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For Joanna, my very own smash hit









‘It’s so clear that all we have now
Are our thoughts of yesterday . . .’


Strawberry Switchblade, ‘Since Yesterday’










Intro


It’s the late noughties, and in a small nursery school just outside of Salisbury my pregnant wife, Joanna, and I are attending the first of our antenatal evening classes. It’s a strange gathering: a group of well-meaning but slightly nervous would-be parents brought together by their impending birthing experiences. The person running the course – unhelpfully and almost inappropriately attractive – has given out one of those ‘ice-breaker’ quizzes in the hope of relaxing everyone before she has to start talking about pelvic-floor exercises. The task itself is fairly straightforward: each couple must write down the attributes they hope their new baby will inherit from each other.


The other couples in the room – sensible, responsible people, such as teachers and charity workers – come back with the sort of answers you’d probably expect. Honesty. Drive. Compassion. Thoughtfulness. One father-to-be, perhaps spoiling the mood slightly, announces that if his baby is a girl he hopes she’ll grow up to have his wife’s ‘fantastic legs and breasts’. And then, finally, it’s our turn. Joanna and I look at each other a little awkwardly and then down at our piece of paper. We haven’t come up with any sort of emotional ability or particularly striking physical attribute we’d like passed on to our baby. The only thing we’ve written is ‘a love of pop music’.


This book is the story of a musical childhood – not my eldest daughter’s (she does like pop music, by the way; ABBA, if you’re interested), but my own. For better or for worse mine was a childhood dominated by a love of music, a childhood that chimed with a sort of Police-like synchronicity with the era of the 1980s. This is a book about what it was like growing up listening to the music of that decade, and includes the stories of the bands, records and wider themes that helped shape it.


What it isn’t is a definitive encyclopaedia of eighties music: if I was writing about every single band who had a hit during that decade we’d be here for about, well, probably about ten years. It also isn’t some cool look back at all the hip bands who strutted their stuff at the time: as much as I’d like to tell you I was collecting obscure Wedding Present seven inches and was down the front when Pere Ubu came to town, these would be untruths. Would I lie to you? (As the Eurythmics once sang.) You’ll have to take my word for it that, although I might be occasionally forgetful, I’m not deliberately an unreliable narrator.


Instead, this is an everyman story of music in the eighties from the point of view of a child growing up – the sort of child whose week was punctuated by the Top 40 countdown on a Sunday evening, Smash Hits coming through the letterbox every other Wednesday and Top of the Pops at 7.30 on a Thursday evening, just after Tomorrow’s World. I was the sort of child who bounced on their bed listening to their first Walkman, spent all day glued to Live Aid and wasn’t completely sure about Boy George’s sexual orientation. The sort of eighties child (I’m guessing from the fact that you’re still here) who was probably a bit like you.


Like a DJ who doesn’t know when to put a sock in it, I can hear my producer (editor) shouting in my ear, telling me to finish up as I’m about to do what’s known in the radio business as ‘crashing the vocals’. I’d better go because if you listen carefully you’ll hear that in the background the short introduction to our first song has started to play: a disco-speed drumbeat, some familiar funky guitar chords; and now, of all people, Roger Waters is about to start singing . . .










Side One



(1980–1984)










Track One



Another Brick in the Wall (Part 2)


The 1980s began with the last band you’d expect to find at Number 1. Pink Floyd, like Led Zeppelin, were one of those ‘proper bands’ who didn’t do singles: ‘We don’t do singles,’ they informed their producer Bob Erzin. ‘So fuck you,’ they somewhat unnecessarily continued to his suggestion that they expand one of their songs, which he felt had ‘hit’ written all over it.1


The song topping the charts was ‘Another Brick in the Wall (Part 2)’, which was the filling in a three-section sequence for their rock opera The Wall. This was the late seventies and, during his time spent in the New York studio next door to Chic, Erzin had heard enough of ‘Le Freak’ pumping through the wall to become a big fan of disco.2 He persuaded Roger Waters to go clubbing and hear it for himself, and the result was that the band came up with this Funk Side of the Moon groove. For the lyrics, Waters went back another two decades, recalling his 1950s boarding-school experiences.


There was just one problem: the song was only one minute twenty seconds long. In one of the rare instances of a progressive-rock band being asked to go back and make one of their tracks even longer, the Floyd colourfully rejected Erzin’s suggestion to turn the song into something more radio friendly. Erzin, though, wasn’t to be put off. With just one verse and a chorus to play with, Erzin came up with the fantastic wheeze of repeating the first verse all over again, but this time getting a group of schoolkids to sing it instead. The children chosen were from Islington Green, a gritty, grotty Grange Hill-type comprehensive school close to where the band were recording. The school boasted a maverick head of music in the shape of Mr Renshaw, a teacher who smoked in class, wore tight jeans and got his pupils to hit walls to see what sort of sounds they made. So when Pink Floyd came calling he was more than happy (and much more happy than the headmistress) to allow his class to sing about how crap the whole concept of education was.


I might be simplifying the song’s message just a little there. In fact, the famous line about not needing no education is ungrammatical to the point of suggesting that the children do need at least a lesson or two in English. If you bothered to pay attention, Jones, rather than staring out of the window, you’d realize that the double negative actually suggests the kids would like at least a bit of schooling . . . However, such subtleties are soon lost. All anyone hears are a load of anti-teacher, anti-authority lyrics, a feel reinforced by the song’s Gerald Scarfe video. This stars a cane-wafting schoolmaster whose pop-eyes mutate into hammers, which in turn proceed to march along in unison as if the world is about to be taken over by a Soviet version of B&Q (the video also features a different group of children to those on the record: they didn’t have Equity cards so a selection of stage-school kids got the gig instead).


Bob Erzin’s instinct about the song proved to be correct. For the first time since ‘See Emily Play’ reached the Top 10 in 1967, Pink Floyd released a single – and were rewarded with five weeks at Number 1. Slightly better rewarded than the Islington Green singers, it has to be said, who got a flat fee of £1000 for their contribution. At least they could tell their children and grandchildren that they’d sung on the first Number 1 of the eighties. The single was no doubt there legitimately, but it’s worth adding that in those days no one could quite be arsed to compile the charts in the week between Christmas and New Year and thus the list from the week before was just reprinted instead.


The Top 10 as the eighties began was undoubtedly something of a mixed selection. Sitting in Pink Floyd’s slipstream were two of the biggest singles bands of the time, ABBA (‘I Have a Dream’) and the Police (‘Walking on the Moon’). ABBA, by this stage, were beginning the descent towards the end of their career. They still had a couple of Number 1s left in them (‘Super Trouper’ and the quite magnificent ‘The Winner Takes It All’) but their main contribution to the eighties would be their final, brooding album The Visitors: a sleek, melancholy record that didn’t sell to the ‘Dancing Queen’ hordes but was by the far the best thing they ever did. The Police, meanwhile, were heading in the opposite direction, taking giant steps towards their own world domination – even if internal band disharmony was approaching ABBA proportions. Drummer Stewart Copeland’s irritation with Sting was famously shown by writing the words ‘Fuck’, ‘Off, ‘You’ and ‘Cunt’ across the tom-toms of his drum kit.


