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INTRODUCTION



ABOUT TWO-THIRDS OF THE WAY THROUGH WRITING THIS BOOK, I WAS taking a car home while listening to a Jack station, the driver’s choice. Shortly after Phil Collins’s “In the Air Tonight” (with the last thirty seconds cut off—boo) gave way to the Bangles’ “Walk Like an Egyptian,” the driver said, “I’m from the eighties.” Me too, I said—big-time.


One of my cherished early memories of being a pop fan—an afternoon I’ve long recalled as having sealed my fate as one—was in the summer of 1984, when I was nine. I was being forced to clean my room, a task I took to with great indolence. I wasn’t allowed out until it was done. I turned on the radio, toggling between two Top 40 stations, skipping past commercials, and for about three or four hours, I waited until one of them played a song I disliked. It had to happen—the radio always played songs I disliked. But it didn’t. After a couple of hours I realized, I should be recording this, and took out a cheap C-60. The first song on after I hit RECORD was Patty Smyth and Scandal’s “The Warrior,” with its “bang-bang” chorus. I had a busted air rifle I tried to “bang-bang” along to the song with, but it wouldn’t load twice in time, alas.


Growing up in the Twin Cities at the height of Purple Rain mania—and being a Prince fan and a pop fan since memory—made 1984 an acutely exciting period. A few years later, as I began seriously investigating rock and pop history, reading books and old magazines and newspapers, it came to light that I wasn’t alone—a number of rock critics and historians considered it a peak year then and afterward. In particular, Dave Marsh’s The Heart of Rock & Soul: The 1,001 Greatest Singles Ever Made, in 1989, championed ’84 as the year of an “American explosion… the greatest group of American pop singles of the decade.” I’d been right that day in my room.


Then the nineties happened, and for many young rock fans coming of age, it seemed urgent to discard anything that had the mark of the eighties upon it. Gated drums, brassy synthesizers, canted keyboard–bass lines—the coked-up sonic hallmarks of the Reagan decade were suddenly, desperately uncool. I once met someone at a party who insisted that Prince had never made rock music because, and I quote, “It doesn’t sound like the Pixies.”


But it wasn’t just that music had changed. So had the business of it. Part of what made 1984 seem so future-forward was the fresh background of the business nearly having sunk five years before. It’s hard not to hear that newfound confidence in the music itself. It was the most jam-packed pop radio year since the mid-sixties, and just as fertile underground: hip-hop and dance music, punk and new wave, artists from Africa and Jamaica, reissues and box sets, all flourished in 1984. The mode as well as the music changed. It was the year cassettes outsold vinyl LPs for the first time, and the year the Compact Disc (always capitalized—it was a trademarked brand name, remember) began making serious commercial inroads, not to mention the year the first CD was manufactured in America.


Every city in the world has something happening every week called “Eighties Night.” Michael Jackson and Prince, particularly in the wake of their passing, have acquired the mythical resonance of Elvis, the Beatles, and Bob Dylan. Madonna is still a major pop idol, one of the acknowledged forebears of modern music.


Yet the pop of 1984 was nowhere near as anodyne as people appear to think. Pop culture was a moral battleground during the Stranger Things years. Prince and Madonna—even the publicly squeaky-clean Michael Jackson—were seen as sexual deviants to a populace far closer to pre-sixties innocence than we see today.


The era’s collective tale seems to exist only in pieces. For a musical period whose popularity has never waned—particularly with a younger generation that venerates the decade’s pop in much the way kids in the eighties themselves often looked to the sixties with longing—there’s been surprisingly little written about eighties pop, per se. Apparently, everyone who loved music but hated the radio in the eighties was so worked up over it that they all wrote books. The titles on indie rock, hip-hop, postpunk, acid house, Goth, new wave, and a nonstop torrent of punk micro-histories have created a lopsided effect: we now know far more about eighties music outside the mainstream than anything in that mainstream—unless we read a raft of individual artist bios.


This brings us to methodology. Whereas my previous book, The Underground Is Massive, was built on more than three hundred interviews, Can’t Slow Down is drawn primarily from archival material. It’s strange how under-covered this period of pop has been, considering the sheer overload of frankly amazing source material on it. I read a lot of books and magazines (physical and digital), raided the shelves of a number of public and personal libraries, combed through oral history transcripts from two major music museums, and spent a lot of time googling things.


One of my favorite stories from the research came from that August, when a San Diego rock station, XHZ-FM (Z90.3), suddenly had its plug pulled—the station’s Mexican owner, Victor Diaz, revoked his contract with his American operators over low ratings. He enlisted his teenage sons, instead, to select the new playlist. The station’s program director complained to Billboard that Diaz had “sent us a letter last week informing us that he was going to take over the programming. The next day, his wife walked into the studio with a box of singles and told our announcers to insert these records—mainly American Top 40 hits that didn’t fit in at all with our programming—every fifteen minutes.”


Pop music is easier to create, record, and disseminate than ever. But in 1984, it felt like the brass ring. There are a lot of chart placements mentioned in this book. My intention is to demonstrate why a heavily commercial era in pop music mattered; gauging its popularity serves a necessary contextual purpose.


That’s one of the main things that changed—in rock culture, the pop charts stopped mattering so much during the seventies, when much of the music’s leading edge was seen as in the LP cuts played on album-oriented rock (AOR) stations, rather than the singles on pop radio. This critical line held sway for many years, but in more recent years, music writing has shown a greater appreciation for the pleasures and craft of mainstream pop of that (and any) era. Our Pixies fan above might not have been able to hear these things as well a couple of decades ago, when we had that conversation, but her present-day equivalent is much more likely to.


Another change was that, when Marsh wrote his singles book, the music business’s regained bullishness still carried a charge only five years after the business had nearly sunk itself. In the early 2000s, even with Napster having already begun its termite work, the biz had been so extravagantly successful for so long that a once-crippling downturn amounted to a blip.


In a way, 1984 is the last year of the old world—as David Hepworth pointed out, both the hole in the ozone layer and acid rain were discovered in 1985. But 1984 was also a decisive year for technology, both in and around the music world. (Chapter 2 looks closely at some of those changes.) That November, the biz tip sheet Radio & Records ran an interview with Quincy Jones, who’d produced Thriller and had one of the savviest and most varied careers in show business. “I’ve seen the changes go from mono to stereo to quad,” he said. “One thing that’s bothered me for thirty-four years is the archaic record distribution system. With 250, 260 million people in this country, it’s outrageous to get excited about one million albums.” Instead, Jones proposed an “Avon kind of system”:






JONES: With computers around now, it would be very easy to get musical profiles of people’s likes and dislikes.… Maybe using TV to make impulse buying more accessible to more people… the screen lists whatever you’re listening to.… You say “I like that” and look at the information on the screen. Then you hit one or two buttons that ask for your purchase selection and credit card number… something in that direction.


R&R: That would be a great way to chart sales electronically.


JONES: Right. And it could be possible in five years for you to have no inventory in your house. No records, tapes, anything. If you had access to a satellite, a code book/catalog, and a television set, you could punch up anything you wanted anytime.… And you could really target the music because you don’t always want to hear a whole album. So you’re programming several hours of music from this vast catalog in the sky. That would be incredible. You’d have access to anything out there that’s current and have an intelligent way to catalog it.





That vision was truer than most of us could have guessed. In 2020, music is available any way you care to hear it, but in 1984 its level of omnipresence was new. The model of Michael Jackson’s Thriller as a “tentpole” album, spinning off hits—in the way a tentpole movie franchises sequels—became the music business’s standard operating procedure.


If “The Golden Age of Corporate Synergy” is a little much for you to swallow, I can’t blame you. What’s striking is just how vibrant it all sounded—genres that, for years, hadn’t spoken to each other on the air suddenly were in conversation again. “Our audience is completely mixed, seven to seventy, black to yellow, and everything in-between,” Roy Hay of Culture Club said in 1998, after they reunited. “I can’t think of many bands who have that.”


Downloading, then streaming, allowed the tribalism surrounding genres to become an afterthought—straight-up pop included. “Pop just means shit that went out and got popular,” Kanye West said in 2003. “That don’t mean ‘Backstreet Boys.’ I think a lot of people like old Madonna songs. Not everyone sits around watching Scarface over and over ’til they got gassed up to go to the club and try to kill somebody.”


It’s not a coincidence that he picked an artist and a film that both emerged in 1983 but blew up in 1984 (she on MTV, it on cable). That’s also true of much in the book. It is not doctrinaire about release dates; plenty of pre- and post-1984 music comes into discussion where and when necessary, and in a few places where it seemed mete, I tie up a loose end past the book’s conclusion. But for the most part, the trajectories it traces end when it does.


The reason it ends when it does is simple: The later eighties sucked. When people think of the era’s clichés—boxy shoulder pads, hair only a stylist could love, Patrick Nagel, the period’s patented studio trickery—the playful, fun examples invariably come from the decade’s first half and the rigid, formulaic ones from the second. “You can divide the eighties into pre– and post–Live Aid,” Marco Pirroni, the guitarist for Adam and the Ants, said in 2007. “After Live Aid it was all over.” As an accompanist of the act who bit it harder than anyone that day, Pirroni knows it—and the eighties—better than most.
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WPLJ-FM,


NEW YORK CITY


August 7, 1983


“IT’S EIGHT O’CLOCK ON WPLJ, NEW YORK—TIME FOR A SPECIAL EDITION of Let’s Hear It, with our program director, Larry Berger.”


For six years, Let’s Hear It had aired on New York’s FM rock leader at 10:00 p.m. on Sundays, to help fulfill the station’s public affairs programming requirements and to bridge its music with an eleven o’clock talk block. It also helped “create the feeling of accessibility to the station,” says Berger. “There was always some kind of crank call.”


Berger had joined WPLJ in 1974, and under him it became an AOR (album-oriented rock) powerhouse. But it was also among the first stations in America to play Barry Manilow’s “Mandy,” a ballad as soft as a dead mango. “WPLJ was quite an unusual AOR station in the seventies in that it was pretty broad,” says Berger. “The main crux of the station was rock and roll.” Along with format staples—Led Zeppelin, the Who, Rolling Stones, Lynyrd Skynyrd—he says, “We played everything from Simon and Garfunkel and John Denver to Earth, Wind & Fire, Marvin Gaye, Stevie Wonder, even Barry White.”


Only a few years before Berger joined WPLJ, that would have been business as usual: Top 40 radio played everything popular. But by the mid-seventies, the Top 40 audience had begun to subdivide. AOR had begun the shift, early in the decade; by the middle, adult contemporary (A/C) had lured away adults who liked ballads by playing only ballads. In the summer of 1978, the New York Top 40 WKTU went all-disco and took away the audience of the city’s premiere black station, WBLS, helmed by the legendary Frankie Crocker. “It happened overnight,” says Berger. “They went from a one-point-something to an 11.2. It sucked audience from everywhere.”


That stratification meant that by 1979, WPLJ had to rock, or else. “We became more narrowly focused than we had been before,” says Berger. “That seemed like the right thing to do for a while.” On air, Berger said that in the late seventies, the station was “playing a lot of heavy metal. These were the years when WPLJ [had its] lowest ratings in at least recent history.” By 1980, he added, “We played only records by white people with long hair who played electric guitars.”


Rock and roll had once signified racial inclusion, but by 1980, Billboard would run a cover story that began, “Has AOR radio become lily-white?” Clearly, it had—and it was bad for business. “Within a year,” he says, “it became clear to me that this wasn’t going to work in the long term.” The baby boomers were growing up and taking their demographic skew with them. By 1982, Americans’ median age was thirty-one; sticking with a narrow young-male market, AOR had painted itself into a corner. “The twelve-to-twenty-four demos will shrink by about one-third in this decade,” noted a Seattle program director (PD) that year, predicting that rather than two or three AORs per market, by the end of the eighties there would be only one.


