, having been impressed by his starring big-screen role in The Man Who Fell to Earth, and feels sure he will capture the same sense of isolation. But Bowie will be initially dissatisfied with his first-night performance in Denver, finding he is less absorbed in the character than in his body movements. His relationship with his role will deepen by the time of the production’s three-week run in Chicago, ahead of an autumn run in New York.


SAT 2 AUG


Music Week announces that the fortnightly pop magazine Smash Hits, launched in the autumn of 1978, has achieved a circulation of 235,000 copies for the first six months of the year, overtaking the bestselling rock weekly the New Musical Express by 5,000 sales.


MON 4–WED 6 AUG


Blondie’s Debbie Harry is at Elstree Studios near London, taping her guest appearance on The Muppet Show, during which she performs her band’s ‘One Way or Another’ and ‘Call Me’ with Jim Henson’s creations, as well as duetting with Kermit the Frog on ‘Rainbow Connection’. Kermit’s nephew Robin and his fellow Frog Scouts are excited to have Harry on the show as they’re keen to get their punk merit-badges. It is during Harry’s stay that an extraordinary photograph with attitude is taken at Harry’s London hotel: she is pictured with Siouxsie Sioux, Viv Albertine from The Slits, Poly Styrene, Chrissie Hynde and The Selecter’s Pauline Black.


FRI 8 AUG


ROTD: The Clash’s standalone ‘Bankrobber’ single, bridging the gap between their double album London Calling and their triple album Sandinista!, is officially out in Britain. It will peak at #12, and was first released in June in the Netherlands, as the flip side to the ‘Train in Vain’ single.


FRI 15 AUG


ROTD: Peter Gabriel’s ‘Biko’, composed around three chords and a rhythm box, becomes a single, with all proceeds going to the Black Consciousness Movement in South Africa. It relates the true story of Steve Biko, a Black South African schoolteacher and activist, who had died at the hands of police in a Port Elizabeth prison in September 1977. There have been many similar cases in recent times. ‘It is the most directly political song I have done,’ says Gabriel.


SAT 16 AUG


The first Monsters of Rock festival bill at Castle Donington, headlined by Rainbow, also features Birmingham’s Judas Priest, whose British Steel album has spearheaded the new wave of British heavy metal this year. At the same concert, as Saxon launch into recent hit ‘747 (Strangers in the Night)’, a plane flies over the crowd, which will directly inspire the composition of their 1981 Top 20 hit ‘And the Bands Played On’.


WED 20 AUG


In Hartford, Connecticut, Queen add ‘Another One Bites the Dust’ to their live set. The song is on their new album The Game, but they were only persuaded it had potential when they were approached backstage in July at their Inglewood show by one Michael Jackson, who asked why they weren’t playing it. Written by bassist John Deacon in the spirit of recent hits by Chic and The Sugarhill Gang, it will become their second US #1 single.


SEPTEMBER


MON 1 SEP


At Wembley Arena, during his first UK live date since 1974, Stevie Wonder plays a new song. ‘Happy Birthday’ (the final track on his latest LP, Hotter than July) is a tribute to the memory of the civil rights leader Martin Luther King Jr., fatally shot in Memphis on 4 April 1968. Wonder intends to campaign for an annual national holiday in the USA on 15 January, MLK’s birthday, and will argue that, as well as paying tribute to the leader’s wish for democratic principles, ‘it would also be the first holiday commemorating the enormous contributions of Black people to the United States’.


MON 8 SEP


ROTD: Kate Bush releases her third LP (and first UK #1 album) Never for Ever, and on ‘Blow Away’ commemorates a succession of deceased musicians (Minnie Riperton, Keith Moon, Sandy Denny, Sid Vicious and Buddy Holly).


FRI 19 SEP


ROTD: The Specials release their second LP, More Specials, only days after its completion, and just before embarking on another UK tour. They also release a double A-side single of two of its highlights, ‘Stereotype’ / ‘International Jet Set’. The album sleeve is bright and colourful, at odds with the traditional monochromatic image of the group and their 2-Tone record label. The album’s content also represents a radical change of direction from the punk-ska and rock of their previous material, a repertoire that had barely altered over a year of live work. After that relentless itinerary ended, Jerry Dammers had bought a Yamaha home organ for rhythms and ‘bad imitations’ of other instruments, and listened to movie soundtracks for inspiration. Of this shift into approximations of muzak and lounge music, he says: ‘I’ve always gone for the most obscure music at the time, which was the main reason we got into ska in the first place.’ But ska had become their version of muzak, and muzak itself led them in another direction. Living in hotels and aeroplanes while touring had exposed them to easy-listening background music everywhere they went. Their change of direction leaves a gap in the market, which is ably filled by the gregarious Bad Manners, a crowd-pleasing chart ska band.