Presciently, that first eighties Top 10 also boasted ‘Rapper’s Delight’ by the Sugarhill Gang. This might not have been the first rap song but was certainly the first one to cross over and make it high in the charts. Here, too, was the influence of Nile Rodgers and Chic again, with a song based around a sample of their hit ‘Good Times’. Not only did Wonder Mike, Master Gee and Big Bank Hank give a flavour of what would become one of the dominant musical trends later in the decade, but the song’s opening line coined the phrase ‘hip hop’ to boot. The Top 10 also offered glimpses of the (then) future in the shape of the Pretenders’ gorgeous ‘Brass in Pocket’, on its way to Number 1, and Annie Lennox and Dave Stewart’s pre-Eurythmics band the Tourists, with their cover of Dusty Springfield’s ‘I Only Want to be with You’.


That first eighties Top 10 wasn’t all fantastic. Several rungs down the disco ladder from Chic were the Gibson Brothers, who, judging by the way they shout the lyrics to ‘Que Sera Mi Vida’, should really have stood closer to the microphone during recording. There were the Three Degrees, the Philadelphia group whose name was appropriated by the then West Bromwich Albion manager, ‘Big’ Ron Atkinson, to describe his trio of black players, Cyrille Regis, Laurie Cunningham and Brendon Batson. This being the festive period, there’s Paul McCartney in full Fab-Macca-Wacky-Thumbs-Aloft mode with ‘Wonderful Christmastime’, the sort of saccharine guff to which, had the Beatles still been going, John Lennon would have taken a pair of blunt scissors.


This being the British charts, there’s also the obligatory one-hit wonder thanks to the folking awful Fiddler’s Dram and their ‘Day Trip to Bangor (Didn’t We Have a Lovely Time)’. Even the title of the song is annoying. What is with those brackets? Either the song is called ‘Day Trip to Bangor’ or it’s called ‘Didn’t We Have a Lovely Time’: you can’t be indecisive and go with both. It’s a record so preposterously out of kilter and cheerfully irritating that one could imagine the children of Islington Green Comprehensive groaning ‘Hey! Nonny nonny! Leave those chords alone!’3


I was seven years and a couple of weeks old at the start of the decade – Pink Floyd, as it happened, went to Number 1 on my birthday. The eighties, then, very much dovetailed with my childhood, and my transformation from the spotty, awkward kid at junior school to the spottier and even more awkward teenager at sixth form. These were my formative years, and my affection for them remains strong – to the point that (I would readily admit) my opinion of their cultural importance is no doubt subjectively skewed. For anyone writing about the era they grew up in, being able to comment objectively is tricky because everything resonates so strongly; it’s hard not to be seduced by its Ready brek glow of over-importance.


It was pretty much impossible to be a small child at the start of the 1980s and not like the sentiment of ‘Another Brick in the Wall’. With its depiction of ‘the kids’ standing up to a miserly schoolmaster and, if Gerald Scarfe’s video was to be believed, his plan to grind us all through some kind of child mincer like a Roald Dahl villain, it was impossible not to feel galvanized into classroom defiance. It was no doubt equally difficult to be a teacher at the time and not loathe the song in equal measure as yet another class of previously well-behaved pupils turned round and told you where to stick it.


My own schooling, I have to say, did not reflect the nightmare vision of education that Roger Waters had come up with. The only teacher I encountered who was stuck in the 1950s was the one I had for PE at junior school. He had the sort of temper you didn’t want to get on the wrong side of, but I avoided getting into trouble on account of being a member of his football team – not, I should hasten to add, because I was any good at football, but because I was just about the only child in my year who was left-footed, and could thus play at left wing (a position that I have stuck to politically ever since).


My schooling (a term that makes it sound far grander than it actually was) all took place in the suburbs of York, as if in a Sesame Street episode brought by the letter H: I lived in leafy Heworth and went to Hempland Primary School and what was then called Huntington Comprehensive School. The latter goes under the name Huntington School these days, though it is still a comprehensive. However, no one ever consulted me on that fact, and I have continued to call it Huntington Comprehensive School – to make the point on my CV in a slightly chippy northern way, and just in case anyone mistakes it for a minor biscuit-tossing private school.


It’s a slightly affected badge of honour because I am about as middle-middle class as they come: that’s what happens when your father is a doctor and your mother a teacher. Keeping up the family tradition, my brother is also a doctor and my sisters both teachers; it’s only me who lets the side down by spending his life messing about writing books on eighties music. It’s also the case that the only reason that I ended up going there was because York was in the process of getting rid of the Eleven Plus: I was the last year to take the exam (I passed) but, rather than find out what happened when a grammar school merged with a secondary modern, my parents opted for a nearby comprehensive instead. Even then they weren’t entirely convinced. When the teachers’ strikes hit in the mid-eighties – a glorious period in which we got sent home every lunchtime and had at least one afternoon off a week for a couple of years – they were sufficiently worried that they considered sending me to a private school. However, I refused to even look round the place, let alone countenance swapping.


That was less to do with some stirrings of early left-wing principles and more because I liked the school I was at. Being OK at football, or being left-footed at least, went a long way towards making my school years easier. I cottoned on early that an interest in sport was important in avoiding getting your head kicked in by the harder kids from the estate. What took me a little longer to figure out was that an impressive statistical knowledge of the Division Four table was not always sufficient to attract the attention of the fairer sex. I use the phrase ‘attract the attention of’: my main goal was getting them to acknowledge my existence beyond ‘Can anyone else smell that?’


The way to impress girls, I discovered, was to know about pop music. Music plays a big part in the course of anyone growing up, and particularly so for me. Its effect on a childhood is subtly different to other types of culture: television, as I discussed in an earlier book (All in the Best Possible Taste, still available in all good bookshops4) is more about family. It’s something that you watch at home with your mum and dad, switch off from when you are old enough to go to the pub, and return to when you have children of your own, as small compensation for the fact that you’re never going to leave your house for an evening out ever again.


Music is different. Records were something you listened to on your own, locked away in your bedroom: a teenage rebellion against your parents’ (lack of) taste. What you watched growing up was determined by who had control of the family remote control – i.e., your dad. What you listened to, by contrast, was influenced by your friends. Those early musical choices are, until you know better, all about peer pressure: wanting to be cool, wanting some of that pop-star glamour to rub off on you, and wanting to define your identity. In the eighties that meant wearing a stolen VW badge round your neck to show how much you liked the Beastie Boys, or attaching the top of a bottle of Grolsch to your shoes to prove you really ‘hearted’ Bros. In the pecking order of school and making friends, who you listened to was who you were.


