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Introduction





Pop music, in its many guises, is perhaps the great art form of our age, at once gloriously dumb and artistically valid. Hang the DJ is about being in love with this kind of music. It’s for anyone who buys albums or goes to gigs; who has fallen in love to songs, albums or bands. The brief I sent out at the start of this was broad and open, I just asked people to write a list of ten songs or albums, bands or singers, movements or moments – anything that illustrated how and why music was important to them. My hope was that they would react to this as subjectively as possible, and produce lists that revealed things about them, through what they listened to and when. They wouldn’t, in other words, be too like the kind of lists you might find in the music magazines or in critics’ polls.


So who did I invite? Well, novelists, poets, journalists, musicians, bloggers, plus a couple of friends. I’ve tried, as much as possible, to present their lists as they were submitted. So from Simon Reynolds’ brilliant, if numerically challenged, lists, to David Peace’s gloriously grumpy spit and bile (‘lists are for fascists and shoppers’), to Kathryn Williams’ irreverent life soundtrack, no two are the same in tone or design. There is no theory or cultural criticism here, just a love for music and a celebration of it in all its weird glory.


I remember, in the early 1990s, one of my older sisters coming back from a Manic Street Preachers gig at Nottingham’s Rock City, when they were still new and dangerous (and promising to split up after one album). Aged about fourteen she had, hidden away in her bag, a black and white long sleeved t-shirt. Emblazoned across the back, when she proudly showed it to me in the safety of her room, was the slogan Molotov Cocktails of Fantastic Destruction, which was, to my young impressionable mind, inconceivably cool. When my mum finally laid eyes on this anarchic call to arms some days later, however, she wasn’t quite sure what to make of it, and asked my sister if she knew what it meant. ‘Of course,’ she replied defensively, before crumpling into tears. Hardly a revolution. But after a childhood of Neil Diamond, Abba, and Billy Joel, music was starting to become a bit more interesting, and Way Ahead (now, sadly, no longer) suddenly rivalled the Baseball Ground as the most exciting place in Derby. Like the record store in High Fidelity, it was an indie store run by people who lived for music, with strange new sounds blaring out of its always open door.


So my teenage years ran through the grunge years and on into Britpop, two often maligned periods, but ones which were, for me, full of wonders. I remember first getting the four-track CD single of Oasis’ ‘Supersonic’, and think it might still be the single most inspiring moment I’ve known in music. The tension of that opening scratch of the guitar string seemed to promise so much. And, as all good pop music does, this spun me off into broader and more diverse areas. Finding out what’s influenced the people you look up to is surely the starting point for any good journey in music and art – and one that repeats itself across movements and decades – and for me there was the Stone Roses on the Byrds, Morrissey and Marr on sixties girl groups and Phil Spector, and Kurt Cobain on Teenage Fanclub and Daniel Johnston.


If you’re reading this book then music probably means or has meant something like this to you, and in the lists that follow I hope you’ll find stuff to recognise, to argue with and to see anew. From the mainstream to the alternative – by way of rock, pop, blues, country, soul, folk, jazz and even a little touch of classical – the music covered here is pretty eclectic, so, as Bob Dylan said on his very first Theme Time Radio Hour, ‘We’re like the New England weather – if you don’t like what you’re hearing, stick around, it’ll change in a minute.’
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PURE POP


From stuttered vocals to songs that should have hit the top spot


Owen King / Sam Delaney / Amanda Petrusich / Simon Reynolds





















Spit It Out! Ten Essential Stutter Songs


OWEN KING


Properly employed, there’s nothing catchier, cooler, weirder, or funnier than a rock ’n’ roll stutter. The sung stutter is a vocal expression of one’s inner funkiness. It is the sound of a voice dancing. It’s not always pretty, but you have to respect the effort. Singing like this isn’t eh-eh-eh-easy!


10 ‘My Sharona’ – The Knack


A quintessential one-hit wonder. All you need to gain rock ’n’ roll immortality is a clattering lead-in, a very hungry bass line, and some jive about how her ‘d-d-destiny’ is to be getting it on with you.


9 ‘Movin’ Out’ – Billy Joel


While I’m not a huge fan, there’s no denying the brilliance of Joel’s delivery of ‘heart attack-ack-ack-ack!’ To me the ‘ack-ack-ack’ suggests a Gatling gun, and that naturally brings the end of The Wild Bunch to mind, and hey, you can’t argue with the Wild Bunch.


8 ‘Fidelity’ – Regina Spektor


This is one of the most recent additions to the stutter canon, a swelling pop song of unusual conviction, and a prime example of the stutter’s romantic possibilities. When Ms Spektor says that her ‘heart-ah-ah-ah-ha-heart’ is breaking, it’s impossible not to want to keep her from ‘fa-ah-ah-ah-ah-falling’.