Meanwhile, Top 40 became inundated with mush, via either adult baby food like Air Supply or rockers scoring with “a soft mid-tempo ballad,” per Billboard in 1981, “as REO Speedwagon, Styx, and Journey have recently done.” Bands like those were dubbed “corporate rock”: Asia, Boston, Kansas, all wielding acres of echo to bitchin’ guitar leads and a soaring, soothing ocean of suboperatic power ballads. That, rather than the rockers, was what you heard on pop radio in the early eighties.


These new radio formats reflected an increasing reliance on consulting firms to tell stations what to play. One leading firm was Burkhart/Abrams/Michaels/Douglas, whose cofounder Lee Abrams had codified the AOR format in 1971. WPLJ did its own research and found, too, that listeners were far more comfortable with familiar music. By 1983, the percentage of new music WPLJ played had slid, over four years, from 70 percent to 30 percent. “It happened gradually,” says Berger. “By 1982, it was becoming very difficult to find enough current, appropriate songs that would appeal to the rock coalition.”


The very idea of a “rock coalition” seemed to be disappearing. “On the sixties’ Top 40 radio, it was possible to hear Sam and Dave, Otis Redding, the Beatles, the Four Tops, and Bob Dylan all in the space of an hour,” Time’s Jay Cocks wrote in 1982. Neil Bogart, who ran Boardwalk Records and had one of that year’s biggest number ones with Joan Jett’s “I Love Rock and Roll,” told Cocks, “They play music for the fourteen-to-eighteen audience, the thirty-to-thirty-five, the fifty-to-sixty, or for white, black, Chicano. And only two out of five stations are willing to play new records.”


RUMORS OF THE RECORD BUSINESS’S IMPENDING INSOLVENCY BEGAN BUZZING in the summer of 1979. “The sales of musical product are apparently way off from this time last year, and no improvement is expected in the foreseeable future,” reported Trouser Press that September. “On a rough guess, one executive used 20 percent as an estimate of how much the reduction amounts to.” In fact, record sales would fall 11 percent that year.


There was a general recession on in the United States at the time—but after World War II, record sales had kept rising even in bad times. Music, the prevailing wisdom went, was recession-proof. No longer. What made it worse was that the slump was directly preceded by the blockbuster sales of the Saturday Night Fever and Grease soundtracks, which, as one biz reporter noted, “shattered sales records to imply that commercial music would continue its sixties and seventies market expansion with redoubled momentum. Instead, time has caught up with the world of gold and platinum.… The glory days are over.”


Much of the blame for this was placed squarely on disco, whose popularity had inspired the major labels to issue a glut of dance twelve-inches that the public didn’t want. The sales returns, representing money lost on the label’s part, did a lot to feed the 1979 crisis. “We wanted to work with a white artist so people could stop tagging us as black producers or disco producers,” Nile Rodgers of Chic told Billboard in December 1979. “You can’t make any money with that label.” In the early eighties, fewer people would call it disco and they began instead to call it dance music.


A similar thing happened with Top 40 radio. That phrase had become so unfashionable that a new term emerged in the trade magazine Radio & Records: contemporary hits radio, or CHR.


Things became dire in 1981. That August, Paul McCartney, one of the few commercial sure bets left, finished Tug of War—his first album since John Lennon’s death, a highly awaited reunion with Beatles producer George Martin—but didn’t release it till the spring of 1982. “One of the reasons was the market,” Martin said. “The record business was at such a low ebb.” That November, Russ Solomon, president of the retail giant Tower Records, told BusinessWeek, “This is just not a growth industry now.”


Nineteen eighty-two was even worse. The major labels were hemorrhaging money; CBS Records was forced to lay off three hundred employees that August. “The number of albums certified platinum in 1982 was down 11 percent from ’81 totals, while gold albums were off an even more pronounced 20 percent,” Billboard reported.


Yet there were glimmers of optimism. Over Christmas of ’82, the 140-store chain Record Bar wound up 16 percent ahead of the previous holiday. It was hardly the only retailer that season to sell more cassettes than LPs. And despite revenues being down 12 percent and earnings per share having fallen nearly two dollars in a year, CBS Records’ fourth quarter of 1982 actually showed an 8 percent rise. Michael Jackson had done his job.


NORMALLY, QUINCY JONES RADIATED POSITIVITY, BUT EVEN HE WAS WORRIED. In the studio producing Michael Jackson’s second solo album for Epic, Jones said, “The record business is not what it was a couple of years ago, and if we get six million out of this, I’m gonna declare that a success.”

Thriller was a success, all right—released at the end of November 1982, it was certified platinum the following January and ensconced at number one in February. No surprise: its predecessor, Off the Wall, released right as the 1979 record-biz recession was taking hold, had moved seven million. What you might not have expected was to see Thriller listed as the third-most-added title at AOR in the December 18 Billboard, below Sammy Hagar and Bob Seger.


Jackson and Jones had explicitly aimed to make Thriller an all-seasons blockbuster, full of surefire hits in all formats—and AOR was one of them. “I said at the time, ‘I need a song like [the Knack’s 1979 hit] “My Sharona”—we need a black version,’” Jones said. Michael went home and wrote “Beat It.” To ram the song home, Jones cold-called Eddie Van Halen, the premiere guitar shredder of the age, and asked if he’d play a solo. Van Halen thought he was being crank-called, then said yes and refused payment.


The song’s flat metallic boogie drew immediate notice. “‘Beat It’ is not just for kids, but for everybody,” a PD from Minneapolis reported. “It started out eighteen to twenty-four, then built into all demos. Gets stronger and stronger every week.” Rolling Stone reported that the song had been added to “about fifty AOR playlists.” “Beat It” would eventually reach number fourteen on Billboard’s Rock Tracks chart.


WPLJ was one of the AORs that programmed “Beat It”—on, says Berger, “a trial-balloon basis.” They’d done the same at the beginning of 1983 with another rock song by a black artist, Prince’s “Little Red Corvette.” But Prince was a known shredder; Michael Jackson rocking out was something else, especially to the AOR audience. “On our call-out research, first week, extreme negatives—people hated it,” says Berger. “We continued to play it. By the second week, it started to move into the middle. By the third week they loved it. I knew something was up if this was acceptable to our rock and roll sample base.”


In 1996, Berger described the initial audience response in a different way. “If there was a lawn at 1330 Avenue of the Americas,” he told Billboard, “they would have burned a cross.”


AFTER LAUNCHING ON AUGUST 1, 1981, MTV HAD PLAYED, DURING ITS first eighteen months, a whopping total of 24 videos by black artists, out of 750. MTV’s head, Bob Pittman, made the same kind of excuses as his radio peers. “I’m tired of all this ‘racist’ stuff,” he griped. “Why doesn’t anyone ever talk about the barriers we have broken down? Like between punk or new wave and mainstream rock?”


That mattered, because MTV sold records. One Tulsa retailer told Billboard, “I had fifteen copies of the Buggles LP sitting in a bin for eight months”; within weeks of the network’s launch—first video: the Buggles’ “Video Killed the Radio Star”—they’d disappeared. “The average MTV viewer last year bought nine albums,” Les Garland, MTV’s executive vice president of programming, boasted in 1983. “The national average is about seven, but the MTV viewers bought nine. And of the nine they bought, four of them were purchased as a direct result of having been seen on MTV. That’s almost 50 percent.”


Michael Jackson wanted those numbers too. His managers Freddy DeMann and Ron Weisner delivered the clip for Thriller’s second single, “Billie Jean,” to the network by hand. This is the point where everybody stops agreeing. Weisner recalled that MTV declined it, then changed its mind after the intervention of CBS Records’ president, Walter Yetnikoff, and chairman, William S. Paley. Yetnikoff recalled it much the same way, as did MTV video jockeys (VJs) Mark Goodman and Martha Quinn; the latter recalled being told, with a chuckle, “Yeah, but we can’t play this.”


On the other hand, Les Garland said in 2015, “There was never any sort of a threat from anybody—from Walter or anybody else.… We really believed—unanimously—that it was groundbreaking, and probably the best video anyone in the room had ever seen to that date.” Of course MTV would play it: “There was never a question, ever.” A spokesperson for Warner Amex, MTV’s owners, told Billboard, “The only ‘Pressure’ they’ve ever given us is Billy Joel’s.”


Once the stylish blue noir of the “Billie Jean” clip made it to MTV, it never left. Jackson was breaking two color barriers at once, with two very different recordings: the disco pulse and chicken-pickin’ guitar break of “Billie Jean” were as “urban” (a radio-biz code word for “black”) as the stiff beats and Eddie Van Halen power-tool impersonations of “Beat It” were “rock.” While “Billie Jean” made it into MTV’s rotation, a producer at Bob Giraldi Productions, then working on Thriller’s second video, told Billboard, “We’ve been guaranteed that ‘Beat It’ will be shown on MTV.”


On March 25, 1983, the rest of Jackson’s stars aligned. He’d had to be convinced by Berry Gordy himself to participate in a Jackson 5 reunion at the Pasadena Civic Center for a show, filmed for prime-time TV, celebrating Motown Records’ twenty-fifth anniversary. Jackson’s condition was that he’d get to perform “Billie Jean” as well as a J5 medley—the only non-Motown song of the three-hour program.


Jackson often talked about being transformed during performance, but postmedley, when he announced, “But especially, I like… the new songs,” he accompanied it with a sneer that sent a shock wave through the 2,965-seat Civic Center. Wearing a single white rhinestone-studded glove that flashed in the spotlight—a moving, gesturing disco ball—Michael cocked his black fedora, thrust his hips and knees, and began miming to the record of “Billie Jean.” Weeks before anyone could see it on television, Rolling Stone reported, “He showed off moves that owed as much to street ‘break’ dancing as to traditional Motown choreography: stop-on-a-dime spins, some astonishing backward walks.” Michael had learned the move, which he dubbed the Moonwalk, from ex–Soul Train dancer and Shalamar member Jeffrey Daniel; he ended it here by hopping on his toes and freezing. This was a tough crowd of showbiz lifers, and they went berserk. Backstage, Richard Pryor went up to Jackson and said, “That was the greatest performance I’ve ever seen.”


Together, the Motown 25 special and MTV pushed Jackson’s album into the sun. “Thriller had already sold about three million copies before any of the videos got on MTV,” publicist Susan Blond said. “But after MTV, we were selling two hundred thousand copies of it a week, and we ended up selling six million more copies.” By summer’s end, Rolling Stone would predict, a little wide-eyed, that Thriller’s sales “may end up going as high as 12 million worldwide.”


ONE WAY LARRY BERGER DID RESEARCH WAS TO VISIT ANOTHER MARKET and “sit in a hotel and monitor other rock stations,” he says. In mid-1982, he did this in Philadelphia, intending to pay attention to a pair of AORs. “But I found myself gravitating to the Top 40 station there, WCAU-FM,” says Berger. “They were playing what was called the Hot Hits format, created by a consultant named Mike Joseph out of Connecticut. The music they were playing was just terrific. There was a song they were playing on hot rotation, every seventy minutes, called ‘Forget Me Nots’ by Patrice Rushen. I would tune back to them to hear it when it came on.”


Berger suddenly realized that something was changing: “The music was getting better. Top 40 had gone through the early eighties [playing] a lot of soft music, more Adult Contemporary than Top 40. But I knew it was out there.”


Rushen’s supple R&B groove—danceable and melodic but leaner than overblown late-seventies disco—and others like it, by Rick James, Prince, and the S.O.S. Band, weren’t the only exciting new things happening. “In 1981–82 there was an influx of very pop-sounding, mostly British artists: Joe Jackson, Men at Work from Australia, Elvis Costello,” says Berger. “There was less music like Supertramp and Asia. This music that was coming out was very poppy sounding; it lacked, in many cases, an upfront electric guitar.”