If that was me at school – a slightly gangly individual with red hair, a functional left foot and a head full of Smash Hits-assisted music trivia – what were some of the eighties pop stars like at the same age? Looking back at the early years of the likes of Duran Duran, Wham! and Spandau Ballet, it’s noticeable that they were a pretty eclectic bunch. If you put them all together in one room you’d probably need the cane-waving antics of Pink Floyd’s disciplinarian teacher to keep them in check.


The teenage alpha male in this particular class was probably Andrew Ridgeley. At Bushey Meads School near Watford in the mid-seventies, Ridgeley was just about everything I wasn’t: good-looking, stylish, sporty and a Top 10 hit with the ladies. He was the cool, confident kid boys wanted to be friends with and girls wanted to go out with. ‘He looked good, he dressed good, and he thought he was a good footballer,’ George Michael recalled in his autobiography, Bare: even at that early age, ‘he wanted to be famous. He didn’t care if it was a football player or a pop star or whatever – he just wanted to be famous.’5


Andrew Ridgeley’s ambition was matched in Birmingham by a young boy called Nicholas Bates. Bates (who’d later go by the stage name Rhodes) was ten when he told his parents he was going to be a pop star. When he started at Woodrush High School in the mid-seventies he reiterated his intentions to his art teacher: ‘Nicholas knew what he wanted to do at an early age and was one of the few schoolkids who’ve said to me, “I want to be a pop star” and actually achieved his ambition’.6 Bates and Ridgeley are similar, too, in having each befriended their respective class ugly duckling – ugly ducklings who later turned into two of the eighties’ biggest musical, er, swans. For Nicholas Bates that duckling was the lanky Nigel Taylor, a boy who had worn glasses since the age of five and liked to spend his spare time painting small toy soldiers and playing war games.


For Andrew Ridgeley the friend in question was Georgios Panayiotou. Georgios was ‘the embodiment of adolescent awkwardness, a podgy, gangling figure whose intimidating height was immediately rendered irrelevant by the comic shock of curly hair and the thick-rimmed spectacles which perched precariously on his nose’.7 In the school playground Ridgeley goaded Georgios into a game of ‘king of the wall’: this essentially involved a preening Ridgeley sitting on top of said wall and showing off his athletic prowess by pushing off all challengers. If you were a betting boy you wouldn’t have put your Panini stickers on Georgios, but to everyone’s amazement he unseated Ridgeley to become ‘king’. Ridgeley, rather than attempting revenge and reclaiming his crown, instead insisted that Georgios sat next to him in class and the pair became the closest of friends.


A short car ride down into North London, meanwhile, were two young brothers with an early taste of the stardom Ridgeley craved. Martin and Gary Kemp were both members of the Anna Scher Theatre and found themselves appearing in TV shows such as Jackanory, Dixon of Dock Green and Rumpole of the Bailey. They were having a better time of it than nearby Tony Hadley, who, having passed his Eleven Plus to go to Dame Alice Owen’s Grammar School, found himself struggling and getting into trouble. (Not the greatest idea he ever had was to have a hosepipe fight with a friend in the middle of the science block. So badly did they drench the corridor that water seeped through to the dining room below and caused the wallpaper to peel off; the damage repair ran into thousands of pounds.)


Joining Tony Hadley in detention would undoubtedly be young Adam Clayton. Clayton had been born in Oxfordshire but moved to Dublin when his father, a pilot, got a job with Aer Lingus. Clayton got into and was then removed from the private St Columba’s College. He was bright but no doubt infuriating to teach: when he didn’t want to play a cricket match, he resolutely sat down for the duration of his fielding duties; he also thought nothing of turning up to school wearing sunglasses, Arab head-dress and billowing caftan (come on, we’ve all done it . . .). When he ending up at the local comprehensive, Mount Temple, Adam’s same disregard for authority continued: he’d drink coffee in class from a flask he’d brought with him (‘I’m having a cup of coffee, sir,’ was his polite explanation to his exasperated teacher); he was also prone to streaking along the corridors (though presumably not at the same time as the coffee drinking – that could have been dangerous). Before he was removed from school for a second time, Adam had at least, along with Dave Evans and Paul Hewson, answered the message that the drummer Larry Mullen had pinned to the school noticeboard about wanting to form a band.


Across the Irish Sea in Liverpool, Holly Johnson gave a prescient taste of his future band’s shock antics by writing ‘sex’ and ‘shit’ on the primary-school blackboard. Such profanity was a world away from the apparently angelic boy who sang the solo to ‘Once in Royal David’s City’ for the church choir. Holly, like Tony Hadley, found himself getting into grammar school and not enjoying it. He couldn’t pursue his interest in art, because art was taught only to those boys in the bottom streams, so instead ended up acting the class clown.


Steven Morrissey found himself up against a similar culture-free environment at St Mary’s Secondary Modern in Manchester. He liked reading, music and drama, but music and drama weren’t on the St Mary’s syllabus and there wasn’t even a school librarian. The young Morrissey was relatively athletic and could have run and jumped with the best of them, had he so desired. Sport, though, wasn’t exactly his bag (he insisted on batting one-handed when playing cricket). Throughout all of this, Morrissey’s love of music remained undimmed: in June 1974 the NME published the first of several letters by ‘Steve Morrissey’, this particular one in praise of the new LP by Sparks.


George O’Dowd, meanwhile, didn’t have the best time at school: ‘Eltham Green School was like a back-street abortion – it happened, I wish to forget it ever did.’8 In the years before George entered the school it had enjoyed, if that’s the word, a poor reputation. The new headmaster, Peter Dawson, declared that ‘discipline was the only way to bring it under control’ and his authoritarian rule rippled throughout the school. George describes being made an example of by his PE teacher, who offered him the choice of ‘hand or backside’ then hit him so hard he bled (George’s mum was a dinner lady at the school and later gave the teacher a piece of her mind).


But it was with the school’s headmaster that O’Dowd would go on to have his biggest run-in, eventually describing him in his autobiography as a ‘resident Hitler lookalike’. (A slightly more sympathetic drawing of Dawson is offered by Michael Frayn, who based the character Brian Stimpson in Clockwise, played by John Cleese, on him.) At Eltham Green, O’Dowd’s decision to dye his hair bright orange might have made for a cool look but it also made it fairly obvious to spot when he was skipping school. After one showdown too many Dawson expelled O’Dowd with the words: ‘You’ll never make anything of yourself, O’Dowd. You’re a fool.’ A few years on, however, George was one of the biggest stars on the planet. Dawson (by then head of a teachers’ union) hadn’t softened his attitude towards him. O’Dowd was ‘a classic example of the word “misfit”’, he declared, claiming his schooling had been a ‘waste of time’. ‘He couldn’t understand how I’d become successful,’ George noted, looking on in bemusement as the Times Educational Supplement letters page filled with correspondence debating whether a headmaster should speak publicly about a former pupil’s education.