Unlike The Specials’ first album, More Specials (especially its second half) was constructed in the studio, with Dammers assembling the material like a jigsaw puzzle. The cover version of ‘Enjoy Yourself (It’s Later Than You Think)’ is both uproarious and tense, full of dread. Like a kind of nightmarish test card music, this is uneasy listening. ‘International Jet Set’ ends with an announcement that the imaginary plane on which they are travelling is about to crash. This announcement turns out to be pre-recorded.


SAT 20 SEP


Dethroning Diana Ross’s ‘Upside Down’ from Billboard’s disco chart #1 spot is ‘Love Sensation’ by Loleatta Holloway, who estimates she recorded ‘thirty takes’ under the supervision of writer-producer Dan Hartman.


THU 25 SEP


The death of thirty-two-year-old drummer John Bonham effectively ends the top-selling rock act of the 1970s, Led Zeppelin. Its three remaining members (Robert Plant, Jimmy Page and John Paul Jones) cancel their upcoming US tour.


MON 29–TUE 30 SEP


Reggae favourites Toots and the Maytals manage to record and release an album well within twenty-four hours. Having played a late Monday evening concert at Hammersmith Palais, they leave the stage at 11.45 p.m. Producer and engineer Alex Sadkin mixes the live recording overnight, the tapes are mastered and lacquered by breakfast time, then driven to Leicester for stamping, and on to Wellingborough for pressing. By 4.45 p.m. on Tuesday afternoon, an initial batch of 200 copies is sleeved and ready to be sold at the Virgin record store in Coventry – the city where Toots and Co. are about to play their next concert.


OCTOBER


FRI 3 OCT


ROTD: ‘The Breaks’, by New Yorker Kurtis Blow – already a Top 10 hit on both the Black and dance charts in the USA – is released in the UK today, where it will reach #47. Blow, who last month supported Lionel Richie’s The Commodores and Bob Marley at Madison Square Garden, is the first rapper to be signed to a major record company (Mercury), and his ‘breakout’ single, the title of which refers to the rhythm breaks of instrumental music, will become the first rap record to be certified gold in the USA, selling over 800,000 copies.


FRI 10 OCT


ROTD: From Minneapolis, Prince unleashes Dirty Mind, his third LP in as many years, and almost entirely a one-man show. Airplay, as the title suggests, will be minimal, and there are no hits anywhere on the record, although ‘When You Were Mine’ will be covered in 1983 by Cyndi Lauper. But what marks out Dirty Mind in general is how it fuses Black funk and soul music with new wave; the organs, choppy guitars and drum patterns suggest Elvis Costello and Devo as much as Rick James.


SAT 11 OCT


Yellow Magic Orchestra, who have notched up 2 million album sales in their native Japan, begin a UK tour in Oxford with an ambitious stage set: 168 illuminated panels in a wall 20 feet high and 50 feet wide operate in sync with the electronic pioneers’ music. Their sound has a yearning power, ironic given that their intention is the exact opposite. ‘We did not want the kind of music that expresses people’s personal emotions, scars of the heart or personal lives,’ says the group’s Yukihiro Takahashi. One of their best current songs is ‘Behind the Mask’, first composed by Ryuichi Sakamoto for a TV ad for Seiko watches, which will become their most enduring worldwide hit, and will even be recorded (but not released) by Michael Jackson during the sessions for 1982’s Thriller. Meanwhile, the next YMO album, March 1981’s BGM, will make substantial use of Roland’s new state-of-the-art drum machine, the TR-808.


TUE 21 OCT


ROTD: The US release of Bruce Springsteen’s ‘Hungry Heart’ is the first single from his four-day-old double LP The River. The Boss wrote the song in March 1979, the same night he saw the Ramones play live in Asbury Park and after Joey Ramone asked him to write something for the punk innovators. Yet Springsteen’s manager and producer Jon Landau recognised its special hit potential and advised his client to keep it for himself. It will reach US #5 (his first Top 10 hit), but surprisingly gets no higher than UK #44.