7 ‘You Ain’t Seen Nothin’ Yet’ – Bachman-Turner Overdrive


Kind of cheesy, but kind of awesome. The message of this song is simple: Baby, I’m gonna make you come your brains out. Correction: that should be ‘b-b-b-baby’.


6 ‘Changes’ – David Bowie


What a lift this one gives me whenever I hear it. We all know that the last of our ‘cha-cha-cha-changes’ is going to be from sentience to absolute darkness, but for the three and a half minutes of this song it’s hard not to feel an irrepressible hope. And how fun is it to say, ‘cha-cha-cha-changes’?


5 ‘Welcome to the Jungle’ – Guns N’ Roses


Man, could Axl Rose screech the paint off a barn door, or what? I heard/saw the video for this song for the first time when I was eleven or twelve years old. I thought Axl was going to jump through the screen and bite my face off. So utterly terrifying, I was on my ‘sha-nah-nah-nah-nah-nah-KNEES! KNEES!’ begging for mercy.


4 ‘Lola’ – The Kinks


That rarest of rock ’n’ roll stutters: the lilting singalong stutter. La-la-la-la-Lola is the girl who has launched a thousand drunken karaoke choruses.


3 ‘My Generation’ – The Who


A perfect blast of garage rock, where the stuttering can be heard as either barely contained spite, or jittery teenage energy. However you choose to hear it, there’s no denying that Roger Daltrey is an elfin prince of rock ’n’ roll poetry. If you’re of the older ‘g-g-generation’ you obviously know that, but you young folks could do worse than to rediscover The Who.


2 ‘Psycho Killer’ – Talking Heads


I’m aware that this could be a controversial choice. When David Byrne sings, ‘Fa-fa-fa-fa-fah’ does it blend into ‘far’? That would make sense; one wants as much distance as possible between oneself and the psycho killer. But I’ve listened to the song repeatedly, and I can’t be 100 per cent certain. He may just be fa-fa-ing, which would make ‘Psycho Killer’ better suited for the Top 10 Awesome Babble Songs. (By the way, No. 1 on that list is ‘Hoodoo Voodoo’, lyrics by Woody Guthrie, performance by Wilco and Billy Bragg.) Again, I’m just not sure. What is definite? This song is funky enough to squeeze into any list. Qu’est-ce que c’est? It’s the No. 2 song.


1 ‘Peggy Sue’ – Buddy Holly


The Iliad of stutter-songs. The instrumentation is muffled and rudimentary, the lyrics are mind-bendingly inane, and you can just smell the unplanned pregnancy waiting around the corner. And it’s completely undeniable. ‘Peggy Sue-uh-ew-uh-ew’ is the girl that turns you to dumb lead. You see her and you can’t play your guitar right. You can’t think right. Your tongue won’t even work.















Teenage Flicks, So Hard to Beat: Ten Songs from Eighties Teen Movies


SAM DELANEY


Those nostalgia shows tell us that the eighties were all about Thatcher, AIDS, Roland Rat and Smiths Square Crisps. But for those of us who grew up in dreary suburbs where seeing a yuppie riding to work on a Sinclair C5 while barking down a 14-stone mobile phone was about as likely as seeing a cat playing the harpsichord, the decade was quite different. It wasn’t naff or grim or corny. It was fast paced and cool and sunkissed and fun. That was because we imbibed our sense of time and place through Friday-night video marathons involving movies about cool American kids who had much better lives than our own. They had rich parents, flawless skin and a swimming pool out back. Even the fifteen-year-olds drove to school in Porsches and the worst thing that ever happened to them was getting flicked with a wet towel by jocks in the locker room. Never mind that, back in England we were being mugged at knifepoint for our limited-edition Boba Fett figures at the school gates, then having to get three buses home in the pouring rain. We were living vicariously through those movies. We’d shuffle down to the local corner shop and survey their minuscule selection of dusty VHS tapes, picking out anything that featured Anthony Michael Hall, Molly Ringwald or Judd Nelson. Then we’d scuttle home and watch in awe as these supposedly angst-ridden American youths played out an impossibly glamorous high-school love affair to an exhilarating soundtrack of power pop and feelgood rock. Ah, those soundtracks. This was the birth of the MTV era, when Hollywood studios wanted their movies to be like elongated music videos. Often, they were little more than ninety-minute montages in which kids would drive to school wearing Ray Ban Wayfarers, visit the mall, arrange a secret keg party while their folks were away, create a beautiful woman on their home computer or travel through time in a DeLorean sports car. The fast-cut sequences would all be set to music rich in lengthy sax breaks, ostentatious guitar licks, electro drum solos and indulgent use of the ‘keytar’. The writers and directors might have thought they were making poignant meditations on adolescent frustration and insecurity but that kind of gloomy subtext was usually drowned out by the merry warbling of Kenny Loggins or Huey Lewis, who made teenage life seem so much easier to cope with. Mum and Dad don’t understand you? Cheerleaders don’t know you exist? Brother turning into a vampire? Who cares! Hire a hooker! Learn karate! Take some tanning pills and pretend to be black in order to get into Harvard! This is the eighties! It’s hip to be square! Woo-hoo! Anyway, here are the cinematic musical moments that, back then, briefly helped me believe that I was in on the whole sexy world of teen misadventure in the suburbs of Illinois. Not stuck in Hammersmith waiting for the microwave to finish warming my Findus Crispy Pancakes.