This small constellation of eighties stars at school shows a wide variety of attitudes towards not needing no education, but all these early lives had in common a single, unifying feature: music. And not just any old music, either – for almost to a Mr T they were turned on by more or less the same, small select band of seventies artists.


Nicholas Bates/Nick Rhodes had his world turned upside down when he bought David Bowie’s The Rise and Fall of Ziggy Stardust and the Spiders from Mars. Together with Nigel Taylor – Nigel John Taylor, as I’m sure you’ve guessed – Rhodes went to Birmingham Town Hall in 1974 to watch Bowie’s former sidekick Mick Ronson touring his debut solo album (Slaughter on 10th Avenue), then soon after to see Roxy Music at the Birmingham Odeon. So keen were they to watch the latter that they turned up at the box office hours before the venue opened to ensure they got in. And so enamoured were they with Roxy Music’s performance – somewhat more than the NME, who mocked Ferry’s Spanish cowboy outfit as ‘more gauche than gaucho’ – they spent the next day hanging around the Holiday Inn in the hope of speaking to the band (they eventually had to make do with chatting to the group’s violinist).


For Holly Johnson, T. Rex’s Electric Warrior was ‘the record [that] changed my life [. . .] Marc Bolan was the only charismatic character around, as far as I was concerned.’9 David Bowie soon joined this select list, with Johnson’s ‘obsession’ reaching fever pitch with the release of Ziggy Stardust: ‘this record had a huge effect on kids of my generation [. . .] bisexuality became a fashionable pose, along with the idea of androgyny in fashion’.10 Holly describes in his autobiography how together with his best friend he’d record Top of the Pops each week with a microphone held up to the TV, and then dress up as Bolan or Bowie, creating their own dance routines. Morrissey, too, was a big fan of these early-seventies stars: he would sketch pictures of Bolan in his exercise book during lessons, and saw T. Rex live at the King’s Hall; when Bowie played Manchester’s Free Trade Hall in June 1973, Morrissey and friends were not only present but also visited the hairdresser first to get themselves an approximation of a Bowie haircut.


Gary Kemp also followed this first-Bolan-then-Bowie route. Having persuaded his mum to buy him ‘Get It On’ on a Saturday-morning shopping trip, Kemp’s wait to hear the record was extended when they stopped off to buy saveloy and chips on the way home. By the time they got back, the hot chips had, to Kemp’s horror, warped the single: ‘as the needle bobbed like a boat on the high sea the sound left everyone in earshot feeling nauseous. I suffered the indignity on behalf of Marc, and in between gobfuls of the now cold, shameful saveloy, I sang along anyway.’11 Five months after Morrissey had seen Bowie play in Manchester, Kemp was fortunate enough to see him play at the Marquee Club in Soho for an American TV special, The 1980 Floor Show (by this point Bowie had ‘retired’ from live performance). ‘At some magical moment during the night,’ Kemp recalled in his autobiography, ‘he reached down, looked into my eyes and accepted one of my bangles as a gift.’12


George O’Dowd – Boy George – was introduced to David Bowie by his elder brother, Richard: The Man Who Sold the World was the first Bowie record he owned. A few weeks before Morrissey saw him in Manchester, George saw the same Ziggy Stardust tour in Lewisham. Rather than getting a hairdresser to give him a Bowie haircut, George attempted to do it himself: ‘it was a disaster – I looked like Dave Hill from Slade’.13 The concert, meanwhile, had a huge impact on young George: ‘it was the most exciting thing I’d ever seen [. . .] no concert I have seen since has had the same effect’. Inspired by the experience, George would sometimes get on the bus to Beckenham and join the other fans hanging outside Bowie’s house. He didn’t get a glimpse of his idol there, but was instead treated to Angie Bowie leaning out of the window and telling them all to ‘Fuck off’. He did see Bowie a few years later, however, in May 1976, when he was in the crowd at Victoria Station to witness Bowie returning from Berlin and giving his fans the infamous Nazi salute.


In fact, among this constellation of would-be stars, the only ones listening to anything noticeably different were Tony Hadley, Andrew Ridgeley and Georgios Panayiotou. Hadley liked David Bowie, but was a real fan of Elton John and Queen as well as crooners like Frank Sinatra and Tony Bennett. Panayiotou – or George Michael, of course – started his record collection with three singles: two by the Supremes and one by Tom Jones. By the seventies, like Hadley, it was Elton John and Queen that he loved – two acts with whom he’d later go on to have Number 1 duets.


All these stars grew up around the same time so were inevitably listening to the same sorts of records – that’s one element. Even so, the specificity of their musical interests and the effect this had on them feels instructive. These were young teenagers who fell in love with the glitz and glamour of Bowie, Roxy and Marc Bolan – not just their music, but also their fascination with style and the hints of sexual ambiguity. This wasn’t a generation of would-be musicians enthralled by the Beatles and the music of the sixties or drawn in by the virtuosity and complexity of the progressive-rock bands. Instead, there was an instinctive, shared love for a very fashion-conscious, very English style of music. If early-eighties music was a stick of seaside rock it would have Bowie and Roxy written all the way through.


The first Number 1 single of the eighties now seems symbolic, not for suggesting that the eighties were facing annexation by the prog-rock rulers of the seventies but in highlighting just how significant – or, rather, how not entirely significant – punk had been. It is something of a given in music writing that punk changed everything. To read Melody Maker or the rival New Musical Express in the 1980s an easily led young music fan could be forgiven for seeing 1976 as some sort of Pol Pot-type Year Zero, where anything recorded before that date had been to all intents and purposes erased from memory. Punk, with Johnny Rotten wearing his ‘I Hate Pink Floyd’ T-shirt, had killed off the supposed ‘dinosaur bands’.


I’m not for a second saying that punk wasn’t important or crucial in giving a kick up the backside of what was undoubtedly a rather staid and sorry music scene in the mid-1970s. What I am saying, however, is that its influence has perhaps been overdone over the years, and that the neat simplicity of its supposedly game-changing nature ignores what in fact is a subtler and more blurred picture. What punk gave to teenagers and young musicians was self-belief: just as the Beatles had challenged the songwriting hegemony of Tin Pan Alley back in the sixties, and shown artists that they could come up with their own material, so punk demonstrated that you didn’t need to be a prog-rock virtuoso to join a band – a rudimentary three chords and you were away. That was undoubtedly key in capturing people’s imagination: time and again there are stories of eighties stars having seen bands like the Sex Pistols play – but if everyone who claimed they were at the Pistols’ 1976 gig at Manchester Lesser Free Trade Hall had really been there there’d have been an Old Trafford-sized crowd in attendance (actually watching were only thirty-five to forty people14).