But new wave polarized the WPLJ audience too much. “The people who liked new wave hated Led Zeppelin and the Who,” says Berger. “People who liked heavy metal hated everything except heavy metal.”


Late in 1982, another company made overtures to hire Berger away from WPLJ to start a new Top 40 station in New York. (Berger declines to specify which company.) “It got pretty serious, but they could not get it approved by their corporate bigwigs, so they didn’t do it.” By then, he says, “Every broadcaster in New York knew there was an opening for a Top 40 on FM.”


FOR THE TIME BEING, WPLJ KEPT ON PLAYING OLD MUSIC. THAT’S WHAT AOR stations had been doing for half a decade by 1982, and the reason for that was Lee Abrams.


Growing up in Chicago, Abrams obsessively analyzed radio station playlists. He’d barely hit puberty when he decided he could program rock radio better than anyone else. The late sixties was the era of free-form FM radio—broadcasting in stereo, full of stoned-out DJs playing what, to Abrams, sounded like “bullshit”: “You’d hear twenty minutes of Ravi Shankar, some bluegrass, a little jazz, and I just wanted to hear some good Cream, Yes, and all that.” In 1971, Abrams designed the SuperStars format to eliminate such frippery—the true beginning of AOR.


In the late seventies, AOR—hence, much of America—had shown little taste for punk or new wave, with a handful of exceptions, such as Blondie and the Cars. (“Punks” killed each other with ice picks, like on Quincy. Didn’t they?) A few crucial stations embraced new wave, notably Los Angeles’s KROQ and WLIR in Long Island. (Abrams consulted for the latter, which utilized a new wavier format dubbed SuperStars II.) But the folks who preferred the old stuff, ad infinitum, outnumbered them.


The weather, though, was changing by the mid-eighties. As 1983 began, Abrams suddenly switched tack for the eighty SuperStars stations his firm consulted. “In 1977, I felt no regrets about our stations being oldies-oriented, but the music has changed, and so must we,” he told Radio & Records. “We have become our own worst enemy.… Now, finally, some of those great AOR standards seem to have burned out.… The final indicator that we were off-target was looking at the top ten of national sales charts and seeing bands like the Clash, Men at Work, Stray Cats, and Joe Jackson. A year ago, when these were new records, we were unconvinced they would work for us. But they are undeniably happening, and it’s time for us to reflect it.”


“We’re changing from an industrial base to a technological one, and such changes always bring about turmoil,” a PD in Baltimore said. “I think the new music reflects that.”


The term new music was fast entering the American radio lexicon. During Billboard’s Radio Programming Convention in Pasadena in January of ’83, a session called “State of Popular Music,” the magazine reported, “pointed to an emergence of post–new wave pop—the melding of electronic rock, disco, soul, and pop, often lumped together under a ‘new music’ tag—as a most prominent indicator of [the] change” that was beginning to occur.


Just days earlier, Abrams had delivered his edict. “We’re de-emphasizing the oldies,” he told a gathering of fifty AOR clients. Instead of playing up to 80 percent familiar hits and album tracks, Abrams now counseled a 70–30 mix of new hits and old favorites. In place of inactive seventies icons like Thin Lizzy and—gulp—Led Zeppelin, programmers were encouraged to emphasize new bands, most British, most tried and tested on MTV: Men at Work, Missing Persons, Thomas Dolby, Pretenders, Joe Jackson, Duran Duran, the Psychedelic Furs.


“In their hearts, I believe most of our programmers feel the same way we do: that it’s time for such a change,” Abrams said. “The only hurdle they must get over is the feeling of, ‘How can we drop [Aerosmith’s] “Dream On”?’ Well, it’s time to.”


Abrams’s new edict was the talk of Pasadena. For many of the five hundred programmers in attendance, it was a come-to-Jesus moment; Billboard compared it to “a group of sinners confessing together.” Dave Logan, the PD for KFOG-FM, San Francisco, spoke for many: “We were lulled into a false sense of security. We’ve got to change our way of thinking.”


John Gorman, PD of Cleveland AOR powerhouse WMMS-FM, was even more succinct. “There’s been a reversal,” he told Rolling Stone. “Top 40 has become the adventurous format.”


ON THURSDAY, JUNE 23, 1983, LARRY BERGER WENT TO THE OFFICE OF WPLJ’s general manager, Joe Parish, to deliver the bad news. It was time for the station’s quarterly budget meeting, and Berger had been projecting the station’s ratings for the next eighteen months so the sales department could figure out its revenues. Nothing he saw looked favorable. “I’m going to have to project downward,” Berger told his boss.


AOR numbers had been plummeting around the country, sometimes by a lot: in mid-1982, Boston’s WCOZ-FM fell from a 12.6 audience share to a 4.7 share; Detroit’s WLLZ-FM slipped from 9.2 to 4.7; San Jose’s KOME-FM, from 6.8 to 3.8. One PD said that women were “by and large a lost cause for AOR.” And women were what Berger was after—specifically, women aged twenty-five to forty-four—to go with WPLJ’s large audience of teens and eighteen-to-twenty-fours. Adult women were a prime demographic. “The amount you can charge for a spot, the national advertisers who would be interested, is far greater than what we had,” says Berger. And the “new music” they were slipping in was starting to work.


So Berger loosed his pitch to revamp WPLJ as “an adult-oriented Top 40 station: 80 percent adults—eighteen and older—and 20 percent teenagers.” The station’s general sales manager, says Berger, “nearly had a coronary. In the summertime—and this was mid-June—we had pre-booked a whole shitload of youth-oriented business: soft drinks, beer, concerts. He was a little bit disturbed.”


Nevertheless, they went with it. Most of the DJs had Top 40 experience and were ready to adjust their on-air styles. “I spent the weekend at home sketching out lists—music lists, rotations,” says Berger. “As a rock station, we were repeating the most popular songs every eight hours; as a Top 40 station we’d repeat them a lot more [often] than that.


“They were taking a risk here. Everybody knew that. It’s one thing to change the format of a station that’s in the toilet; there’s nothing to be lost. We were the top rock station in the market. In our final book as a rock station we had a 4.1 ratings share of audience. It was a very successful operation.”


WPLJ’s record library was still missing a large number of Top 40 titles—the album-oriented rock station had no 45s at all. “I had to buy the disc jockeys a lot of records,” says Berger. “An independent record promoter, Herb Rosen, went to one-stops and bought a bunch of records for me. We needed ‘Celebration’ by Kool & the Gang, a lot of stuff we didn’t have. Herbie must’ve bought fifty or more singles.” The A rotation that summer included the Police’s “Every Breath You Take,” Donna Summer’s “She Works Hard for the Money,” Kajagoogoo’s “Too Shy,” Eurythmics’ “Sweet Dreams (Are Made of This),” and Michael Sembello’s “Maniac,” from the Flashdance soundtrack.


WPLJ’s new format debuted on June 30, 1983, at 4:00 a.m.—only the station hadn’t informed anyone they were doing it. “It was very half-assed, I must admit,” says Berger. “One of the compromises was to make a gradual transition. If you’re going to change the format of a radio station, you either blow it up, fire everybody, or read the telephone book for three days—do some kind of stunt thing. We just slid it in with most of the same disc jockeys and different music.” That morning, he says, “I remember sitting in my office listening to ‘Wanna Be Startin’ Somethin’’ by Michael Jackson on what had been a rock station—for many years, a successful rock station—and thinking to myself, ‘What the fuck am I doing? Have we lost our minds?’”


“SOME OF THE LETTERS, FRANKLY, I CAN’T READ ON THE AIR BECAUSE they’re so wild.”


It had been five weeks since the changeover, and it had exercised a number of WPLJ’s listeners. A number had written in—that’s why Let’s Hear It with Larry Berger was on during prime time, so he could read and respond to some of their letters. He received between fifty and a hundred complaints in total.


“Some of them,” he said on-air, “have racial overtones.” Over and over, the letters mentioned “disco,” and the way some of them did it made it plain that they were using that word in place of an epithet. This night, he ignored the phones.


Berger began with a potted overview of WPLJ’s programming history from the late sixties forward. “A couple of months ago, we [found] that… the average year in music represented on WPLJ was 1971,” Berger said. “We also find a lot of new, exciting, vibrant popular music surrounding us. We find ourselves struggling to play it or not to play it.” Ultimately, he concluded, “We just felt that we could not continue to play so much of the old music over and over and over again and still, in a year from now, continue to be in business.”


Several listeners disagreed. The first letter Berger read was dated July 28 and came from a listener in Bay Ridge:




It’s Thursday at 6 p.m. and I am currently listening to the putrid disco song “Maniac” from the Flashdance soundtrack. Before this song you played [Irene Cara’s] “Fame,” which until recently you never once played on your once rock-oriented station. My friends, what has happened over the last few months? Upon hearing Michael Jackson’s hit songs on your station, I had first thought that my stereo indicator was broken. But lo and behold, my once favorite rock was, for some reason or another, playing disco songs. Let’s face it, folks, your new sound just is, in fact, just disco music.… So why are you playing this junk? I don’t know of any red-blooded Bay Ridge rockers who are enthused at this point in time about WPLJ, the once-great rock station. [my emphasis]





The belligerent, wounded tone typified these letters. This was the part of the rock audience sometimes referred to in radio circles as “earthdogs”—working-class male listeners, largely suburban or outer-borough. John Gorman of Cleveland’s WMMS once described them as the station’s “juvenile, dumb, or stoned-out callers,” adding: “Get a higher class of listener on-air.” They wanted to rock, period. Some of them wrote with real feeling:




You have a lot of nerve playing that kind of music and saying that’s what we want to hear. You think people don’t listen to rock and roll anymore? Well, you’re wrong. WPLJ used to be number one when it played rock. We had to put up with that new wave [blank] because all the stations were playing it. There was no choice. So what if new wave is becoming popular? You played rock, so why should you care? Don’t you think it is good anymore? Or are you just doing it for the money?





Another letter demanded to know “Which one is rock and which one is disco?” next to two boxes, marked “Beat It” by Michael Jackson and “War Pigs” by Black Sabbath. “I don’t think either of them is disco,” Berger responded. “I suppose that ‘War Pigs’ is rock. But we’ve never played it on WPLJ as long as I’ve been here.” The station had never played much heavy metal. “We always received telephone calls—for years on this program—saying, ‘How come you only play one Ozzy Osbourne record?’ or ‘How come you don’t play Def Leppard?’”


One missive demanded WPLJ play more “kick-ass rock and roll like Led Zeppelin, AC/DC, Ozzy, Black Sabbath, Pink Floyd, Aerosmith, Queen, Kiss, April Wine, BTO, Bad Company, Blackfoot, Girlschool, Hot Tuna, Iron Maiden, Saxon, Ted Nugent, UFO—” only for Berger to cut the letter off. “I don’t remember the last time we played UFO,” he said. “I don’t think we ever played a Saxon record or Ted Nugent; I know we never played Iron Maiden records.”


Oh, and by the way: “The station in Boston, Massachusetts, that created the term ‘Kick-Ass Rock and Roll’—that [slogan] didn’t start here—is now playing the same music that we are.”


These were the children of AOR’s increased bleaching of rock and roll’s legacy. To them rock and roll wasn’t racially diverse, the way it had been to its original fans; it was racially narrow, the way AOR radio had made it, and they preferred it to stay that way.


WPLJ’S FANS WEREN’T THE TRANSITION’S ONLY CRITICS. LEE ABRAMS called it “one of the classic stupid moves in the history of radio. They had it all: they had consistently high numbers, they were making a ton, and all of a sudden, they threw it all away.” In suburban Secaucus, New Jersey, another PD just settling into his new job would lob a fusillade of abuse at both WPLJ and Berger, on air and off, that lasted for years, to the latter’s bemusement.*


Over an organ fanfare, his volume and pitch rising in intensity, Scott Shannon signed on at 6:00 a.m. August 2 and announced: “As the New York City area wakes up to a wonderful day, little do they know a new era is about to begin in New York radio. Up on the ol’ gorilla belly there’s a brand-new transmitter. We call it the Flamethrower. Ladies and gentlemen, Z100 has arrived!” Then, cut in from a secondary source: “EEEEGAH!”