FRI 24 OCT


ROTD: Gladys Knight and the Pips cover the Ashford & Simpson song ‘Bourgie Bourgie’ as their excellent new single (UK #32, and US R & B #45), coinciding with the start of a UK tour and the recording of two BBC TV specials.


SAT 25 OCT


In Billboard, New York producer Bobby Orlando explains his fascination with the potency of dance-oriented rock, which has led him to found his own independent outlet, O Records, home to left-field artists in the Big Apple like Barbi & the Kens, I-Spies and The Flirts. O’s first release is ‘Mondo Man’ by former Kid Creole backing singer Roni Griffith. Orlando believes that, as the disco wave has subsided, some music can be too white for disco radio stations and too disco for the adult-oriented rock (AOR) ones, and cites The B-52’s as a group who have created a new hybrid. ‘I want to do rock and some electronics, but everything dance-oriented,’ he says. ‘I have put all my life savings into this, and I will try anything.’


FRI 31 OCT


All-female 2-Tone band The Bodysnatchers play their final gig, before splitting up. Singer Rhoda Dakar and bassist Nicky Summers will stay with 2-Tone. The other four members break away to form what will become The Belle Stars, and will seek a new lead singer.


NOVEMBER


SAT 1 NOV


In the Jamaican elections, former record producer Edward Seaga becomes the country’s new prime minister. Having founded West Indies Records in 1958, where he produced acts like Byron Lee and the Dragonaires, Seaga sold the label and studio to Lee in 1964, where – under the new name of Dynamic Studios – it accommodated recording sessions for John Holt, Toots and the Maytals and international names like The Rolling Stones and Paul Simon.


TUE 4 NOV


Actor-turned-Republican politician Ronald Reagan is elected as the USA’s fortieth president. He hasn’t made many recordings, unless you choose to count a 1961 spoken-word album called Ronald Reagan Speaks Out Against Socialized Medicine. But as well as releasing new singles by Madness and Jona Lewie, opportunistic Stiff Records in the UK will license a curiosity called ‘The Wit and Wisdom of Ronald Reagan’, on which both sides of the vinyl are completely blank.


FRI 7 NOV


ROTD: Diana Ross’s ‘I’m Coming Out’, her third UK hit (#13) from the Chic-produced LP Diana, sparks much debate over its meaning. Is it about her impending departure from Motown Records? US DJ Frankie Crocker proposes another possibility – a celebration of identity – which will help it become a touchstone song for the LGBT community. Unusually for mainstream pop, it features a trombone solo – from Meco Monardo, who charted in 1977 with his disco-fied version of the Star Wars theme.


TUE 11 NOV


In today’s London Evening Standard, journalist Paula Yates concedes, ‘There’s nothing very glamorous about people standing in their underpants. I suppose it shows . . . a little insight into their private ways.’ It is the week of publication for Yates’s photographic book, Rock Stars in their Underpants, and if any book does what it says on the tin, this is it. Not everyone agreed to pose for the camera – Freddie Mercury, Bryan Ferry and Gene Simmons declined – but enough participants made the project viable: Elton John, Rod Stewart, David Lee Roth from Van Halen, the Mael brothers from Sparks, and Chrissie Hynde – as well as Yates’s partner, Bob Geldof from The Boomtown Rats. Linda McCartney, meanwhile, has submitted a picture of Paul wearing a pair of knickers over his clothes.


TUE 18 NOV


North London’s Spandau Ballet debut on the UK Top 20 with ‘To Cut a Long Story Short’, on its way to a high in early December of #5. One of the first British singles to also be available as an extended 12” version for clubs, it has an early supporter in Bryan Ferry; on Radio 1’s record review programme Roundtable, Ferry is grateful that it represents an antidote to the greyness around. It is Spandau’s first of seventeen Top 40 singles during the 1980s. During their first year as a band, they have played only five public concerts, predominantly at clubs like Blitz and St Moritz, although they received some exposure in July 1980 on Janet Street-Porter’s ITV youth series 20th Century Box.