The attitude that punk brought undoubtedly had an impact. But in terms of its musical influence punk’s legacy is markedly more limited. If punk inspired teenagers to pick up their guitars, it didn’t inspire them to play punk music itself. For many of the bands that dominated the charts in the early 1980s the reference points came from the music they’d listened to back at school: earlier-seventies, prepunk music, and in particular the ‘glamour twins’ of David Bowie and Roxy Music. These were the acts this generation had watched on Top of the Pops, whose creativity, talent and colour made them stand out against the brown-and-beige background of the rest of the decade.


Punk not only had less musical influence than it sometimes aspires to, but it faded quickly in terms of its ethos too. There’s a great book from the time by the music writer Dave Rimmer (recently brought back to life thanks the delights of digital publishing). In this, Rimmer looks at what he called the ‘new pop’ bands – the Spandau Ballets, the Duran Durans, the Wham!s – and casts his eyes and ears over their lifestyles and the sounds they were making by the mid-eighties: ‘swimming in jewellery, swanning about in limousines, swilling champagne and swaggering into each other’s parties, they created a new rock establishment. It was [. . .] like punk never happened’ (a phrase Rimmer used to title his book). The fact that the first Number 1 of the eighties was by Pink Floyd, then, was a useful marker for what was to follow.











Track Two


Vienna


My own musical journey begins in a way that couldn’t be less rock and roll if it tried. I’d love to tell you a story about how I used to gurgle along to ‘Life on Mars?’ and ‘Virginia Plain’ in my pram, how my first words were ‘dirty fucker’ after watching the Pistols with Bill Grundy, and how my parents once caught me attempting to put my nappy pin through my nose in homage to Sid Vicious. That, though, would be a figment of my imagination – or, as Imagination the band might have put it, futuristic funk gladiator garb and all, just an illusion.1


Instead, let’s set the dial on the literary DeLorean back to 1980 and show you what is – as a singer with rolled-up jacket sleeves might croon – true. We’re in York. Not cool and happening New York, with CBGBs and Studio 54, but old York, the original one, whose equivalent was the back room of the Spotted Cow and the sticky-floor experience of Ziggy’s nightclub. Not that I was old enough to know what these sort of places were; I was seven years old and the only thing that I knew about pubs was gleaned from the sarcastic comments my mother made when my father came back from one on a Friday after a ‘swift’ half of Double Diamond.


It is a Sunday evening, about twenty past six, and (I am ashamed to say, even now) I am already bathed and in my blue-check pyjamas and dressing gown ready for bed. It is pathetically early, I know, but as a parent myself I can now appreciate that, having entertained, refereed and riot-controlled small children all weekend, getting the little buggers off to bed at the earliest possible opportunity is essential for your sanity. I might have made a bit more of a fuss about it but, fortunately for my parents, they had an ally in helping keep me sweet.


Sunday evening in our house always followed the same routine. Mum would bath the children while Dad mopped the kitchen floor. Having sluiced it down, he’d then lay pages of the Guardian as soggy stepping stones for us to walk around on – cheery articles about rising unemployment and Russian tanks rolling into Afghanistan. Then he’d retire with the rest of the family to the sitting room, seduced by Gordon Giltrap’s Spanglishy theme tune to the Holiday programme, where Cliff Michelmore and his team would warm up winter evenings with reports of summer cruises and Mediterranean adventures (not, for all the drooling, that we ever went on such holidays; we always ended up in Swanage instead).




I didn’t join my family round the fire (and we did have a fire in those days – a proper one with a coal shed in the garage and everything). Instead, I remained in exile in the cold of the kitchen. I’d then fix myself a drink. Not that sort of drink: the only alcohol in the house was a half-bottle or two of sickly sweet Liebfrau anyway, but of course there was none of that for me – just straight milch, in the days before Bob Geldof had made a ‘lotta bottle’ sort of cool with his hilarious ‘You’re . . .? Yeah, shattered . . .’ adverts.


But, for all my almost aching unhip-ness, there was one glint of cool to add to proceedings. For in this middle-class kitchen, sipping milk in my pyjamas, there was, in the corner, a radio. It was an old Roberts radio, the original sort with a grill on the front and two chunky knobs on the top, one for the volume and one for tuning. My dad had, as with so many gadgets in the house, got his blue masking tape out; in this instance, small triangles of the stuff denoted where certain stations could be found on the dial. However, there wasn’t much twiddling to be done as the radio was pretty much permanently set to 88-91, on what these days we’d call FM but back then went under the name VHF.


That frequency, as today, is the home of Radio Two. But that’s not what I was listening to. Because, for three hours a week, this VHF stereo setting was handed over to Radio Two’s younger, brasher (and, in the case of several DJs, hairier) sibling. Usually Radio One crackled away on medium wave at 1053/1089 KHz (or 275/285m), but for those few Sunday-evening hours it could be heard on the Radio Two FM frequency. Up and down the country (‘England, Scotland, Ireland, Wales . . . the United Kingdom!’ as one jingle helpfully and inaccurately reminded) there were people like me – six to seven million of us, in fact – huddled round our radios, listening excitedly as the ‘sensational’ tones of Tony Blackburn counted down over the backdrop of ‘Rockall’ by Mezzoforte. And I’d make a careful note that ‘Feels Like I’m in Love’ by Kelly Marie was a ‘climber’, that it had gone up two huge Top 40 places from last week’s Number 3 to be this week’s brand-new (cue jingle) ‘Number 1!’


The singles chart in the UK began back in November 1952, bang in the middle of that sixteen-month period between the death of George VI and the coronation of Queen Elizabeth II. It was set up by the New Musical Express, who, in a move the about-to-be conceived Peter Mandelson would have been proud of, had just rebranded itself, junking its original title of Musical Express and Accordion Weekly. Accordions, after all, are just so 1940s it’s not true. In the days of shillings and half-crowns there was nothing quite so decimal as a Top 10. Instead, the original ‘Record Hit Parade’ comprised a Top 12.2


By the time I was listening, in the early 1980s, the Top 12 had become the Top 40; and instead of ringing round a dozen or so shops on a Monday morning the British Market Research Bureau (BMRB) electronically collated the sales from 250 stores (randomly chosen from 6000 across the country). It’s easy to overlook but the charts were, essentially, sales charts. And not just sales charts but sales charts of singles – singles that were then primarily a promotional tool used by record companies to shift albums. And not even just a sales chart of a promotional tool, but one created by the NME with the express purpose of selling more copies of their magazine. In terms of capitalism it doesn’t really get much more unfettered.


Yet at the time the charts never came across as grubby like that. Instead they felt exciting, and fresh, and like something you needed to know about. The NME’s original idea had taken a creative activity – making music – and turned it into a competition that, for those golden years, captured the young imagination. A single is a cultural entity in exactly the same way that a novel or a film is, yet bestseller lists or box-office Top 10s have never taken the nation in the same way. The fact that the singles charts were known simply as ‘the charts’ said everything about their significance. No explanation as to which charts they were was necessary: they were the charts.