Soon enough, gaseous-sounding processed voices: “Hit radio—Z100!” A jingle—a device AOR had explicitly dismissed from the rock radio arsenal, now given pride of place again. “I want you to take your radio knob and crank it up nice and loud and welcome Z100!” Shannon practically screamed. “The Flamethrower’s on!” The riff of Survivor’s “Eye of the Tiger” surged forward. “It’s time to wake up!”


WHTZ, previously a jazz station at 100.3 FM, was the property of Malrite Communications, which owned Cleveland’s WMMS. “When they applied for the call letters, we thought there was going to be a rock station going on,” says Berger. Nevertheless, it was hardly an industry secret: there it was on the front of Radio & Records’ July 1 issue. “Now!” a deep-voiced announcer told us over sci-fi space blips in one jingle. “There’s a new way to spell hits.”


Shannon’s presentational style was a direct throwback to pre–psychedelic sixties hit radio: “high energy and fast talk, contests and requests—interspersed with all the hits, all the time,” as New York put it. “We just dedicated ourselves to serving the listeners, not just of the five boroughs, but Long Island, New Jersey, and Connecticut,” Shannon said. “No one had done that before.”


The key was offering something the radio audience hadn’t encountered in nearly a generation. Z100 wasn’t an AOR-gone-CHR that largely retained the laid-back atmosphere of the former. Z100 was in-your-ear silliness full of fake commercials (“This is a test,” followed by science questions) and loose, lowbrow group banter in much the manner Shannon had perfected for five years prior in Tampa, where he’d taken Q105 to the highest audience share of any US station. That group and this were dubbed the “Morning Zoo,” the banter and taped bits occasionally daubed with monkey chatter, just in case. “I can’t blame Lee Abrams for taking people’s money, but he’s programming the entire country from Atlanta,” Shannon told Rolling Stone of the wave of AORs turning CHR. “And one day he wakes up and tells everybody he was wrong!”


On air and off, Shannon brashly promised to take the station “from worst to first.” Amazingly, he did just that. “In the spring of 1983 WHTZ posted a .0,” noted Radio & Records. “Summer ’83 saw WHTZ rise to a competitive 2.0, followed by the miraculous fall ’83 rise to number one with a 6.2.” By contrast, the summer 1983 Arbitron book found WPLJ’s share dropping from 4.1 to 3.5. The dip was temporary, says Berger: “By the fall of 1983 we went into the 4s, and we went up from there.” But it wasn’t nearly enough. Z100 would stay on top of New York’s radio ratings for years, and WPLJ would never return.


Footnote


* “I would hear about it from salesmen coming in from Long Island or New Jersey more often than I would hear it myself,” says Berger. “I don’t know what his motivation was.”
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SUPREME COURT,


WASHINGTON, DC


January 17, 1984


THE SUPREME COURT’S RULING ON THE SONY BETAMAX CASE CAME ALMOST exactly a year after it had first gone to trial, on January 18, 1983.


In 1975, the Japanese electronics giant Sony had introduced the Betamax videocassette recorder to the US market, and before the year was out, MCA Inc./Universal City Studios and Walt Disney Productions filed a federal copyright theft suit; Sony prevailed. Then, in October 1981, the US Court of Appeals reversed that ruling, claiming Sony and its ad agency, Doyle Dane Bernbach, were liable for “contributory infringement” of copyright laws. This emboldened MCA/Universal to open suit “against sixteen additional ad agencies, including many of the biggest shops in the country, and their VCR marketer clients,” Advertising Age reported.


For the networks, video’s sticking point was that viewers could now fast-forward through the commercials. In 1983, an executive from General Foods, one of network TV’s largest advertisers, told an industry conference, “We pay more every year for network time. Fewer viewers are delivered. Add to this picture the increasing loss of viewers at the commercial break, and you begin to wonder at what point television [advertising] is no longer worth the price.”


The music business was equally up in arms over home recording. Shortly after the Court of Appeals reversal, on November 1, 1981, the British Phonographic Industry (BPI) unveiled a new slogan: “Home Taping Is Killing Music.” The following spring, the Recording Industry Association of America (RIAA), along with fifteen other organizations, formed a lobbying group called the Coalition to Save America’s Music. “Their goal,” as Trouser Press described it, was “an across the board surcharge on blank tape and recording equipment.” Congress, having yet to decide on passing this new bill or not, appeared to be waiting out the Supreme Court ruling.


The reasoning for this so-called tape tax had come from the RIAA’s Stan Gortikov. In 1981, he said, “Our industry sold the equivalent of 475 million albums. But at the same time, about 455 million albums were home-taped. So for about every album we sold, one was taped. One for one! In our hen-house, the poachers now almost out-number the chickens.” This figure was widely disputed—in 1982, the Village Voice reported, “blank tape sales were barely half” of the RIAA’s figures.


But all these arguments became moot on January 17, 1984, when the Supreme Court reversed the October 1981 ruling, deciding in favor of Sony. “Time-shifting”—the practice of recording a program to watch it later—“does not constitute contributory infringement if the product is widely used for legitimate, unobjectionable purposes,” Justice John Paul Stevens wrote in his majority decision. The majority was slim, five to four, and the dissenting opinion, by Justice Harry A. Blackmun, was sharply critical. The decision, he wrote, “risks eroding the very basis of copyright law by depriving writers of control over their works and consequently of their incentive to create.”


The record business at large was outraged. A Cash Box editorial sternly admonished: “Copyright infringement has traditionally been viewed as a white-collar crime, but the laws are too gentlemanly and too lax. It’s time for us to seek new legislation that will give us protection.” The country music business, which relied heavily on cassette sales, was keenly against the decision. “We know that a great percentage of our sales are lost to home taping,” a Warner Bros. Nashville VP said. “All one has to do is go out and talk to consumers and they openly admit that they receive home taped albums and they pass on home taped albums to friends.”


Retailers saw things differently. “I’m dancing in the streets!” Tower Records’ Russ Solomon whooped. “It was absolutely correct, the only decision they could have come up with.” He was still itchy that Congress might pass home taping legislation: “I’m hopeful that they’ll be wise enough to see that… the growth of the retail video industry will prove to be extremely profitable to the studio.”


Tom Shales, the Washington Post’s TV critic, celebrated the Supreme Court’s verdict in a column that began, “One small step for man, one giant kick in Big Brother’s pants.” Congress was no longer interested in passing a tape tax, and while the biz continued to fume, any worry over home taping’s legality was effectively moot.


BETAMAX ITSELF WAS ON THE WAY OUT BY THE TIME ITS CASE WAS WON. America had spoken in numbers, and it wanted VHS—larger and clunkier than Betamax, but with longer running times for recording. Americans, yet again, preferred convenience to quality.


Videocassette recorders were moving at speed: two million Americans had purchased them in 1982, and twice that many again in 1983. By early ’84, estimates were that a VCR would be in 20 percent of US households by the end of the year, and in one-third of them by 1986.


Many other home electronics were starting to become noticeably smaller around this time. A January 1983 Billboard report from that month’s Consumer Electronics Show (CES) in Las Vegas had made special note of the effects on consumer goods the recently developed microprocessor chip was beginning to have:




Microprocessors have made possible a whole range of automatic dialing telephones and remote wireless telephones. The Watchman hand-held television set and a whole range of small TVs and AM/FM and shortwave radios have been reduced in size with new technology “chips” sets. The complete redesign of television set circuitry is taking place, using computer circuits built around microprocessors. Video accessories like home [sub]titlers, effects generators, and miniature cameras all owe their lightweight and numerous features to the use of super “chips” that think.





The microprocessor chip was key to the personal computers that were flooding the market and that would dominate the 1984 Winter CES in Las Vegas that January, one week prior to the Betamax decision. It was the largest CES to date, drawing sixty-six thousand.


Cunningly, Apple Computer, the second-biggest computing outfit in the States after IBM, took a small, twenty-by-twenty booth rather than its customary large one. This was a feint, followed by a giant right hook. Two weeks after CES, Apple rolled out its most ambitious computer yet, the Macintosh. It, too, was small: 13.6 × 9.6 × 10.9 inches, weighing sixteen and a half pounds, its 9-inch monochrome screen glowing white.


Macintosh was intended for homes, not just businesses, and it retailed for $2,500. With a $20 million ad budget, $100 million in development costs, and another $20 million to build a new factory just to make this one computer, everything rode on it. “If Mac’s sales are just average,” Apple’s cofounder, Steve Jobs, said, “then our vision of the world is significantly wrong.”


Apple’s business environment was new and different, too. In 1984, the yuppie (the term derived from the initials of “young urban professional”) was fast becoming a new kind of all-American mythos: overachieving, health-conscious, and constantly combining work and leisure. “The Yuppie work style demands that a considerable portion of each day be spent socializing,” Success! magazine reported in November 1984. Apple took this casualness to a crunchy Cali extreme. “The Mac team alone spends a hundred thousand dollars on fresh juice per year,” Playboy noted. One young employee compared it to “an endless cocktail party, with chips and software instead of drinks.”


SHORTLY BEFORE THE BETAMAX VERDICT, STAN CORNYN, THE SENIOR VP of Warner Bros. Music, wrote a Variety editorial that sounded a plea for “a union between hardware and software”: “We in the U.S. record industry have spent a great deal of time in the past few years doing battle with Japanese hardware manufacturers over the issues of copyright and home taping. Why must the razors be fighting the blades?” Cornyn had a vision of the Third World, in the parlance of the times, as “a vast new market for us, developed cooperatively by hardware and software people working hand in hand.”


This was a more sanguine scenario than his colleagues foresaw. “We can’t afford to rely on our hopes,” RCA Records president Bob Summer wrote on the same newsprint page as Cornyn. “We must fashion the future of the entertainment industry as a harmony of interests that works to the benefit of all.” Summer took particular delight in a new object also on display at the Winter CES, as it had been three years running: the Compact Disc.*


Developed by the Japanese, this five-inch aluminum disc promised a revolution in sound quality, in storability, in space saving, and potentially in creativity. A vinyl LP could hold, at most, an hour of sound, but the Compact Disc held seventy-four minutes. Just as attractive were its technical aspects. “Because the player is digital, it can be programmed easily to repeat or skip selections,” BusinessWeek reported. Summer called it “a marvel” and wondered, “How will this new product be received? Is it to be a lending library of perfect master quality copies? I hope not. Our product is for sale.” [Italics in original.]


WHAT WAS MOST NEWSWORTHY ABOUT COMPACT DISCS AT THE ’84 WINTER CES was their prices. “Throughout the show, speculation ran wild over how low prices would go this year,” Rolling Stone reported. “The final consensus was that players will be selling for well under $400—and could approach $300—by midyear.”


Even with prices falling, CD players were still a little too high-end for record retailers branching into electronics. “The personal cassette systems in the $20 to $30 range are especially hot for us,” a Camelot Records VP said that June, adding, “I think all the publicity the break dancing phenomenon has received is really helping there.” (See Chapter 9.)


Yet demand was picking up. By March, over eight hundred Compact Discs were available domestically, with projections of more than two thousand by year’s end. At the top of ’84, RCA announced that Eurythmics’ second album, Touch, would be released as an LP and a CD at the same time. This had never happened before—the closest anyone had previously come was What’s New, Linda Ronstadt’s 1983 collaboration with big-band maestro Nelson Riddle, whose Compact Disc had tailed the LP by a mere three weeks. PolyGram head Jan Timmer declared bluntly, “The black disc will be dead by 1989.”