10 ‘Oh Yeah’ – Yello (from Ferris Bueller’s Day Off)


Ferris Bueller is faking stomach cramps to get the day off school. It works, his parents leave for work and his day of freedom begins. You know it’s going to be the most exciting day of his life because ‘Oh Yeah’ by Swiss electro-popsters Yello is creeping into your ears while Ferris delivers his opening monologue. This song contains every single noise you associate with eighties music – a heady concoction of bleeps, zings and squelches that sound like Metal Mickey puking all over a Yamaha Portasound. During the mid-eighties, it was as if the Directors Guild of America had enforced the use of this track on any movie of a jocular nature, with Teen Wolf, The Secret of My Success, Planes, Trains and Automobiles, She’s out of Control and K-9 also making use of its era-defining sound.


9 ‘Weird Science’ – Oingo Boingo (from Weird Science)


When new wavers Oingo Boingo were hired by John Hughes to provide the title track for his 1985 film about two nerds who create a gorgeous girlfriend on their home computer, they took the literal route. ‘She’s alive!’ it opens, over a pop-funk mix of meandering bass line and blasting horns. During the course of the opening credits, the song’s lyrics almost blow the film’s entire plot ‘Plastic tubes and pots and pans / Bits and pieces and magic from the hand’, snarls singer Danny Elfman, outlining the girlfriend-creation process. ‘Not what teacher said to do / Living tissue, warm flesh’. All right already! We get the picture!


8 ‘You’re the Best’ – Joe Esposito (from The Karate Kid)


Director John G. Avildsen defined the sports-movie montage scene when he made Rocky. Here, he twinned inspirational rock music with scenes of athletic violence to similar effect, as Daniel LeRusso kicks and chops his way to the final of the All Valley Karate Tournament. ‘Try to be the best / ’Cause you’re only a man / And a man’s gotta learn to take it’, growls Esposito. I would play these lyrics through my mind prior to every PE lesson. Didn’t make me any better at football, mind.


7 ‘People Are Strange’ – Echo and the Bunnymen (from The Lost Boys)


There’s not much room for subtlety and nuance in an eighties teen movie. Usually, they like to explain the premise within about the first thirty seconds and the right choice of song can play a crucial role in this. As the Emerson family (played by eighties cinema royalty Dianne Wiest, Jason Patric and Corey Haim) arrive in Santa Carla, Echo and the Bunnymen’s spooky cover of the Doors’ ‘People Are Strange’ plays over imagery of missing-person posters, teens wearing black lipstick and a suspiciously vampire-like Kiefer Sutherland skulking about in a fairground. Something tells you this film might be a bit edgier than Pretty in Pink.


6 ‘Soul Man’ – Sam and Dave (from Soul Man)


C. Thomas Howell has pretended to be black in order to win a scholarship to Harvard. It’s all going swimmingly until he tries out for the basketball team. He’s rubbish! He keeps falling over and getting the ball in his face! This can’t be right, he’s black … aren’t all black people good at … oh, hang on, this entire film is a bit racist, isn’t it? Why didn’t I realise this when I was eleven? Because Sam and Dave were distracting me with this sublime title track, that’s why. This was just one example of how eighties film soundtracks reintroduced a post-punk generation to vintage soul (see also Stand by Me, The Big Chill). Oh, and in case the basketball scene isn’t quite rife enough with racial stereotypes for you, check out the movie’s tagline: ‘He didn’t give up. He got down.’


5 ‘St Elmo’s Fire (Man in Motion)’ – John Parr (from St Elmo’s Fire)


The definitive Brat Pack movie: 110 minutes of Estevez, Nelson, Sheedy, Moore, Lowe and McCarthy running around in sunglasses, smoking fags, dancing and shouting while this pumping soft-rock anthem bellows almost incessantly in the background. What the hell is going on? It’s impossible to tell and John Parr’s lyrics don’t help much either: phrases like ‘You’re just a prisoner’, ‘Sometime if you feel the pain’ and ‘I’ll be where the eagle’s flyin’’ lead you to suspect it was written by a special ‘Random 1980s Rock Lyric Generator’. In fact, Parr wrote the track in tribute to a paralysed Canadian athlete called Rick Hansen.