These days the music charts have gone the same way as all these other bestseller lists. When was the last time that you listened to the Top 40? Do you even know what’s Number 1 right now? I have to confess, I usually don’t know either.3 Back in 1980, not knowing what was in the charts would have been unimaginable to my seven-year-old self. That early evening ritual was my own form of Sunday service. I’d sit there each week and religiously write the charts down in a notebook I kept for such important information. In the early eighties the Top 40 was hosted by a bit of a revolving door of presenters; but, whether it was Tony Blackburn, Tommy Vance or Simon Bates, it seemed the charts required a DJ with a deep voice who could inject proceedings with the requisite mixture of excitement and dignity. Later in the eighties the show was handed over to the likes of Mark Goodier and Bruno Brookes, and that seemed to sum up the era’s more frivolous nature.


I didn’t really know why the charts were important. I just knew that they were. Before I grew to begin to appreciate music properly I learnt to love the charts, and I was far from unique in that. Most men, and particularly most young boys, have an autistic streak to them that given half a chance will come to the fore. Sitting there in the kitchen, writing out the charts in my notebook, is symptomatic of that. I remember well the late-night conversation at university, years later, when I discovered that several of my friends had done exactly the same thing – one, I jealously noted, had even used different-coloured pens for songs that went up and down (why hadn’t I thought of that?). In terms of my being a young boy growing up, then, my behaviour was both a bit odd and perfectly normal at the same time.


What was equally odd (and equally normal) was the way I would imbue these chart placings and positions with a relevance and meaning that, I can happily admit now, didn’t really exist. Back then, if a song didn’t get to Number 1 it was because it didn’t deserve to get to Number 1. A straight-in-at-Number-1 entry was such a rarity it was to be relished and admired when it occurred. I would devour chart facts – facts like how David Bowie’s ‘Loving the Alien’, released at the same time as Paul Hardcastle’s ‘19’, became a non-mover . . . at Number 19! Man, that freaked me out. Or how the Tourists’ version of ‘I Only Wanna Be with You’, which featured in that first eighties Top 10, peaked at Number 4 – exactly the same number as Dusty Springfield’s original and the Bay City Rollers’ cover! Whoa. I had to sit down as I took that in. For years I had a party trick of being able to say exactly which position a song in the eighties had reached: DeBarge? ‘Rhythm of the Night’? Number 4, 1985 . . . (I’m ashamed to say I did that one from memory.) It’s been suggested that this might be a sign of an eidetic memory, though I’ve generally heard it described in rather ruder terms – usually when I’ve used it to win a bet in the pub.


As well as building my collection of handwritten Top 40 rundowns I saved up and spent most of my pocket money on singles. In 1980 these still cost just under a pound, at a child-friendly price of 99p (an album, by contrast, would set you back £4.69). I was far from alone in my buying habits – during the early eighties the British bought just under eighty million singles a year, making the country the second-highest market of seven inches in the world (first was the United States: in 1981 the US accounted for one third of all records sold). This was a golden era that wasn’t to last: from 1985 onwards British singles sales started to slide and by the end of the decade were back to middling mid-seventies levels. A decade later this was down to the low forty-million mark; by 2010 the number of physical singles sold in the UK was just two million.




The early additions to my record collection were not exactly marked out by their quality. The first record I ever bought – and I must stress I was five at the time – was ‘Pretty Little Angel Eyes’ by Showaddywaddy. No, I’m not really sure why either. I do remember watching them on Top of the Pops, mistaking their Teddy Boy suits for pyjamas and thinking that this was somehow subversive (it wasn’t) and hilarious (it also wasn’t). I then bought – and you do have permission to kick me at this point – ‘Hot Shot’ by Cliff Richard, his rubbishy rock-and-roll follow-up to his guilty-pleasure classic ‘We Don’t Talk Anymore’. I’m also the (less than) proud owner of ‘Ain’t No Pleasing You’ by Chas and Dave, ‘My Camera Never Lies’ by Bucks Fizz and ‘This Time (We’ll Get It Right)’ by the England World Cup Squad. None of these singles are even the worst in my collection, a (dis)honour that goes to my ownership of Paul McCartney and the Frog Chorus’ ‘We All Stand Together’. I got that as a birthday present without actually asking for it, so really it’s there only by default.


A ray of light among these early embarrassments is Adam Ant’s ‘Stand and Deliver’. There were other big stars at the start of the eighties who I liked – Madness for their sense of fun and wacky videos, the Welsh Elvis that was Shakin’ Stevens – but Adam Ant was by far the most colourful and charismatic. Ant’s journey to pop stardom had been an unusual one. His first brush with music fame had been via his mother, who in the mid-1960s had been Paul McCartney’s cleaner. Adam – or Stuart Goddard, as he was then – would go with her, gaze in amazement at the Pop Art style and Höfner bass leaning against the wall, and take McCartney’s sheepdog Martha for a walk (the Martha in the Beatles’ ‘Martha My Dear’). Goddard’s own musical taste began with a love of soul, Tamla Motown, Al Green and Freda Payne’s ‘Band of Gold’ (which he listened to, poor Mrs Goddard, ‘over a hundred times’ in 1970).


From here, Goddard sang in a succession of seventies bands, my favourite being the B-Sides, so called because they ‘only played the B-sides of singles that hadn’t been a hit’. In November 1975 Goddard watched a new group playing their first ever gig at St Martin’s Art School: the Sex Pistols. It was watching them play that gave Goddard the idea to become Adam Ant, a name whose wordplay I have to confess escaped me for years. It’s a name, too, that feels more sixties than seventies to me; a little bit Beatles, perhaps? Certainly, it chimed with what Adam Ant ultimately was – an old-fashioned entertainer but with an eighties twist.


Adam and his band, now christened the Ants, became a cult success, without ever threatening to break through – a fact probably not helped by the decision to turn down a £100,000 record contract from Polydor in the expectation that they’d come back with a bigger one (they instead withdrew the offer). Adam then turned to Malcolm McLaren, the mastermind behind the Sex Pistols, and paid him £1000 to act as a sort of consultant for the band, offering his ideas as to the music they should be playing and the fashion they should be following. What followed was a melting pot of ideas: Adam was reading books on American Indians and African tribes, and picking up fashion ideas from them; Malcolm McLaren’s partner, Vivienne Westwood, was looking at eighteenth-century fashions, which led to McLaren becoming convinced that the pirate look was the next big thing. There are differing views on who came up with imitating the ‘Burundi Beat’, a drum-heavy African tribal music: maybe McLaren heard it during his time spent in Paris; maybe Adam had been listening to ‘The Jungle Line’ on Joni Mitchell’s 1975 album The Hissing of Summer Lawns, which also used these rhythms. What is beyond dispute was that something distinct had been created, and that McLaren promptly persuaded the rest of the Ants to ditch Adam and use the sound for a new band under his stewardship (this became Bow Wow Wow).