ONE OF THE KEY SELLING POINTS OF THE CD WAS ITS ALLEGED INDESTRUCTIBILITY. This was a myth, as many bored kids over the years would figure out, and its willful promulgation infuriated some of the people who worked on the technology. “We should not put emphasis on the fact it will last forever because it will not last forever,” an engineer in Philips’s Holland office said. “We should put emphasis on the quality of sound and ease of handling.”


That sound quality was another major selling point. Explaining the difference between the LP and CD versions of classical pianist Bruno Walter, CBS’s classical producer Andy Kazdin said, “It will be like hearing the tapes that Walter’s recording engineer heard, without the limitations and distortions of the old pressing process.” As a result, the CD was usually priced in the twenty-dollar range—at a time when LPs still cost less than ten dollars. The marketing VP of a San Francisco chain called CD buyers “sophisticated”: “Do you cut the price on fine wine?”


Record company people, especially Americans, did not take kindly to being coaxed into investing their rapidly dwindling dollars into a brand-new format when people weren’t even buying the old format anymore. Nor did they particularly trust Philips, which stood to earn money even if its fellow labels lost it. That company’s Robert Huber refused to budge: “We’re talking real innovation,” he insisted. “The compact disc’s future is secure. The only question is whether you will join the future.”


One exec eager to sign on was Walter Yetnikoff, who ran CBS Records in New York—which had partnered with Sony to make CDs. As part of the deal, Sony agreed to purchase CBS’s disused cassette-making plant in Terre Haute, Indiana, to manufacture the new discs. To Billboard, Yetnikoff had pointed to the facility’s demise as one of the keys to CBS’s dismal 1982 earnings, adding that the Compact Disc “could be one of the things to save this industry. There’s a lot of money behind this configuration—these aren’t two-bit companies involved in the launch of the format—and I’m getting the initial feeling that the format’s introduction may be better than expected.” But even CBS had only a handful of titles available on Compact Disc by 1984.


The best-selling recorded-music format in early 1984 wasn’t a disc at all. In September 1983, prerecorded cassettes outsold LPs for the first time. Tapes were now the primary means by which people listened to music in both the United States and the UK; British tape sales went up nearly 20 percent in 1983. Island founder-president Chris Blackwell had gotten up the noses of his peers by offering titles on extra-long cassettes: the entire album on side A, side B blank for the listener’s home-taping purposes.


Certain genres, like country and hard rock, did especially well on cassette: by late ’83, Def Leppard’s Pyromania was selling six-to-four cassettes over LPs, the same ratio at which Nashville did business. That October, a shop opened in Atlantic City—an outpost of Record World, ironically—that featured only two hundred vinyl titles versus seven thousand on cassette.


CONVERTING ANALOG TAPE TO DIGITAL FILES WAS A TIME-CONSUMING process in 1984. The expedient thing, then, was to record straight to digital. Here was the microchip coming to the fore of pop, as recording tech grew more sophisticated. Take the Solid State Logic (SSL) console, a widely adopted all-digital mixing board.


“Everything was automated,” says Tom Silverman, the founder of Tommy Boy Records, one of the era’s important hip-hop labels, of the SSL. “It was really a game-changer because you could do recalls. But it also was a cheater. If you could fix it in the mix and you could do things later, it means you don’t have to get it right. And once the SSL came, you could go back and do it again. So you could work on the same mix for months. You’d just do a recall, and you’d bring in all the other stuff. It changed the way records sounded.”


Not everyone fell in line right away. In 1982, Todd Rundgren rejected digital recording as “too much trouble—it’s too expensive.” Glyn Johns, who’d worked with Led Zeppelin, the Who, and the Rolling Stones, insisted he would record only on sixteen-track tape—“Nobody, in my opinion, needs to use twenty-four tracks”—and added that the move toward digital recording seemed to be driven by the equipment manufacturers, not the artists or producers: “I think a lot of people… are very easily led by the nose by a flashing light or a pretty thing or something with a lot of knobs on it.”


But for others, the chance to keep working till a track was perfect was too good to resist. Lindsey Buckingham of Fleetwood Mac had long been a studio rat; in 1984, his second solo LP, Go Insane, was made largely with a Fairlight CMI (short for Computer Musical Instrument), the first keyboard-based digital sampler, with a green-screen monitor as well as a keyboard and bank of ready-to-use sounds. “For someone who considers himself a colorist, which I do, the number of colors was just increased radically,” Buckingham told Billboard.


“You didn’t really sample with it—it was more like [using] what was there,” explains record producer Arthur Baker, who used the Fairlight on “Planet Rock,” a 1982 rap twelve-inch by Afrika Bambaataa and Soulsonic Force, released on Tommy Boy, that remains one of the decade’s most influential records. The Fairlight made it easier to recycle elements wholesale from one recording to another. Baker’s coproducer John Robie overdubbed a “groovy, weird, African” clavinet part onto “Planet Rock” that Baker took off that record and later made into the foundation of another record from 1982, Planet Patrol’s “Play at Your Own Risk.”


THE MOST DIFFICULT THING ABOUT SYNTHESIZERS HAD ALWAYS BEEN GETTING them to sync up together correctly. In 1971, when Stevie Wonder hooked up with the British synthesists Robert Margouleff and Malcolm Cecil, their custom-built synth bank TONTO (The Original New Timbral Orchestra), which patched together more than a dozen synthesizers, took up an entire room. A decade later, the toy manufacturer Mattel could market Synsonics, a cheap, programmable drum machine intended for the kids’ market. But synchronizing patterns on, say, a Juno synthesizer and a Linn drum machine was still a pain in the ass.


That changed in January 1983, when Roland announced a new system called MIDI: Musical Instrument Digital Interface, which, per Billboard, “establishes a universal standard of interface for synthesizers, electronic musical instruments, and computers.” Roland president Tom Beckmen said, “The basic premise behind MIDI is to allow keyboards, synthesizers, sequencers, drum machines, computers, and many other instruments to communicate through a common data line.” Additionally, the company had shared the interface with its rivals; Yamaha, Korg, Kawai, and Sequential Circuits had all signed on.


At the National Association of Music Merchants (NAMM) Convention in Anaheim in January 1984, MIDI was “the lead story,” according to Jock Baird of Musician. “The liberation of the keyboard player into pure orchestration and arrangement was won in a walk,” he wrote, and noted that “there were literally hundreds of independent software writers combing the hall and congregating at the booth of the International MIDI Association, a grassroots garage software information clearinghouse.”


The rise of MIDI was directly linked to the rise of the personal computer—an IBM or Apple II was usually the conduit between synthesizers, drum machines, and sequencers—the latter, academic Richard J. Ripani wrote, “allow a complex mix of parts to be created, stored electronically, and used to trigger any number of keyboards or other electronic instruments.”


MIDI spread through the digital instrument field like a brush fire. So did, through 1983, built-in polyphonic sequencers on synthesizers. (Early synthesizers tended to emit only one particular tone—monophonic—while the likes of TONTO offered a vastly expanded, and expandable, timbral palette: polyphonic.) “Since last summer, keyboard players have come to expect the pair of features as standard, even on budget synths,” a Melody Maker staffer wrote in a February 1984 gear review. “Now, no one wants to be without the all important MIDI link, nor the ability to compose and memorize snatches of chords, bass lines, or riffs in a sequencer chip.”


When Roland updated its Juno 60 synthesizer, first marketed in 1982, to a Juno 106 in 1984—its buzzy analog sound like thick, tough plastic, suitably spacey and inorganic for the Space Invaders era—another Maker reviewer summed up its virtues: “One hundred and twenty-eight memories instead of sixty-four, MIDI instead of DCB… lighter styling and most importantly, cheaper. I don’t need to tell you how good it is—it’s so easy, the cat could use it.”


Footnote


* Long before it fell into common use, the term Compact Disc was a copyrighted trademark, and therefore capitalized for much of the period covered here. Hence this book capitalizes it also.
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NEWSWEEK: “BRITAIN ROCKS AMERICA—AGAIN”


January 23, 1984


THE FRONT OF NEWSWEEK’S JANUARY 23, 1984, ISSUE IS ONE OF THE MOST boldly colorful magazine covers ever published. Staring out from a riot of hues are Annie Lennox of Eurythmics and Boy George of Culture Club, below the headline: BRITAIN ROCKS AMERICA—AGAIN. Against a blobby backdrop of lavender, blue, yellow, and pink, Lennox’s bright orange hair—and George’s shirt and bow tie, in a determined three-pattern clash—thicken the visual noise.


“The extent of the new British beachhead was revealed on July 16, 1983, when eighteen singles of British origin appeared in the American Top 40, eclipsing the previous record, set on June 19, 1965,” Jim Miller, the magazine’s pop music critic, wrote. Seven were in the top ten. The Police’s “Every Breath You Take,” number one for eight weeks total, was followed by Eddy Grant’s “Electric Avenue” (two), the Kinks’ “Come Dancing” (six), Kajagoogoo’s “Too Shy” (seven), Madness’s “Our House” (eight), Duran Duran’s “Is There Something I Should Know” (nine), and Culture Club’s “Time (Clock of the Heart)” at ten. They were the face of this Second British Invasion.


Miller’s editor, Charles Michener, had suggested the assignment, and Miller readily agreed. “I spent nearly two weeks on the ground in early December,” he says. Culture Club and Eurythmics were his focus from the beginning. He also hit the London clubs, where much of the current pop scene had germinated, and interviewed Malcolm McLaren, the former Sex Pistols manager/provocateur who was now having hits under his own name; the BBC Radio DJ John Peel; and Geoff Travis of Rough Trade Records, the hugely influential independent label and distributor.


Miller also bought a lot of British music magazines. There were many to choose from: five weeklies (New Musical Express [NME], Melody Maker, Sounds, Record Mirror, and No. 1), the biweekly Smash Hits—the most successful title by far—and the monthlies The Face, Blitz, and Flexipop. There was also a substratum of titles aimed, says Miller, “at sub-adolescents, a huge demographic by then both in the UK and US.” One of the latter contained the image Newsweek put on its front cover.


The image initially met resistance when Miller suggested it: “The art department declared that Newsweek never ran an image of two people on a cover: it was one person, or an action scene.” When a solo shot of Boy George replaced it, the new editor in chief “dithered and stammered and finally vetoed the image, saying words to the effect that he couldn’t be the first editor of Newsweek to put a transvestite on its cover,” says Miller.


The august newsweekly got a lot of flak from its readers for featuring such silliness. “Really, are Boy George and Annie Lennox the best Newsweek has to offer?” a Michigander wrote. “If so, I suggest you leave the cover blank!”


This scene fascinated Miller, but like many of his colleagues, he was also deeply skeptical. His report finished: “So roll over, America. Forget about nostalgia for the earnest pop optimism of the sixties and face the era of cramped hopes and wild style. Here comes the rock and roll of 1984.”


“The kicker of the piece was definitely not meant to be straightforward, it was an allusion to Orwell,” says Miller, adding: “The allusion wasn’t intended as a judgment against pop music, per se, which I have always adored. It was more a reference to the super artificiality and self-consciousness that had beset pop music aimed at teens and sub-teens.”


Miller, a late-thirties family man, was increasingly disenchanted with the charts, as were many of his peers reared on sixties rock. “The cynicism I felt by then was one reason I got out of the rock-crit business as soon as I possibly could,” he says. The Newsweek feature alluded to that, too: “It is ironic to watch these older fans grimace at the new bands,” Miller wrote. “But the kids love it—after all, irritating parents has always been a prime function of rock.”


