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        WELCOME TO 1952

        Before we get into the music, you need to understand what Britain looked like in 1952.

It was seven years since the war ended, but the country was still grey. Rationing was still in place — meat, butter, sugar, eggs, even sweets. The smog hung over every city. People were tired. They'd spent a decade fighting and another decade patching things back together.

But something was stirring. The wireless was in every home — big wooden boxes that hummed and crackled before they warmed up. Families gathered around them like they were a hearth. And what they heard was mostly light entertainment, the BBC Home Service, dance bands, comedy shows. Music was something you made yourself on the piano in the front room, or something you heard on the radio.

There was no such thing as a "record chart" in Britain. Not yet.

That was about to change.

      

        THE BLOKE WHO STARTED IT ALL

        His name was Maurice Kinn.

Kinn was a music promoter and agent. In late 1951, he heard that a struggling music paper called The Musical Express and Accordian Weekly was up for sale. Circulation was dead. The owners were desperate. Someone offered them £1,000 and they grabbed it.

That someone was Kinn.

He relaunched it as the New Musical Express in March 1952. And he had an idea. He'd been watching what Billboard was doing in America — publishing a chart of the best-selling records. Nothing like that existed in the UK. The only charts were for sheet music sales.

Kinn thought: why not do the same here?

He put together a small team — Percy Dickins and editor Ray Sonin — and they spent eight months figuring out how to make it work. How do you find out what records people are buying when there's no central system? When there's no computer, no database, no nothing?

You pick up the phone.

On 14 November 1952, the first ever UK singles chart was published in the New Musical Express. It was a Top 12. Except it wasn't really a Top 12, because so many records were tied on sales that they had to squeeze 15 songs into those 12 positions.

That's how it started. A bloke with a grand, a handful of friendly record shops, and a telephone.

      

        THE FIRST EVER TOP 12

        Here it is. The very first UK singles chart. Fifteen records crammed into twelve positions because the data was too rough to separate them.

1. Here In My Heart — Al Martino
2. You Belong To Me — Jo Stafford
3. Somewhere Along The Way — Nat King Cole
4. Isle Of Innisfree — Bing Crosby
5. Feet Up — Guy Mitchell
6. Half As Much — Rosemary Clooney
7. Forget Me Not — Vera Lynn
7. High Noon — Frankie Laine
8. Sugarbush — Doris Day & Frankie Laine
8. Blue Tango — Ray Martin
9. Homing Waltz — Vera Lynn
10. Auf Wiedersehen — Vera Lynn
11. Because You're Mine — Mario Lanza
11. Cowpuncher's Cantata — Max Bygraves
12. Walking My Baby Back Home — Johnnie Ray

Look at that list. Vera Lynn appears three times. Frankie Laine twice. It's all crooners, all ballads, all American or American-style. The only British name in there is Vera Lynn — the Forces' Sweetheart — and Max Bygraves with a novelty song about a cowboy.

This was British music in 1952. Polite. Romantic. Looking backwards more than forwards.

But not for long.

      

        AL MARTINO — THE FIRST EVER NUMBER ONE

        "Here In My Heart" by Al Martino. The first ever UK number one. And it stayed there for nine weeks — the only number one of 1952.

Al Martino was an American crooner from Philadelphia. He'd started as a bricklayer, won a talent contest, and ended up with a recording contract. "Here In My Heart" was his breakthrough. It sold hundreds of thousands of copies in the UK alone.

But here's the thing about that song. Listen to it today and it sounds like a wedding band at a hotel lounge. It's slow, it's sentimental, it's about a man who's given his heart away and can't get it back. It's the kind of song your grandad would have slow-danced to.

And that's exactly the point. In 1952, that's what people wanted. They wanted comfort. They wanted romance. They wanted something that reminded them of better times, or at least made them feel like better times were possible.

Al Martino gave them that. He was the first person to hold the title of UK number one. Every artist who's topped the charts since — The Beatles, Elvis, Adele, Ed Sheeran — they're all walking through a door that Al Martino opened on a cold November day in 1952.