Adam, meanwhile, hired himself a new colony of Ants. It was this distinctive double-drum sound – part African, part glam rock – that was soon thumping its way out of transistor radios everywhere: ‘Dog Eat Dog’, Antmusic’ and ‘Kings of the Wild Frontier’ were Top 5 hits, ‘Stand and Deliver’ and ‘Prince Charming’ both Number 1s, all in less than a year. Adam’s look was equally as striking: part Apache, part gypsy warrior, he wore Morris Dancer-like knee bells, David Hemmings’s jacket from the film The Charge of the Light Brigade and painted his trademark white stripe across the face.


Looking back on Adam now, I’m reminded in a strange way of two of the biggest comic turns of the decade. The first of these is Blackadder – the Richard Curtis/Ben Elton character followed Adam Ant, of course, but there’s a similarly playful sense of romping through history: here’s the ‘dandy highwayman’ in ‘Stand and Deliver’; here, in a suit of armour borrowed from the film Excalibur, is the Arthurian knight for the (not really very good) ‘Ant Rap’. Adam’s success also echoes that of comedian Kenny Everett. By which I mean that Adam Ant was a one-off, a standalone star rather than part of a bigger trend. In the same way that Everett’s programmes were primetime (just about) family entertainment, so Adam Ant’s act was equally all in the best possible taste. There’s no doubt that there was a pinch of pantomime to Adam Ant: how could there not be, with songs like ‘Prince Charming’ and ‘Puss in Boots’? When the band was invited to perform at the Royal Variety Performance there was Adam in the line-up next to Lulu, bowing to the Queen in his black tie. There, too, was Adam on The Cannon and Ball Show, ‘because it had seventeen million viewers’.


All of which was part of the reason that I liked Adam: his act was child-friendly enough to appeal to pre-teen types like me. Yet, at the same time, even he sounded a bit frustrated by the squeaky-clean image: ‘I’m sick and tired of being told that because I don’t drink and smoke I’m a goody-two-shoes,’ he told Paul Morley in an interview for the NME – a comment he promptly adapted to write ‘Goody Two Shoes’, his third Number 1. Adam might have avoided the drugs and the booze, but he more than made up for that in the shagging department: ‘sex was available every few feet’ was how he described the girls he encountered on tour. Among Ant’s many conquests were a young Amanda Donohoe, future Cherie Blair guru Carole Caplin, Jamie Lee Curtis, Vanity from Prince’s girl group Vanity 6 (who, if Prince had had his way, would have had the stage name of Vagina), and Heather Graham – all of whom, with the exception of Caplin, I would also go on to enjoy relationships with later in the decade. Though admittedly in a slightly more one-sided manner.


One of the incongruities of the charts is how they can throw together random battles between the unlikeliest of artists. In 2005, Coldplay’s ‘Speed of Sound’, failed to become the band’s expected first Number 1 when it was beaten by a tuneless, ringtone-ribbeting amphibian called Crazy Frog. A similar chart battle was played out in the spring of 1981. In the credible Coldplay corner of things were Ultravox. Ultravox – or Ultravox! as they were originally called – had been actually been around since the mid-1970s without ever particularly ‘troubling the Forty’. By 1980 they’d dropped the exclamation mark and swapped original lead singer John Foxx for Midge Ure. Unlike the rest of the band, Midge knew what chart success was like, having enjoyed hits with his previous bands Slik and the Rich Kids.


Midge (‘Mij’) is Jim said backwards, by the way. Jim/ Midge was given the name in an earlier band, when it was decided that having two Jims in the same outfit was just going to be too confusing for all concerned. Midge wasn’t just a name but also a metaphor for a man buzzing the eighties from all directions: other accolades included playing guitar for Thin Lizzy on their American tour, having a hand in Steve Strange’s Visage (the band, not literally palming the poor man’s face), and co-writing ‘Yellow Pearl’, the Phil Lynott song that was the Top of the Pops theme tune in the early 1980s (the one with the flying saucer exploding pink records). Ure got £350 every week it was played, a nice little earner. And, of course, there was Band Aid.


On board for Ultravox’s fourth album, Midge got the initial inspiration for the title track and hit single from a misheard lyric. Brenda Hempstead, wife of his former manager, told him ‘what you need to write is a song like that “Vienna” . . . You know, the Fleetwood Mac song.’ If you aren’t familiar with the Fleetwood Mac song ‘Vienna’, you won’t be alone. What Brenda actually meant was ‘Rhiannon’: if you listen to the song, you can sort of hear how she might have thought that. With the greatest respect to Brenda’s musical advice, I’m not sure that what Ultravox (or, indeed, the world) needed was for the band to turn themselves into a sort of New Romantic Fleetwood Mac: a slowed-down, synth-heavy version of ‘Don’t Stop’ feels more of a ‘Don’t Start’ to me. But no matter: Brenda’s place in musical history was assured. She’d lodged the word ‘Vienna’ in Midge’s head, and the following morning he’d come up with the chorus for the song.


‘Vienna’, according to the never-wrong Wikipedia, ‘takes its inspiration from the 1948 film The Third Man. In Midge’s autobiography, If I Was . . ., he remembers it rather differently. Here he admits that ‘we lied about it at the time. In interviews with the NME I talked for hours about the Secessionists and Gustav Klimt, all the stuff that was going on in turn-of-the-century Vienna. That was all rubbish designed to make us sound interesting.’ In fact Midge wrote the lyrics around the idea of a holiday romance, about being back home in the day job and failing to convince yourself that the foreign fumblings meant nothing. Not (it should be added) that Midge was exactly writing from experience. As he cheerfully admits now: ‘the whole idea was made up. I’d never been to Vienna, never had a holiday romance.’ I think that’s OK, though, because I’m not sure anyone bought the record thinking they were getting an electronic version of ‘Farewell My Summer Love’.


The photo on the ‘Vienna’ record sleeve is of an iconic grave from Vienna’s Zentralfriedhof Cemetery. The grave, which features a statue of a man kneeling down in front of it with his head in his hand, is a monument to Carl Schweighofer, a famous nineteenth-century Austrian piano-maker. I don’t know if that is a deliberate attempt to pay homage to a longstanding keyboard tradition, but that’s where the song sits: ‘the sound of the eighties is the synthesizer’, declared Melody Maker in 1980, and ‘Vienna’, with its whirl of electronic keyboards and sprinkling of piano on top, is the sound of keyboard past, present and what then felt like the future. There aren’t many songs that can start with the drumbeat as the riff to draw the listener. But that’s exactly what happens here, with its heartbeat bass drum and electronic snare going off like an explosion in the distance: from the moment you hear that, you’re drawn in. To add to the mood, there’s even a viola solo halfway through – which was, in order to get the ambience right, recorded in the studio toilet.