BORN GEORGE O’DOWD, THE MIDDLE CHILD OF A LARGE IRISH CATHOLIC family (five boys, one girl) in Eltham, Boy George had become London’s echt club kid in the late seventies. “Before I started Culture Club, I didn’t have any money whatsoever, so I thought, ‘Well, I’ll have to become very well known so that I can chat my way into everything for free,’” he said when the band’s second album, Colour by Numbers, was released in October 1983. “So I went out of my way to be the most outrageous person in the world. I’m quite tame now compared to what I used to be like.”


Still, he felt compelled to clarify his intent on US television. “What I do is not drag,” he told Joan Rivers in the fall of 1983, when he first appeared on The Tonight Show. “I don’t ever go out looking ordinary.… I didn’t conjure up this image for the stage. I’m not like Kiss or David Bowie. I don’t make excuses for the way I look. I’ve been doing it a long, long time.”


Tall and thickly built, George appeared cuddly onstage and on TV but was imposing in person: “He’s built like a boxer,” the head of Virgin Records’ promo team said. George’s unapologetically sharp tongue had sparked feuds well prior to his forming a group. Once Culture Club became successful, his calculatedly outrageous appearance made trouble worldwide. The band was refused permission to tour the Soviet Union because the Kremlin considered him a corrupting influence on the nation’s youth. In Nice, a French airport official refused him entry for three hours: “You must understand I am only carrying out orders. In France, immigration officials do not allow in transvestites. I have to follow rules.”


His entrée into the glamorous life came from working the coatroom at Blitz, a club night at the Roxy in Covent Garden that launched much of the Second British Invasion. There, George would supplement his tips: “I used to be the biggest handbag thief in London,” he said. Soon he was nursing showbiz ambitions: “I thought, if Johnny Rotten’s a singer, so am I.”


After a very brief stint fronting Bow Wow Wow, George met the fledgling bassist Mikey Craig while deejaying at Planets, in Piccadilly. Craig had seen George’s picture in the papers and introduced himself. Next came Jon Moss, who’d briefly played drums with the Clash but soon left for political reasons: “It seemed like empty sloganeering to me, and I just ended up arguing with them.” Guitarist Roy Hay, a hairdresser from Essex, came last. “I knew when I met George that we might not be successful, but we would get noticed,” Hay said.


George and Jon had the same basic vision for the band—something more fun than the dark, droning underground rock that had come in the wake of Joy Division. Culture Club would wholly embrace mass appeal. “I don’t believe in the generation gap, which is why a lot of housewives in England buy our records,” George said. “I’d rather have Frank Sinatra’s fans than Siouxie Banshee’s.”


Vocally, he said, “I didn’t want to be another Bryan Ferry or Bowie. I didn’t want to be another great white hope with an angular voice going, ‘Ooh-woo-woo!’ in a really affected way. I’m not interested in that crap. They may be good entertainers, but they’re not good singers, and being a good singer is really my main thing.”


CULTURE CLUB’S DETERMINATION TO MAKE, AND BE, POP RUBBED A LOT OF old-school rock fans the wrong way, as did a lot of other Second British Invasion bands. “Listening these days to the new pop tarts, I’m continuously struck by the overwhelming absence of those primitive qualities I first associated with rock and roll,” Melody Maker editor Allan Jones wrote in 1982. “Virtually unanimously, the new pop tarts are neatly turned, clean, and tidy; mostly polished, they’re never ruffled.” Profiling the Birmingham quintet Duran Duran, Rolling Stone lamented: “Whatever happened to the idea that rock and roll was supposed to be subversive?”


But many in Britain thought nothing of the sort. “The [UK] ‘rock’ press is becoming redundant because ‘rock’ is a dirty word,” Steve Taylor wrote in 1982. “The music it denotes and the attitudes that go with it, such as a morbid fascination with lengthy expositions of the innermost thoughts of the most banal musicians, are well on the way out.” Punk had been the great leveler, Paul Morley of the New Musical Express (NME) wrote—“never necessarily anti-technique or willfully, consciously crude, but simply about change. The New Pop developed naturally out of the punk assault.”


The “New Pop” was Morley’s coinage for a gaggle of brightly colored, unabashedly hooky onetime punks who’d decided to go for the main chance while still utilizing what they’d learned in the DIY trenches. “The eighties,” Boy George said, “was really a lot of kids who left punk when it became establishment, when it became a student thing.”


Punk’s handshake deals and DIY enterprise showed a different methodology than the exploitative contracts that frequently bound rock stars to unscrupulous labels and managers. “The way in which punk opened up the music industry, the way in which it made business accessible to musicians, somehow—it was possible for musicians to participate in the business side of their careers after punk,” Dave Rimmer, then a staff writer for Smash Hits, later said.


The first to make the switch was Adam Ant, born Stuart Goddard, who in 1980 reinvented himself from a failed punk to a successful teen idol, using David Bowie as his exemplar for pop stardom as role-play. He decided against trying to appeal to the NME: “The serious rock press has never sold a record for me,” he said. “If you’re going to be exploited and you’re in the music industry, you should at least be holding the reins.”


Instead, he went for the teen market, just as the tide of the British pop press was shifting. The “inkies”—as the broadsheets NME, Melody Maker, and Sounds were dubbed—were losing ground to Smash Hits, whose glossy paper, full-color photos, printed song lyrics, and cheerfully sly editorial bent both gloried in pop’s plastic coating and undercut it with aplomb. Adam and the Ants scored seven UK top tens in 1980–1981, two of them number ones. Moreover, as Simon Frith noted, in 1981 Adam “shifted as many posters and magazines as records.” They looked great in Smash Hits.


Far from musos, New Pop groups were barely seen as musicians—deliberately so. “The greatest skills of the New Pop stars are reserved for the sales campaigns—the commercial process itself has become the canvas on which they play their artistic games,” Frith noted.


BLITZ WAS THE PLACE WHERE THE SECOND BRITISH INVASION’S COCKATOO-LIKE visual sensibility took flight. Promoted by Rusty Egan, with DJ Steve Strange, also lead singer of the group Visage (which hit in 1980 with “Fade to Grey”), Blitz began in 1979.


As the nicknames the UK press gave its clientele indicate—“the New Dandies,” “Peacock Punk,” “the Look Bands,” “the Futurists,” most infamously “the Cult with No Name”—Blitz was a place to be seen. “Blitz took up the gauntlet thrown down by the punks and turned it into an all-pervasive camp—whether as a way of looking at things or a way of wearing your clothes,” Jon Savage wrote. Strange’s pseudo-Elizabethan costumes, in particular, inspired the most lasting description of the Blitz scene’s collective look: “the New Romantics.”


Between work in the Blitz coatroom and at a Carnaby Street clothes stall, Boy George thrived. “He was like the pied piper; fifty kids would follow him around,” Egan said. In 1977, the UK punk zine Sniffin’ Glue had published an illustration of the guitar chords A, E, and G, captioned: “This is a chord. This is another. This is a third. Now form a band.” Two years later, Blitz said, in effect: “Here is a look. Here is another. Here is a third. Now be a star.”


Blitz, as one habitué put it, was one of “the first clubs run for kids by kids.” When Spandau Ballet, all five members of which were Blitz regulars, played its first show there, it didn’t bother advertising it. “There wasn’t any need to,” the band’s guitarist and songwriter Gary Kemp said. “You only advertise if you can’t get people to come. Our shows were an extension of Blitz.” Another reason, Kemp said, was that “we thought the music press were too rockist, so we went straight to the nationals.”


Blitz’s musical policy was anything but rockist—the soundtrack, regular David Johnson wrote, was “hard-edged European disco, synth-led, but bass-heavy: German sounds such as Kraftwerk and Gina X, Giorgio Moroder, dissonant no wave on the Zé label, and always Bowie.” That menu, not three-chord punk, provided the New Pop’s musical blueprint.


AMERICA’S SECOND BRITISH INVASION BEGAN IN EARNEST IN MID-1982, when the Human League’s “Don’t You Want Me”—a UK number one the previous Christmas—topped the US charts. Like Adam Ant, the Human League was a New Pop archetype, starting out by making abrasive electronic postpunk before splitting. Martyn Ware and Ian Craig Marsh formed Heaven 17; Philip Oakey kept the Human League name and recruited a pair of untested vocalists, Susan Anne Sulley and Joanne Catherall, at a Sheffield disco—before he heard them sing, naturally. “We want to be like ABBA or Donna Summer,” Oakey explained. The girls figured it for a laugh: “It was an opportunity to take a few weeks off school,” Catherall said.


Instead, Dare, the Human League’s 1981 album, yielded four top ten UK hits—“Don’t You Want Me” was the fourth—and set up daunting expectations. Following up Dare didn’t just mean zigzagging in yet another direction; by definition, it couldn’t. “The problem with having a number one,” Sulley said years later, “is the only thing you can do is have another number one.”


It didn’t help that Dare’s producer, Martin Rushent, jumped ship during the follow-up’s sessions. “We relied on him like a dad,” Oakey admitted. “He filled in all the bits we couldn’t do.” Chris Thomas, then working on the third Pretenders album, took over but exited within months, as studio bills piled up; eventually Hugh Padgham replaced him. “At that point there were more tapes than people,” Sulley said. (Thomas, Padgham, and the Human League shared production credit.)


Hysteria was released on May 7, 1984; Smash Hits called it a “plodding, second-rate Dare.” It moved away from its predecessor’s all-synth sound, and the band began to look different, as well. An American reporter compared the black-leather-jacketed Oakey, his hair long and his face covered in stubble, to “a refugee from the Ramones fallen on bad times.” Oakey admitted, “I wouldn’t mind looking like somebody from the Ramones.”


A lot of New Pop performers wouldn’t have minded being mistaken for rockers right then. Another Sheffield group, ABC, who’d supported 1982’s lush The Lexicon of Love with a sixteen-piece orchestra, including six string players (“Even the roadies are in tuxedos,” Musician noted), came back at the end of ’83 with a pointedly sour follow-up, Beauty Stab, that cut back on the strings and emphasized squalling guitars. It belly-flopped. A joke Oakey once made to a visiting writer from Musician—“You’re in the wrong dressing room. We’re not musicians”—didn’t seem quite so funny.


THE SECOND BRITISH INVASION’S MID-JULY 1983 BONANZA WAS FOLLOWED, as Radio & Records editor Ken Barnes put it, by “a general slide.” By mid-January, right ahead of the Newsweek issue, R&R’s Contemporary Hits Radio Top 40 featured thirteen UK hits; Billboard’s list was similarly proportioned. The drop-off gave Barnes an opening: “So if there’s a new British Invasion, it’s already lost almost 40 percent of its CHR [contemporary hits radio] impact in six months. That’s not to deny the remarkable achievements of British artists in 1983, or to say that further fluctuations won’t follow. But as of now the invasion appears to have encountered substantial resistance.”


That was already happening in the UK. “By early 1983 there was already a dawning suspicion that things had gone awry,” Simon Reynolds wrote in Rip It Up and Start Again. “The bright sparks… were being gradually displaced by opportunists who weren’t as ideas or ideals driven.”


But even if the inkies disliked it, back home, the New Pop band’s clear, visible roots were in punk. Not so in America. To the US rock press, these were—sneer—boy bands. This wasn’t the glittery exhaust of the equally neon but respectably raucous Sex Pistols; it was a dumb plastic update of the Bay City Rollers.


For many critics in the United States and UK alike, the New Pop’s most insidious aspect was its conservatism. It wasn’t just musical differences that made Jon Moss leave the Clash: “Jon was a staunch Tory. ‘Thatcher, bloody brilliant,’” Boy George wrote. The oleaginous lead singer of Spandau Ballet, Tony Hadley, was a vocal fan of Thatcher and has remained an active Conservative for decades. (Songwriter-guitarist Gary Kemp, by contrast, said, “I certainly wasn’t a fan of Thatcher’s politics.”) Hell, even Ian Curtis of Joy Division had voted Tory in 1979.