4 ‘Old Time rock ’n’ roll’ – Bob Seger (from Risky Business)


Tom Cruise’s Joel Goodsen is a high-school student who’s been left alone in his palatial family home for the week. Endless possibilities stretch out before him. How does he embrace this thrilling opportunity? He gets a little bit drunk on his own and dances around the living room in his pants to some dad-rock. Yes, in retrospect he was a loser. But through my adolescent eyes, Cruise was the very definition of maverick cool. Even in those ill-advised white socks. Like every other teenager in the world, I made a ham-fisted attempt at imitating the scene the first time I was left home alone. It didn’t quite feel the same with my mum’s Elkie Brooks LP providing the soundtrack though.


3 ‘Never’ – Moving Picture (from Footloose)


However, I can’t say I ever tried to mimic Kevin Bacon’s seminal ‘angry barn dance’ in Footloose. That was way beyond my athletic abilities. Frustrated by the blanket ban on rock music imposed by his hometown elders, Bacon’s Ren McCormack takes refuge in a moodily lit barn. As the opening notes of Moving Picture’s ‘Never’ begin pounding in the background, he angrily throws his beer bottle against the wall with almost balletic poise. Before you know it, the melodramatic power ballad is in full swing and Bacon has stripped down to his vest, pulling off all sorts of rage-infused somersaults and star jumps around the barn. It’s spectacular. When a girl turns up applauding his performance, he acts all shy and says, ‘What are you doing here? I thought I was alone?’ Yeah, course you did, Bacon. That’s how everyone dances when they think no one’s looking. You big fat weird liar!


2 ‘Don’t You Forget About Me’ – Simple Minds (from The Breakfast Club)


It might be the most renowned movie of the genre but in many ways The Breakfast Club is an atypical teen flick. It succeeded in mustering the sort of pathos and poignancy that is drowned out by pranks and pop music in most other films of the era. Five high-school stereotypes form unlikely bonds during the course of a day-long detention. My adolescent soul was touched. And when the appropriately sombre yet uplifting Simple Minds anthem simmered in at the end, it was hard not to come over a bit dewy eyed. ‘Jocks, nerds, cheerleaders … can’t the grown-ups see we’re all the same inside?’ I muttered tearily to myself as Jim Kerr screamed the word ‘don’t’ over and over again. All right, there were no jocks or cheerleaders at my school. But I still got the idea, okay?


1 ‘The Power of Love’ – Huey Lewis and the News (from Back to the Future)


Here was a movie that shamelessly distilled everything that was exciting and cool about eighties teen epics, threw away the angst and navel-gazing bits and chucked a time-travelling sports car into the mix for good measure. It was a rip-roaring, spellbinding romp that created in Marty McFly the super-cool nerd we all wanted to be. Aged ten, it was the first time I got to go to the cinema without a parent; I sat next to my mate Shaun in Hammersmith ABC in awestruck, open-mouthed glee as Huey Lewis and the News blasted this exhilarating, pop-rock fanfare over the opening titles. Hearing it now still transports me back to that shabby, sticky floored, puke-smelling theatre where I spent two of the happiest hours of my entire youth.















‘I’d Just Like to Take a Little of Your Time Here’: Ten Spoken Interludes in Pop


AMANDA PETRUSICH


Sometimes, when plain old melisma is no longer satisfactory, and when singing alone fails to convey sufficient gravitas, pop vocalists may abruptly stop howling, lower their eyes, curl up to a microphone and launch into a spoken sermon. For the artist, it’s an opportunity to inject a straightforward narrative into a story riddled with metaphor. For listeners, it’s exceptionally weird – a dismantling of the fourth wall that’s as unwelcome as it is disconcerting.


Spoken interludes are oddly common in classic country and R&B songs (see Elvis, the Shangi-Las, Clarence Carter, Baby Huey) and a handful of contemporary artists have maintained the practice – some earnestly appropriating the form (Boyz II Men, Michael Jackson, Britney), some snickering under their breath (Beck, the Velvet Underground). The best mid-song musing is usually spontaneous and strange, flanked by traditionally sung verses, and often only tangentially related to the rest of the track. Witness the Top 10 spoken interludes in the middle of otherwise unremarkable pop songs: all excellent fodder for karaoke.


10 ‘Give Him a Great Big Kiss’ – The Shangri-Las


What colour are his eyes?


The opening line of ‘Give Him a Great Big Kiss’ – ‘When I say I’m in love, you best believe I’m in love, L-U-V!’ – is deeply revered, and has been referenced (in song) by everyone from the New York Dolls to Ryan Adams. But it’s the Shangri-Las’ admission that the fellow in question is ‘always wearing shades’ that, perhaps, offers the deepest insight.


9 ‘Making Love (At the Dark End of the Street)’ – Clarence Carter



I’d just like to take a little of your time here …


Clarence Carter’s interpretation of James Carr’s ‘The Dark End of the Street’ is, in all fairness, more a spoken-word piece than a proper song, although Carter does eventually begin singing – but not before explaining to ‘children’ how he likes to get himself fifty cents’ worth of gas, drive way down a country road, and make love on the back seat of a car.