‘Vienna’ was a song that Ultravox’s record company needed their arm twisting to release. Heading towards six minutes in length, the song was seen as too slow and long for the radio. Ultravox won that battle, and then faced a similar one over the video. Contractually, the record company had to make videos for only two singles per album, and Ultravox had used these up in their previous two, unsuccessful releases. But further pressure was applied, and in came Russell Mulcahy to direct. Mulcahy’s original idea for the video was perhaps not his best – ‘I can see it now . . . Gondolas, bridges, boats’ – but once the Australian director was given a brief European-geography lesson he produced one of the first of his many great eighties videos: a moody, Third Man-style number that was – and if you look carefully you’ll see this – actually filmed in Covent Garden (those hilarious mime artists were presumably edited out). To save money, the filming in Vienna was reduced to a flying visit, and the discovery that if you turn up to the Austrian capital out of season not only is it bloody freezing but half the city’s main tourist attractions are mothballed for the winter too. Despite this, the video captured the mood of song. I’m still not really sure what that white horse wandering through the opening shot is about, with the mysterious blonde in the long twenties dress and the fur coat running after it. Likewise the presence of Midge, hiding behind a pillar, with his razor-sharp sideburns and pencil-thin moustache. ‘Vienna’, then, should really be the story of a great early eighties success. Here was a band, after several albums and numerous singles attempts, finally having the hit song they deserved. Here was a group who had gone about it the hard way, eschewing the rules about what a single should be. Here was a four-piece who used two of the touchstones of early-eighties music – keyboards and videos – to devastating effect. ‘Vienna’ would go on to be the fifth-bestselling single of 1981 and win Best Single at the Brits.


And yet, in chart terms, the song found itself in one of those incongruous battles that only the British Top 40 can throw up. For, rather than getting the Number 1 that of all the above seemed duty bound to bestow upon it, in February and March 1981 ‘Vienna’ stayed limpet-like to the Number 2 spot. And the song that kept it from Number 1 was not an even better one, nor a release by one of the big early eighties names such as the Police or Blondie or the Jam, nor a song that, overall, would sell more copies. Instead, Ultravox found their best song up against, and losing to, the modest charms of archetype one-hit wonder Joe Dolce (Joe Dolce Music Theatre, if you are feeling particularly pedantic) and his song, ‘Shaddap You Face’.


Joe Dolce was an American turned Australian who ran a small revue in Melbourne of assorted comic characters: a sort of backroom-of-the-pub version of Harry Enfield. One of those characters was an Italian chap called Giuseppe, whose ‘Shaddap You Face’ song encouraged the audience to shout ‘Hey!’ The song was picked up by a local DJ and became a record and Australian Number 1. Before long, the ditty was spreading across the world like the yoyo craze in the playground. There was even an Elton John-instigated version of the song, sung by Andrew Sachs in full Manuel ‘Que?’ mode, to counter which ‘Shaddup You Face’s release in the UK was speeded up. So you could argue that, if not for Elton, Joe Dolce’s song would have been released later and Ultravox would have had their Number 1.


For what have must have felt like three excruciating weeks, Joe Dolce (or Joe ‘Bloody’ Dolce, as Ultravox drummer Warren Carn was still calling him twenty years later) with his mandolin, pork-pie hat and hilarious hammed-up Italian mannerisms kept ‘Vienna’ from the top spot. It wasn’t as if the British public were deliberately depriving Midge of his accolade, going out to buy the record in the way that Rage Against the Machine stopped X Factor winner Joe McElderry getting the 2009 Christmas Number 1. Yet depriving him they were. Quite why is one of those music unfathomables; my guess is that it is a combination of the British liking the plucky underdog combined with a streak of gooey bad taste – the sort of instinct that these days manifests itself in forwarding videos of kittens on YouTube, or keeping John Sergeant in Strictly Come Dancing.


These chart battles and their sheer unpredictability is one of the reasons that following them became such a compelling spectator sport. Back then, in the British charts, every record was equal, every sale of a single a vote for that particular artist. It was, in a way, democracy in action, except that sometimes it was the equivalent of the Monster Raving Loony Party who got elected.


Somewhere along the line, between the eighties and today, the Top 40 lost its way: it stopped being ‘the’ charts, so definitively important that it took the definite article, and slid in significance to become just another chart – the sort where the Christmas Number 1 is the only race of passing interest. It wasn’t just people like me growing up that were no longer interested: it was also the people who used to be the prime singles markets: teenagers. The end of Top of the Pops in 2006 was the day that this particular interest in the music died.


The charts are bit like a currency. For a long while they were very much the gold standard: a sound investment, if you’ll pardon the pun, that maintained its value. Getting to Number 1, as Ultravox and Midge Ure knew, was a big deal. A Top 10 hit was significant; even getting into the Top 40 could be a big deal for an up-and-coming band. And the weight of this importance was shown by how few records went straight in at Number 1. When that happened (and, as someone who used to sit down and write out the charts, I know) it was a rare and exciting thing.


In the 1980s it happened just fourteen times. And even that was moderately profligate compared with the previous two decades. In the 1970s just four songs achieved this accolade. In the 1960s the number was just three.4 So how many singles went straight in at Number 1 in the 1990s? Twenty? Thirty? The answer is, in fact, 117. By the late 1990s around thirty songs a year were going in at Number 1; in 2000 the number hit forty – or, to put it another way, there were only twelve weeks that year during which a song didn’t go to Number 1.




This can be put down to the fact that the record companies simply got too good at marketing their records. They would sell the singles in different formats, with different songs on each, in order to ensure the fans bought them all. They would start releasing the records to the radio stations earlier, so that the songs would be in heavy rotation for several weeks before the single was out. And they would combine all of this with reducing the price of the single for the week of release. This meant a walloping first week’s sale . . . And then, more often than not, bugger all afterwards. By then we’d all heard the song to death for well over a month, and also the single was now back to a less enticing full price: the nation knew if they didn’t buy the single that first week they’d end up coughing up double. In the process, the record companies at a stroke killed what had been fun about the charts: their spontaneity, their predictability.5 As with any currency, once it is devalued its worth starts to sink. If Number 1 records are ten a penny, they’re less of a big deal. And once they’re less of a big deal, fewer people take an interest and the process becomes less of a shared cultural event.


All of which makes a seven-year-old boy, sat in his pyjamas on a Sunday evening, listening to the radio and writing down that week’s Top 40, something of an anachronism (and yes, probably an ‘anorakchronism’ too). I feel sad for that, and not just the sentimental aspect of looking back on a younger, more innocent version of myself who knew no better than to spunk his pocket money on a Showaddywaddy single. I feel sad, too, that this way ‘in’ to discovering music, and the love of pop it created in me, is now closed to the generation my own children belong to. Cultures change, of course, but even so, I can’t help wondering whether yesterday’s sense of belonging hasn’t been succeeded by a search for longing instead.
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