And in mid-1983, John Taylor of Duran Duran told Creem, “I’ve never seen politics and rock music mix successfully. I can’t stand politics, personally. I think it’s incredibly boring. I’d rather write songs about parties.… All I know is that at least with Margaret Thatcher we pay less tax.” Taylor would later backtrack, writing in his memoir: “We had no political agenda. We just went with the energy.”


Duran Duran became the press’s especial whipping boys, on both sides of the Atlantic. The Washington Post called them “the ultimate glossy pop confection that is better seen than heard.” In the Village Voice, Ken Tucker wrote that Simon Le Bon—who had told Rolling Stone that he believed in “genetics and breeding”—“talks like a cross between Hitler and Thatcher.”


There was plenty of sniping from their peers, as well. Philip Oakey of the Human League slagged them for “do[ing] things that we frankly felt too proud to do,” such as appear in the million-selling preteen magazine Jackie, where “the basic message there is, you have got to find a boyfriend.”


Duran Duran even became tax exiles—taking themselves out of Britain to prevent having to pay the bulk of their individual incomes in taxes—just like the seventies superstars (and regular targets of punk spite) Rod Stewart and the Rolling Stones. “I see no reason why, with a career that may at best last five years, I should give away 70 percent of the money I earn now,” John Taylor told Smash Hits.


WHEN ANDY TAYLOR AUDITIONED TO JOIN DURAN DURAN, HE WAS TOLD, “We’re poseurs. We want a good-looking poseur band.”


“Good,” the guitarist responded, “because I like dressing up and I love wearing makeup.”


Duran Duran was a “Blitz band” from a different Blitz. Guitarist (soon bassist) John Taylor and keyboardist Nick Rhodes started the group while working at Birmingham’s Rum Runner, Rhodes as a DJ spinning a similar mix to Steve Strange’s. The Rum Runner’s sibling owners became the band’s managers. Taylor and Rhodes began with the idea to crossbreed the Sex Pistols and Chic, Rhodes told Rolling Stone, “two and a half years before Duran Duran.” Drummer Roger Taylor and singer Simon Le Bon finished the lineup. (All three Taylors are unrelated.)


Early on, the group set some modest goals: “To headline shows at Hammersmith Odeon by ’82, Wembley by ’83, and New York’s Madison Square Garden by ’84,” John wrote. “It was a plan that seemed perfectly achievable.”


They happily “jumped on the bandwagon” of the newly dubbed New Romantics, Le Bon said. “But after a month or two, we had to get out of that New Romantic thing, because the frilly shirts looked really stupid.” John would later say, “We’re sort of the Roy Lichtenstein of pop music, blatant and colorful.”


Just as alarming to the American rock radio and press were the band’s musical references. “Talk to Duran Duran about their influences, and you won’t hear a standard roll call of dusky icons like the Rolling Stones or even the Beatles,” Rolling Stone gasped. Their roll call, instead, was Roxy Music, David Bowie, Cockney Rebel, and Sparks—only one of whom, Bowie, was anything like a real star in the States, and whose popularity level had only recently approached Duran Duran’s.


Many British bands found the sheer amount of glad-handing and roadwork required to break the States forbidding, but Duran Duran was game, even if American radio was a tough sell. “We’d go to… like, Pittsburgh and the local guy would take us to two or three radio stations,” John said. “The only reason they were speaking to us, or even shaking our hands, is that they thought, ‘Hey, Kenny Rogers might be breezing in here with the same Capitol rep this time next week, and he might not bring Kenny along unless we see these schmucks.’” They also toured assiduously. “We can actually play,” John said. “I think that counts for a lot.”


That said, no band was ever dubbed an “MTV band” or “video band” as often as Duran Duran, and none more correctly. “Video to us is like stereo was to Pink Floyd,” Rhodes said. “It was new, it was just happening. And we saw we could do a lot with it.”


Of course they could—Duran Duran was a good-looking poseur band that liked dressing up and loved wearing makeup. “In Britain we have these chocolates called Quality Street, and the selling line is ‘Every one is someone’s favorite,’” John said. “We’re a bit like that.”


Duran Duran were teen idols who liked, and saw nothing wrong with, being teen idols. “I’ve got two sisters, aged thirteen and fifteen, and they’re just the same about pop music as I was at that age,” Andy Taylor said in 1982. “Posters on the wall, off to see Adam; their appreciation is exactly the same as mine used to be.”


Still, even Duran Duran wondered about their own videos’ pomp: “We’re a fucking rock band,” Andy muttered after catching a stomach bug during the Sri Lankan shooting of the gleefully incoherent clip for “Hungry Like the Wolf,” from the band’s second album, Rio (1982). “What the fuck were we doing out there prancing about on elephants?”


The band released its third album, Seven and the Ragged Tiger, in October of 1983. The accompanying tour was sponsored by Coke, and it was fueled by coke. “I crossed a line when I started getting high onstage,” John Taylor wrote in his memoir. “I had always remained sober for the duration of the show, as I wanted to give my best and did not want to compromise my talent so publicly. But now I couldn’t wait for the performances to end. I wanted to take back control of my life, and getting high felt like that.”


Duran Duran played a sold-out Madison Square Garden on March 19, 1984. The band members flew their parents to New York for the occasion—all those Taylors! Also backstage was the band’s new friend Nile Rodgers. He and drummer Tony Thompson of the disco band Chic had been formative heroes of the Durans, and the black New Yorkers dug them back. Nile introduced John to the young woman whose second album he was producing. “She was tiny and didn’t seem to give two fucks about me,” John Taylor wrote. “That was the most vivid impression I had about meeting Madonna.”


DURAN DURAN FRETTED THEY WEREN’T TAKEN SERIOUSLY AS MUSICIANS. Not Eurythmics, who were the most traditionally talented of the Second British Invasion. Singer Annie Lennox was, per Miller, “a stunning hybrid of Joan Baez and Aretha Franklin.” And a reporter from Musician was suitably impressed by guitarist Dave Stewart’s axemanship during sound check in San Francisco: “An incredible variety of music flowed from his fingers as he checked effects settings and monitor levels. Blues slide work. Richard Thompson’s ‘Calvary Cross.’ Funky rhythm riffs. Some classical finger picking.”


Annie and Dave met in 1976 in Hempstead. He was the hippie veteran of several nothing groups; she was a waitress who’d attended London’s Royal Academy of Music only to spit out the classics: “I hated it. I spent three dreadful years there trying to figure a way out.” Instantly, Dave proposed. Then she auditioned for his new band at her place. “From that minute on, we lived together for about four years,” Stewart said. “That next day Annie said, ‘You don’t know me but I can go strange.’ I said, ‘Oh yeah, I go strange as well.’”


Their new band, the Tourists, slogged through the latter half of the decade, scoring a couple of top ten UK hits, including a cover of Dusty Springfield’s “I Only Want to Be with You.” When the band ended in 1980, Lennox rebelled against her girlie Tourists image: “I had to get rid of that poppy Annie Lennox, the strain was unbearable. So I killed her.” Lennox cut her hair close to the scalp after an audience member tore off her wig during a performance. When rumors began that Lennox was in fact a man, she began wearing suits and ties: “To be neither male nor female widens your scope,” she said.


Lennox and Stewart became Eurythmics and recorded a debut, In the Garden, with the krautrock production pioneer Conny Plank. It tanked, so Stewart went to the bank. “I dressed up like a businessman—I had a briefcase and everything,” he said. “I told him that Annie and I were going to do something absolutely amazing and that the bank should invest in us. I made the point that most bands spent thirty thousand pounds just recording one album, but that we could buy the equipment we needed for seven thousand and then make all the albums we wanted.” He got the loan. “Often we had to wait for the timber factory downstairs to turn off their machinery before we could record vocals,” Stewart said.


Their biggest hit was largely improvised on the spot. Lennox and Stewart were at an impasse, bickering. “And he said, ‘Okay, fine, you don’t mind if I go ahead and program the drum computer then, do you?’” Lennox recalled. “It sounded so good that in the end I couldn’t resist it. I sat down behind the synthesizer and fam!, the riff came.” Only later did Lennox overdub the “Hold your head up / Keep your head up” bridge; the rest of the words came out in one continuous take.


By the time the Sweet Dreams album was released, Lennox and Stewart were still musical partners but no longer a couple. “RCA offered that if Dave and I got married they’d hire a ship and fly journalists to it for a huge reception,” Lennox said. “We considered getting married and starting divorce proceedings next day but it didn’t seem worth it.”


On the same page in the January 14, 1984, issue of Melody Maker that reported that Lennox’s “voice was beginning to deteriorate towards the end of the band’s recent UK tour” sat an item that summed up the way New Pop was shooing out “old” postpunk heroes of less than a decade’s vintage. The title was “Wally of the Week: Bob Geldof.” It mocked the Boomtown Rats leader for “prancing around in thermal underwear like a caged monkey” on the TV show Give Us a Clue: “We do remember, though, that he once wrote a rather fine song called ‘Lookin’ After No. 1.’ Even at the expense of self-respect, Bob?”


“FILM OF MARGARET THATCHER SMILING AS DOLE QUEUES GET BIGGER; animate her so that she’s singing the song.”


This was part of Stewart’s original treatment for the “Sweet Dreams” video, which went unused. Compare that mild rebuke with another, following the October 12, 1984, Irish Republican Army (IRA) bombing of a Brighton hotel targeting the prime minister and her cabinet but killing five others instead: “The sorrow of the IRA Brighton bombing is that Thatcher escaped unscathed.” This statement came from Morrissey, the lead singer of the Manchester quartet the Smiths, and it wasn’t the only obstinate or attention-getting thing about him.


Like the New Popsters, Steven Patrick Morrissey had emerged from punk, briefly fronting second-stringers Ed Banger and the Nosebleeds (“Ain’t Bin to No Music School”). He was a fanatic reader of the UK music press and one of its most singular correspondents: “Indubitably, Buzzcocks will hardly figure strongly—or even weakly—in the NME poll,” he wrote the weekly, before concluding his pitch: “But for now, they are the best kick-ass rock band in the country. Go and see them first and then you may have the audacity to contradict me, you stupid sluts.”


Like the Velvet Underground and Jonathan Richman before him, Morrissey was an oppositional pop star—except in the UK he was bigger than either; he actually was a pop star. A number of rock musicians had been vegetarians, notably Paul McCartney, but few were as snidely self-righteous about it as Morrissey. Long-faced and pompadour-headed, Morrissey wore hearing aids and cardigans and thick-rimmed glasses, styling as bookish, dowdy, a wallflower, but doing it with the foppish flair of a dandy. He was deliberately, provocatively fey, and he wrote lyrics clearly intended to be read as much as sung. Not that Morrissey could sing much—but the clear passion of his faint voice turned yet another defect into a lance. “We’re so uncool,” the Smiths’ guitarist Johnny Marr boasted, “we’re the fucking coolest.”


Bassist Andy Rourke and drummer Mike Joyce possessed seemingly effortless rhythmic telepathy, and Johnny Marr was the glue, emitting hooks like he was pouring milk. But you were instantly for or against Morrissey. The figure he cut was literary, not musical: “Books were always more important to me than music,” he told Musician. On another occasion, he sniffed, “I find most people in the music business are still morbidly macho.… I think we need more brains in popular music.”


Modesty was not Morrissey’s strong suit. “I couldn’t imagine how things would be if we weren’t here,” he told one interviewer. To Rolling Stone, he lamented, “I can’t think of anybody I’d cross the street to see. Just to see modern music in its present state is like seeing a kitten dying.” He told Creem, “We’re the most important band in Britain right now. I mean, how could you even compare us to, say, the Police?… Our music is the music that’s needed in England now—and even more so in America.”