Songwriter Gary Kemp sums up the Spandau sound as ‘White European Dance Music’ (‘We were always down the clubs. It was always soul music. Never rock’), while their journalist friend Robert Elms will claim credit for the band’s name. ‘We were in Berlin,’ he will tell the NME. ‘We saw the [Spandau] prison, and I just thought, what do they do for entertainment? Ballet? Spandau Ballet!’


SAT 22 NOV


A future million-seller on the 12” format, Frankie Smith’s ‘Double Dutch Bus’ enters the regional disco chart at #8 in his native Philadelphia. The roots of the track date back to 1972 when Smith released ‘Double Dutch Rope’ on the Paramount label. Incorporating the rhythms of the Double Dutch skipping rope game, which descended from African dance rhythms, and also the double-decker bus, one of its idiosyncrasies is linguistic: adding an ‘iz’ sound to the middle of various words, and an ‘izzle’ sound as a word suffix. Influential and ingenious, its considerable sales are not reflected in its lowkey #30 placing on the US pop chart.


DECEMBER


THU 4 DEC


The remains of The Human League soldier on, sorely depleted by the autumn sacking of key group-members Martyn Ware and Ian Craig Marsh, partly orchestrated by their management. Tonight they take to the stage of London’s Hammersmith Odeon. It’s part of a short series of pre-arranged live dates, for which three new members have been recruited: synthesiser player Ian Burden and two sixth-formers, Susanne Sulley and Joanne Catherall, who were spotted at the Crazy Daisy disco in Sheffield. The band’s encore at Hammersmith is tarnished when Adrian Wright’s slide projector blows up and lead singer Phil Oakey begs the audience, ‘Could you hang on while Adrian finds another bulb?’


TUE 9 DEC


Across the world, media and public alike learn that John Lennon was murdered outside his home in New York late on Monday night. The forty-year-old had only recently been back in the recording studio, and had released the LP Double Fantasy with his wife, Japanese artist Yoko Ono. On the day of his death, they had been working on a new Ono track, the gripping ‘Walking on Thin Ice’, and only the previous weekend Lennon had given a three-hour interview to BBC Radio 1’s Andy Peebles.


On one radio station, WTWR-FM in Detroit, the final E-chord of ‘A Day in the Life’ is sounded at the top of every hour, like the chime of a bell, before a Lennon song is played. BBC2 in the UK hurriedly assembles a tribute edition of The Old Grey Whistle Test, while BBC1 shows the Beatles film Help!. The three national TV networks in America don’t have the rights to any Beatles films, although all run specially made tribute programmes at the exact same time – rather annoying for the section of their fanbase without video cassette recorders. Notably, Tom Snyder’s talk show Tomorrow re-runs an interview from 1975, in which Lennon reflects on how he can live a normal life in New York without fans badgering him: ‘They don’t hassle me any more.’


Across most of the world, Lennon’s ‘Just Like (Starting Over)’ single is still climbing the charts (it will reach US #1 in Christmas week), but has already peaked in the British lists . . . or so it seems. It had fallen from #8 to #21 by the time of the announcement of his death, but now becomes an instant souvenir item, performing a sharp U-turn – it will race to UK #1 on Tuesday 16 December.


TUE 16 DEC


The United Nations General Assembly passes a resolution for the cultural and academic boycott of South Africa, in opposition to its apartheid system and racist government regime. The resolution demands that artists, sportspeople and other figures will not collaborate with such a set-up. Though most will comply with this agreement, some famous names will either break the boycott or, in the cases of Malcolm McLaren and Paul Simon, find ways around it.


THU 18 DEC


ITV broadcasts an hour-long documentary film, Toyah, about the punk singer and actor Toyah Willcox. Filmed during the summer, it includes live performance footage with her band, plus her philosophies, experiences of TV appearances, and memories of working with the filmmaker Derek Jarman on the 1977 punk movie Jubilee. Willcox will have three UK Top 10 hits in 1981, most famously ‘It’s a Mystery’ (UK #4).


SAT 27 DEC


‘What Can You Get a Wookie for Christmas?’, taken from the Star Wars seasonal album Christmas in the Stars, reaches US #69. But rock-curiosity aficionados may wish to know that, singing lead on its B-side, ‘R2-D2 We Wish You a Merry Christmas’, is a man more usually found sweeping the floor at the Power Station studio: namely John, the cousin of co-producer Tony Bongiovi. Or, if you prefer, Jon Bon Jovi. ‘Livin’ on a Prayer’ is six long years away.
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