8 ‘Oops! I Did it Again’ – Britney Spears



Britney, before you go, there’s something I want you to have / Oh, it’s beautiful, but wait a minute, isn’t this …


Spears’s homage to the interlude is particularly absurdist: aside from referencing Titanic apropos of nothing, it appears to have little or no relevance to the rest of the song.


7 ‘Hot for Teacher’ – Van Halen


Whaddaya think the teacher’s gonna look like this year? / My butt, man!


Van Halen insert a variety of hollered interludes into ‘Hot for Teacher’, and almost all are poorly rendered, if delightful, double-entendres.



6 ‘Debra’ – Beck


Girl, I only wanna be down with you / ’Cause you got something that I just got to get with


It’s hard to figure out how Beck maintains his falsetto with his tongue planted so firmly in his cheek. And yet: ‘Debra’ is an eerily accurate send-up of squealing soul smarm.


5 ‘End of the Road’ – Boyz II Men



All those times of night when you just hurt me / And just run out with that other fella …


Boyz II Men managed to inject a spoken monologue into nearly all of their slow jams, thus making good, consistent use of Michael McCary’s unnervingly deep voice.


4 ‘I Found a Reason’ – The Velvet Underground



And I’ve walked down life’s lonely highways / Hand in hand with myself …


It’s likely that Lou Reed slipped this spoken verse into the middle of ‘I Found a Reason’ to spoof Elvis Presley, although (as with Metal Machine Music) Reed’s true intentions remain largely unknown.


3 ‘Hard Times’ – Baby Huey and the Babysitters


Eating Spam / And Oreos / And drinking Thunderbird, baby


Here, Baby Huey pauses to offer his audience a long, hard look at the ramifications ‘hard times’ may have on one’s diet.



2 ‘Thriller’ – Michael Jackson



Darkness falls across the land / The midnight hour is close at hand …


Vincent Price’s mid-song exposition is useful in that it continues to give amateur dancers ample time to get into position before launching into the ‘Thriller’ video’s famed zombie stomp.


1 ‘Are You Lonesome Tonight?’ – Elvis Presley



Honey, you lied when you said you loved me / And I had no cause to doubt you …


Perhaps the best-known example of a spoken interlude, over one-third of Elvis Presley’s ‘Are You Lonesome Tonight?’ is said rather than sung. The passage was loosely based on a monologue from As You Like It, and Presley had a tendency to spontaneously rework the lyrics, often to humorous effect – on 26 August 1969, while playing a show at the International Hotel in Las Vegas, Presley switched the line ‘Do you gaze at your doorstep and wish I was there?’ to ‘Do you gaze at your bald head and wish you had hair?’ before succumbing to a fit of giggles. A live recording of Presley’s crack-up became a Top 10 hit in the UK in 1983 after it was released as a single.















Deserving but Denied: Thirty-three No. 2s That Should Have Been No. 1


SIMON REYNOLDS


It’s obvious that you can’t rely on the pop charts as a mechanism for tabulating the comparative excellence of hit records. But the charts are actually not much better at displaying how popular a pop single is. Because the volume of releases from the industry and the amount of purchasing power out there in Consumerland both fluctuate with the seasons, a No. 1 single in an off-peak period – like the post-Christmas lull of January – can have sold less than any Top 10 single during busier times of the year. The chart placing of a record is also affected by pure contingency – what releases by heavy-hitter groups just happen to go out at the same time. (Tough luck for all those sixties greats who happened to release a single the same week as The Beatles or The Stones.) This list honours those fantastically fine and/or epochal singles that were cheated by some historical quirk or other from fulfilling their true destiny: getting to No. 1. Upon investigation, these injustices turned out to be so numerous that the list-of-ten format overspilled thrice over, even after leaving out many fabulous No. 2 singles.


‘My Generation’ – The Who (November 1965)


It stands to reason that the sixties was a cruelly competitive decade. All the genius and creative energy around meant that many classic singles – the Dave Clark Five’s ‘Bits and Pieces’, Petula Clark’s ‘Downtown’, the Troggs’ ‘Wild Thing’ – fell just short of the top spot. But it seems particularly unjust that The Who’s defining anthem of mod frustration and pride never went all the way. Indeed, a measure of The Who’s distant third stature compared with The Beatles and The Stones was that they never would score a No. 1 at all.


‘Penny Lane’/’Strawberry Fields Forever’ – The Beatles (February 1967)


Arguably the Fab Four’s greatest double A-side and conceivably the world’s first concept single (both sides addressing the theme of nostalgia and helping to kick-start psychedelia’s cult of childhood), this release none the less ended The Beatles’ unbroken run of No. 1s (eleven in all) that went back to 1963’s ‘From Me to You’. Perhaps ‘Strawberry Fields’ was just too trippy for the general public, for a similar fate befell the equally out-there Magical Mystery Tour EP (‘I Am the Walrus’ etc.) at the other end of 1967.