Indeed, America was just about primed for a guitar band in the post-Beatles mode that took rock seriously instead of pranced around it in funny clothes and willful color schemes. (Not to mention those synthesizers—an instrument the Smiths refused to touch.) And even groups on small labels, such as Rough Trade, the Smiths’ imprint, were getting the opportunity to break the States. Not that Morrissey cared. “Where America’s concerned, I don’t wish to go door-to-door,” he told Roy Trakin. “I refuse to take the long route that seems to have destroyed so many others. I want it the easy way. I won’t go to America unless we’re really wanted there. If the record can be listened to over there, then that should be enough.” Such thinking, Trakin wrote, “suggest[s] a bunch of nouveau hippies whose non-image will leave them lost in the land of Entertainment Tonight.”


Britain was another story: The Smiths debuted at number two in the UK, and in May they’d reach the national top ten for the first and only time with the most aptly titled song of Morrissey’s life, “Heaven Knows I’m Miserable Now.”


The “indie” ideal that the Smiths on Rough Trade emblemized was another remnant of punk that no longer quite resembled its old self. New Pop stars had left behind the handshake deals of the indie labels for the bigger ones their bigger-sounding music could nab. What dominated the mid-eighties UK indie charts were gauzy dreamscape-makers like the Cocteau Twins and This Mortal Coil, both on the cultish 4AD label; punk flag-flyers of varying levels of political seriousness, the apogee being the anarchist collective Crass; and industrial noise makers such as Test Dept. and the notorious Einstürzende Neubauten.


“Einstürzende play hydraulic drills, concrete mixers, springs, sheets of metal, industrial containers, buzz saws—all found urban materials,” Merle Ginsberg wrote in the Village Voice. “Live, this music is physically devastating, as it was on two occasions at Danceteria last week. But it confuses people about how they’re supposed to respond to it.”


At least one audience had some ideas how to respond to Neubauten. In early January, at the London gallery the ICA, a performance by the group along with guests from London band the Bic devolved into a riot. “Before anyone knew what was happening, concert-goers were pulling anything and everything closer to them,” NME staffer Cynthia Rose wrote in a column for the US rock mag Creem. “This included the ICA’s giant electrical generator—which was ripped right out of the wall—to become the object of a tug-of-war between the terrified staff and their guests.”


“When the [ICA staff] brought the concerto to a premature close, a hard-core of thirty or so spectators refused to leave the hall,” Chris Bohn reported in the NME. “To persuade the ‘band’ to continue they hurled debris at the back of the stage and staff clearing the hall. Damage to bodies and the building was, surprisingly, minimal.” The stunt only enhanced the reputation of a band that, as Rose noted, had “managed to violently polarize just about all the listeners in the UK’s rock population towards either total espousal or heartfelt hatred.” Like a far more sonically extreme Smiths, Neubauten’s “customized industrial steel drum kit gave the British synthoscape a kick in the teeth it heartily deserved,” Rose wrote.


ON MAY 6, 1983, THE SMITHS HAD OPENED FOR GOTH ROCKERS THE Sisters of Mercy at the University of London Union. John Walters, who’d recently rejoined The John Peel Show as producer, was in the audience; soon after, the band was offered a Peel Session—a three-hour studio taping of (typically) four new songs with minimal overdubbing, to be played exclusively on Peel’s show.


Peel championed the Smiths so ardently—he’d played the session version of “This Charming Man” three times before the commercial recording was issued—that he became central to their narrative. He’d done that for a lot of artists: Jimi Hendrix, David Bowie, Rod Stewart, and T. Rex, just for starters. No broadcaster was more critical to punk’s impact in Britain.


For an indie band in 1984, Peel’s enthusiasm was tantamount to knighthood. As Ken Garner, author of the book The Peel Sessions, put it: “The Peel Sessions of 1978–1981 permanently changed bands’ perspective on worthwhile musical ambitions. From now on, a Peel Session became as much a career ambition in itself as a means to advancement.” Many of these came from bands in small towns; by late 1978, David Cavanagh wrote, Peel had the power to “spark an entire regional scene merely by playing one song.”


On January 2, Peel played a record by another band he’d helped push forth, giving them their first session in November 1982—a Liverpool group called Frankie Goes to Hollywood. In October 1983, the quintet had issued this record, titled “Relax,” on ZTT, the new imprint cofounded by producer Trevor Horn, his wife and manager Jill Sinclair, and former NME writer Paul Morley. The twelve-inch had an enormously thick, viscid sound, to match its subject matter.


Led by the flamboyantly gay and out William Holly Johnson (blond, sleek) and Paul Rutherford (brunet, mustached), and backed by a trio of straight male instrumentalists—Peter Gill, Mark O’Toole, and Brian Nash—Frankie Goes to Hollywood were, the NME panted, “a scorching leather-bound version of the lifestyle [Johnson and] Rutherford led.” As one excited but intimidated A&R man (the liaison between band and label; it stands for Artists and Repertoire) after another stopped short of an offer, the band appeared on The Tube, BBC TV’s mid-eighties new band showcase. That performance had led to the ZTT signing. And when “Relax” began slipping down the UK chart before reaching the Top 40, despite ZTT having sunk a hundred thousand quid into it, The Tube put Frankie back on for its Christmas show. That’s when “Relax” took flight.


Then Mike Read, Radio 1’s breakfast DJ for three years in January, played “Relax.” The BBC had already played “Relax” more than seventy times; this time, though, Read pulled the record off midway through and announced on-air that he wouldn’t play it again, thanks to the sexually suggestive lyrics: “Relax, don’t do it / Till you wanna come!” On the following Sunday’s Top 40 show, Simon Bates finished playing the week’s number seven hit, the Culture Club ballad “Victims,” then said a quick, “And at number six, ‘Relax’ by Frankie Goes to Hollywood, and at number five”—and went right into Paul Young’s “Love of the Common People.” A de facto ban was in effect.


Or was it? “There’s no one person at the BBC who can ban this record,” a station rep told Melody Maker, adding, weakly, “There was so much new material in the Top 40 that there wasn’t space to include it.” This was followed days later by a statement from Top of the Pops (TOTP) producer Michael Hurll: “In common with Radio 1, BBC TV believes that the lyrics of this song are sexually explicit and not suitable for viewing in family viewing time.”


“And if you’re thinking of flicking through your back issues of Smash Hits to check out what’s so controversial about the lyric, don’t bother,” the nation’s top pop magazine told its readers. “We decided weeks ago not to print it because we thought it was a bit rude.”


“I HATED PUNK,” TREVOR HORN TOLD SIMON REYNOLDS. HE WAS SO un-punk that in 1979—after he’d teamed up with Geoff Downes under the moniker the Buggles, and made “Video Killed the Radio Star,” which sold five million copies before becoming the first-ever video shown on MTV—he and Downes joined the most un-punk band of all time, Yes. He regretted it the first night out, hours before taking the stage of Madison Square Garden, before twenty thousand persnickety longhairs expecting him to measure up to the departed Jon Anderson or else. “I remember thinking—how could I ever be worried about making a record again, or getting a mix right, after something as truly horrific as this?” Horn said.


Post-Yes, Horn decided to start producing pop. His first project was “this little MOR [middle of the road] group named Dollar.” His first major statement was ABC’s lush, devastated The Lexicon of Love in 1982. “It’s like Bob Dylan, but it’s disco music instead of an acoustic guitar,” Horn told his uncomprehending peers. “The guy’s actually writing about what he really feels, but the record’s going to be played in a dance club, so it’s gonna have a function.” Malcolm McLaren hired Horn to make the first McLaren artist LP, Duck Rock, in 1983; McLaren was so persuasive he even charmed Trevor’s wife and manager Jill Sinclair, who loathed punk even more than her husband. The album was a proto-sampling global-fusion let’s-exploit-everyone classic—a process Horn likened to “knitting fog.”


In late 1983, four years after joining Yes, Horn produced their comeback album and its number one hit, “Owner of a Lonely Heart.” Wait—hadn’t Yes split? They had: Horn initially went to work for a band called Cinema—long-standing Yes-men Chris Squire (bass) and Alan White (drums) with a newly rejoined early member Tony Kaye (keyboards) and newcomer Trevor Rabin on guitar. Horn took the assignment, he said, “to see if I could do an AOR thing, if I could manage to get inside that AOR format and pervert it from within,” he said. One of Rabin’s songs, “Owner of a Lonely Heart,” began with a drenched power chord that was intended entirely as a piss-take of airbrushed AOR. “It was imperative, coming back after such a load of shit, that Yes have a single. I would have killed to get that,” Horn said.


Cinema’s debut album was about 80 percent done when Horn decided he wasn’t certain of Rabin’s lead singing. Squire “just threw this out one night—‘Let’s get Jon Anderson back’—and it sort of freaked everyone out.” When Anderson arrived, he said, “I enjoyed it right away. [Squire] said, ‘Why don’t you sing on it?’ I said, ‘Well, if I sing on it, we’re going to be back into the Yes groove.’ And he said, ‘That’s obvious.’” Yet even with Anderson’s stratospheric vocals and a tricky stop-start structure, “Owner of a Lonely Heart” was in fact a dance-rock number that hit big in the clubs. “Anyone can make the-wall stuff,” Horn said. “The challenge is to make off-the-wall stuff that sells.”


And no one managed the trick like Horn did. Yes’s 90125 album sold a million and a half copies in its first three weeks; by March it had moved 2.5 million—the best-selling Yes album by far—in addition to million-or-more sales for “Video Killed the Radio Star,” ABC’s The Lexicon of Love, Duck Rock, and in the UK, “Relax.” The latter was the UK’s number one on January 22, the day before “Owner” topped the US chart. The week Newsweek covered a British Invasion, Horn had the top singles in both the United States and the UK with wildly different records by wildly different artists.


“Relax,” in Frankie Goes to Hollywood’s repertoire from the start, attracted Horn immediately. “I’m sure I’m not denigrating it in any way by saying that it was an advertising jingle, and a brilliant one,” he said. It wasn’t hard to tie that in with the band’s obvious appeal. “They want to be loved; and they want to have as much sex as they possibly can with as many people as they can,” Horn said. “They are the first group I’ve ever known that when they get fan-mail they don’t write back, they phone up.”


ZTT had come to be after Horn began palling around with Morley, the New Pop’s chief theorist, who had singled out Horn’s work for especial praise in the NME. The producer made the critic part of his new label’s creative core.


Frankie Goes to Hollywood knew Morley prior to working with him as well. (“We used to hate him, to be quite honest,” Holly Johnson told the NME.) The band took a very low advance to join ZTT: “When you’re working with someone like Trevor Horn you don’t mind making sacrifices,” Johnson said. Guitarist Brian Nash put it even more succinctly: “People say, ‘Oh they couldn’t do it without Trevor Horn.’ Why should we? We’re both quite happy.”


In fact, Trevor Horn actually had done it largely without them. Frankie had played on the original version of “Relax.” But they were out of the studio the day Horn suddenly changed the entire thing. “With ‘Relax’ we did a complete swerve,” Horn said. “It was around lunchtime on a Wednesday, and we had worked for two weeks on a version on which the band had played, but it wasn’t really happening for me. It was neither the band playing live nor a good sequenced version.… [I] said, ‘This isn’t working. We’ve got to start again.’ It was just one of those things; the guys weren’t there. Then by the end of that Wednesday we had completely rerecorded the track. It all happened in the space of fourteen hours.”


The resultant stomp was concentrated and hard, a mile from the airy Lexicon of Love or the freeze-frame jump cuts of “Owner of a Lonely Heart,” not to mention the hip-hop beat-boxing of the McLaren hit “Buffalo Gals.” Horn had reinvented himself as the ultimate baron of dance floor sleaze. The lyrics were transparently about holding off an orgasm; the video was explicitly about gay sex. The uproar sent the record, already selling strongly, into overdrive. “Mike Read?” Frankie’s lead singer Holly Johnson said. “I thought, Thank you, Mike Read.”
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