‘Waterloo Sunset’ – The Kinks (May 1967)


One of a number of ’67-defining singles – see also Traffic’s ‘Hole in My Shoe’ – to stall at the runner-up spot, ‘Waterloo Sunset’s shortfall is particularly poignant because the song constitutes the summit of Ray Davies’s achievement as a songwriter (give or take the Indian summer that was 1968’s The Kinks Are the Village Green Preservation Society).


‘I Want You Back’ – The Jackson 5 (January 1970)


Anybody looking to prove that the universe is a botched creation ruled over by a callous, vindictive demiurge need only point to the shocking not-actually-number-one-ness of this pop-soul cataclysm.


‘American Pie’ – Don McLean (January 1972)


As if somehow always already a ‘golden oldie’, this was a monstrously prolonged radio hit, and zeitgeist-wise it distilled the early-seventies mood of melancholy retrospection. But despite sixteen weeks on the chart it never actually topped it.


‘Rock and Roll (Parts 1 & 2)’ – Gary Glitter (June 1972)


Massive in discos, the almost-instrumental Part 2 was what drove Glitter’s breakthrough single to the very edge of pop’s peak. At once lumpen and avant-garde, the missing link between the Troggs and techno, this controlled stampede of caveman chants and dead-echoing guitar doesn’t actually sound anything like the fifties rock ’n’ roll it purports to resurrect. The following year’s ‘Do You Wanna Touch Me’ and ‘Hello! Hello! I’m Back Again’ also stopped one place short, before ‘I’m the Leader of the Gang (I Am)’ finally put Glitter and genius producer Mike Leander where they belonged.


‘Crazy Horses’ – The Osmonds (November 1972)


Surprisingly hard-rockin’ tune from the Mormon clan, with a whinnying synth-riff that winnowed its way into your brain and refused to budge. Kept off the top spot by Chuck Berry’s execrable ‘My Ding-a-Ling’, but the Osmonds could take consolation from their own Little Jimmy’s subsequent annexation of the Christmas No. 1 with the execrabler still ‘Long Haired Lover from Liverpool’.



‘Solid Gold Easy Action’ – T. Rex (December 1972)


No. 1s galore under his belt, Marc Bolan can’t complain about his treatment at the hands of the UK chart. That said, despite The Beatles-level fandemonium of T. Rextasy, several of his best tunes – ‘Ride a White Swan’, ‘Jeepster’ (held off by Benny Hill’s ‘Ernie (The Fastest Milkman in the West)’!), and ‘Children of the Revolution’ – swooped to No. 2 but never scaled pop’s summit. Likewise ‘Solid Gold Easy Action’, Marc’s strangest single of all, with its jolting beat, enigmatic title and the sculpted hysteria of its chorus.


‘The Ballroom Blitz’ – Sweet (September 1973)


From its deliciously campy intro patter (‘Are you ready, boys?’ etc.) to its frisky Bo Diddley beat, Blitz is the definitive Sweet monstertune, but – despite entering at No. 2 and hovering there for three weeks – it stayed stuck. Oddly, the same chart position was reached by its immediate predecessor ‘Hell Raiser’ and immediate successor ‘Teenage Rampage’ and the latter-day ultra-classic ‘Fox on the Run’. Sole Sweetsingle to go all the way: ‘Blockbuster’.


‘This Town Ain’t Big Enough for the Both of Us’ – Sparks (May 1974)


Branded into the memory-flesh of anyone who saw the Mael brothers perform it on Top of the Pops, this torrid, swashbuckling fantasia was fended off the pole position by the Rubettes’ sickly ‘Sugar Baby Love’. Five years later Sparks tried to restore some cosmic balance with the would-be self-fulfilling prophecy of ‘Number One Song in Heaven’ but, despite killer Eurodiscotronic production from Giorgio Moroder, to no avail.


‘You Sexy Thing’ – Hot Chocolate (November 1975)


As quintessentially seventies as Sparks or Sweet, these hardy hit-parade perennials paused poised at No. 2 for three weeks (thanks to the juggernaut that was Queen’s ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’) with this risqué slice of Britfunk. Errol Brown’s delivery of such explicit (for its time and context) adult content as ‘Now you’re lying next to me / Giving it to me’ and ‘Now you’re lying close to me / Making love to me’ flushed many a pre-teen cheek even though the song spoke of things beyond our ken. Touchingly, the ‘miracle’ Errol believed in was apparently his missus, Ginette. Consolation prize for not making it all the way: re-releases and remixes have made ‘You Sexy Thing’ the only song to be a UK Top 10 hit in the seventies, eighties and nineties.


‘Silly Love Songs’ and ‘Let ’Em In’ – Wings (summer 1976)


Culminating with bestselling-single-of-the-seventies ‘Mull of Kintyre’, 1976–7 was Macca’s most successful post-Beatles phase (with the possible exception of 1983–4, but the latter period was non-stop dreck). This brace of winsome confections from Wings at the Speed of Sound confirmed everything the detractors (from Lennon on down) said about Paul’s sweet tooth and miniaturist craftsmanship. But you’d have to be pretty hard-of-heart to resist their considerable charm, plus the metapop of ‘Silly Love Songs’ cannily deflects all critique in advance with its upfront and unashamed candour.



‘Boogie Nights’ – Heatwave (February 1977)


This sublime shimmer of discofunk hovered at No. 2 on both the UK chart (where it was eclipsed by Leo Sayer, God help us) and the Billboard Hot 100, appropriately enough given the group’s transatlantic line-up. Heatwave’s British keyboard player and ‘Boogie Nights’ songwriter Rod Temperton went on to pen ‘Rock with You’, ‘Thriller’ and other hits for Michael Jackson.


‘God Save the Queen’ – The Sex Pistols (June 1977)


Punk folklore maintains that conniving by the authorities kept this act of sonic sedition off the top spot to avoid the treasonous insult to Her Majesty during the Silver Jubilee. On one of the rival UK Top 40 charts, the No. 2 space was, in an Orwellian twist, blanked out altogether, turning the Pistols into an unband and ‘God Save the Queen’ into an unsingle, unrelease, unhit. Meanwhile Rod Stewart’s ‘I Don’t Want to Talk About It’/ ‘First Cut Is the Deepest’ sealed over the cracks in the British polity by maintaining its emollient grip on No. 1 for a fourth week.


‘Oliver’s Army’ – Elvis Costello and the Attractions (February 1979)


Costello’s one true pop moment (his only other Top 10 hits were cover versions: ‘I Can’t Stand up for Falling Down’ and ‘A Good Year for the Roses’), so it’s sad that this Abba-influenced piano-rippling number didn’t climb to the highest height.



‘Cool for Cats’ and ‘Up the Junction’ – Squeeze (spring 1979)


More new wavers not getting their proper dues. Touted as heirs to Lennon–McCartney, choonsmith Chris Difford and wordsman Glenn Tilbrook narrowly missed No. 1 twice in the first half of 1979 with the cheeky disco-flavoured ‘Cats’ and the poignant sixties-evoking social realism of ‘Junction’.


‘Pop Muzik’ – M (April 1979)


One of those hits so inescapably dominant that you have to rub your eyes in disbelief when checking the Guinness hit singles guide and discovering it never actually made it to No. 1. Robin Scott’s proto-pomo metapop celebration was naturally a wow with radio DJs (as it was calculated to be), which doubtless explains the aura of ubiquitousness that clings to this tune. But Art Garfunkel’s ‘Bright Eyes’ stopped its rise.


‘Kings of the Wild Frontier’ and ‘Antmusic’ – Adam and the Ants (summer/winter 1980)


Adam and his merry minions at their most witty (‘Antmusic’) and thrillingly tribal (‘Kings’ – ooh that double-drummer polyrhythmic intro). In consolation, the Antman would subsequently make it to No. 1 three times (most notably with the autumn-of-’81 dominating ‘Prince Charming’) before his star faded.


‘Vienna’ – Ultravox (January 1981)


Can’t say I was ever a huge fan, but as a synthpop-era defining slice of pseudo-Mitteleuropa pomp, this deserved better than to hover beneath Joe Dolce’s ‘Shaddap You Face’ for a full three weeks.


‘O Superman’ – Laurie Anderson (October 1981)


With Radio 1’s evening DJs and then daytime jocks too falling into lockstep with John Peel, this vocodered oddity by downtown New York performance artist/experimental composer Laurie Anderson joined the grand British tradition of novelty hits. But despite the cod-surrealist spectacle of an interpretative dance by the resident leggy troupe on Top of the Pops (there being no video and Anderson having declined to perform) ‘Superman’s climb was halted.


‘Happy Birthday’ – Altered Images (winter 1981/82)


Seventeen weeks on the charts and three of them at No. 2, this irresistible bounce ’n’ shimmer of fizzy glee was a chart topper in all but hard unforgiving fact. With the gorgeous ‘I Could Be Happy’ they tried the classic trick of releasing a follow-up that contains the same keyword in its title (see Pete Frampton’s ‘Show Me the Way’ and ‘Baby I Love Your Way’) but never hit as big again.


‘Golden Brown’ – The Stranglers (January 1982)


Only their second hit single about heroin (the first was ‘Don’t Bring Harry’, their sick-and-twisted offering as Christmas single in 1979) but it sure would have been nice ’n’ sleazy if they’d gone all the way with this beguiling waltz-time oddity. A fitting capper to the Stranglers’ career as new wave’s most prolific hit machine. Alas …



‘Welcome to the Pleasuredome’ – Frankie Goes to Hollywood (March 1985)


Not so much on its musical merits: a grand glistening Horn production of cinematic funk, it’s a lot of record but not a lot of song. But getting a record-breaking four No. 1s with your first four singles would have been just reward for Frankie and ZTT Records having brought some tumultuous eventfulness to an otherwise fairly barren 1984.


‘Push It’ – Salt-N-Pepa (June 1988)


Golden age hip hop at its most hooky and instant, the electro-pulsating groove resembles a funked-up Devo (hark at the titular echo of ‘Whip It’!) but the raunch of the vocals makes Salt-N-Pepa come over like the female equivalent/equal of Rick ‘Superfreak’ James.


‘Groove Is in the Heart’ – Deee-Lite (September 1990)


So omnipresent that its charm turned to irritant in record time, it’s almost impossible to believe this wasn’t a No. 1. Apparently, it was. Sales-wise ‘Groove’ tied with the reissue of Steve Miller Band’s ‘The Joker’, so an arcane rule of chart tabulation was invoked and ‘The Joker’ was granted the supreme position because its sales had gone up more from the previous week.


‘Justified and Ancient’ – The KLF (December 1991)


Although Bill Drummond made it to No. 1 with the ‘Timelords’ (and then published a manual on how to have a No. 1 single) and then again with the KLF’s ‘3 AM Eternal’, it’s still sad that his greatest feat as pop conceptualist and mischief-maker – getting Tammy Wynette to sing ‘They’re justified and they’re ancient / And they like to roam the land’ over a house beat on TOTP – was not appropriately rewarded.


‘Everybody in the Place’ (EP) – The Prodigy (January 1992)


Hardcore rave classic thwarted by the Wayne’s World spin-off re-release of ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’. Gah!


‘Raving I’m Raving’ – Shut Up and Dance (May 1992)


What is it about ardkore rave and the number two? See also: SL2’s marvellous ‘On a Ragga Tip’ the month before and Smart E’s admittedly ridiculous ‘Sesame’s Treet’ later that summer. ‘Raving I’m Raving’ went straight in the charts at No. 2 and might have gone higher if it hadn’t had to be withdrawn on account of its hefty samples from Mark Cohn’s AOR ballad ‘Walking in Memphis’.


‘Common People’ – Pulp (June 1995)


Britpop’s finest four minutes: Pulp’s epic anthem brought class struggle back to the pop charts, the honed wit and keenly observed economy of the lyric confirming Jarvis Cocker to be the best wordsmith of his kind since Morrissey. It entered at No. 2 but was barred from full triumph by Robson and Jerome’s ‘Unchained Melody’.


‘Heartbroken’ – T2 feat. Jodie Aysha (December 2007)


The North rises again. Flagship tune of the vibrant ‘bassline house’ scene (a UK garage offshoot based in Sheffield, Nottingham, Leeds, Huddersfield, and other northern cities) the deliciously pop-frothy ‘Heartbroken’ crossed over big time, but in the end proved unable to breach the barricade of banality that was ‘Bleeding Love’ by X-Factor champion Leona Lewis.
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How Not to Get Laid: The Ten Saddest Tom Waits Songs


MIRIAM TOEWS


When I saw Tom Waits perform live during his Mule Variations tour, he mentioned that he writes two types of songs – ‘Grim Reapers and Grand Weepers’. This list is about the latter. The Waitsian pantheon is littered with sad songs like empty bottles and crushed cigarette packs – really, you could take half of Blue Valentine and half of Mule Variations, or Small Change, or – well, you name it – and you would have one seriously sad album.


But then what? What would that do for you? I remember reading an interview with Waits – and they were always so rare so it was really exciting when you could actually find one – where he said, ‘No one ever got laid listening to my albums.’ It’s probably true. I’ve always been impressed by guys with good taste in music but I’ve personally never found sadness to be much of an aphrodisiac.


Tom at his saddest manages to merge the lowlife poeticism of Charles Bukowski with the sweetness of a baby’s lullaby. He channels childhood innocence in a way that makes you long for that simplicity but still remember how much it hurt when your ten-year-old neighbour broke your tiny yearning heart. But what really, really takes it off the charts is when his characters become the broken and damaged ghosts of the streets – lurching from skid row to the charity ward and then reverting to the children they were before they became the damned.


I love Tom Waits. I’ve been listening to him since I was a kid, freak that I was. Every album from Closing Time all the way up to Orphans. This list, by the way, doesn’t include any songs from Orphans’ ‘Bawlers’ disc – that just wouldn’t be fair. This list is about the truly, truly mournful sad songs. It’s about the songs where at some point you just shake your head at the stereo and go ‘Jesus, Tom – Man! Cheer the fuck up!’


But at the same time you don’t want him to – you want him to put that universal sadness down, sing and scream from his spleen and give voice to your own sorrow in a way no one else ever could. You want a glass of whisky – probably need a smoke too – but there’s comfort in knowing you’re not alone in that melancholy, that all the creatures from this miserable tapestry are stoically raising a glass with you. Hell no, I’m not crying – just got some smoke in my eye, that’s all. But I’m still going to keep my pants on.
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