      

        HOW THE CHART WAS MADE

        You have to understand how primitive this was.

Percy Dickins would pick up the telephone and call around twenty record shops. Mostly in London, because that's where the industry was. He'd ask the shopkeeper: what are the ten best-selling records this week?

The shopkeeper would check his handwritten ledger, or maybe just remember. There was no till roll, no computer, no barcode. Just a bloke behind a counter and a stack of shellac 78s.

Dickins would write down the answers, add them up, and produce a chart. That was it. That was the entire system.

It was easy to manipulate. If you knew which shops were being called, you could send someone in to buy your record from each one. There's no evidence that happened in 1952, but the potential was there. The chart was only as honest as the shopkeepers who answered the phone.

But it was a start. And for the first time, the British public could see what the country was actually listening to.

      

        SHELLAC AND 78s

        The records themselves tell a story.

In 1952, singles were pressed on shellac — a brittle, resin-based material that shattered if you dropped it. They spun at 78 revolutions per minute. Each side held about three minutes of music. They weighed nearly half a pound each.

If you wanted to play one, you had to wind up the gramophone, place the record carefully on the turntable, and lower a steel needle into the groove. The needle would wear out after one or two plays. You kept a box of them next to the gramophone.

The sound was warm but noisy. Crackles, pops, surface noise. That's not nostalgia — that's physics. The shellac was mixed with ground stone, and the grooves were wider than modern vinyl. Every play degraded the sound a little more.

Records were precious. You didn't buy them lightly. A single cost about five shillings — the equivalent of maybe £8 today. You saved up. You chose carefully. And when you brought one home, you played it until you knew every crackle and pop by heart.

      

        THE SOUND OF 1952

        If you listen to the top records of 1952 back to back, you notice something. They all sound the same.

Not in a bad way. But there's a formula. A slow tempo. A string section. A male or female voice singing directly into the microphone, close and intimate. The crooner style.

This was the tail end of the big band era, stripped down. The orchestras were still there, but they were backing a single voice now. The songs were about love, loss, longing. Nothing too challenging. Nothing too fast. Nothing that would make your mum frown.

There was no rock and roll yet. No electric guitars to speak of. The drums were polite. The bass was a stand-up, not an electric. Everything was recorded in one take onto magnetic tape — a relatively new technology that was still finding its feet.

This was music for people who'd lived through a war. It was safe. It was warm. It was exactly what Britain needed.

But underneath it all, something was brewing. In America, a new sound was starting to emerge. Rhythm and blues. Jump jive. The first stirrings of what would become rock and roll. A few of those records were making their way across the Atlantic in the suitcases of sailors and GIs.

1952 was the last year of the old world. The new one was already on its way.

      

        BRITAIN IN 1952

        The music didn't exist in a bubble. Here's what else was happening.

In February, King George VI died. The country went into mourning. A young woman called Elizabeth became Queen. She was 25 years old. The coronation wouldn't happen until the following year, but the shift was already felt — a new era, a new face, a new hope.

The Korean War was still grinding on. British soldiers were fighting and dying in a country most people couldn't point to on a map. The Cold War was settling in. People were building bomb shelters in their gardens.

Rationing was still in force. It wouldn't end until 1954. The average weekly wage was about £8. A pint of milk cost 4d. A loaf of bread cost 5d.

On the telly — if you had one — the BBC was broadcasting for a few hours a day in black and white. Most people didn't have a television. They listened to the radio. They went to the pictures. They danced in church halls and ballrooms.

It was a hard life, but a simple one. And music was the escape.

      

        THE DANCE HALLS

        If you wanted to hear music in 1952, you didn't put on headphones. You went out.

The dance halls were everywhere. Every town had one. The Hammersmith Palais. The Locarno in Liverpool. The Ritz in Manchester. They were huge rooms with sprung wooden floors, a stage at one end, and a bar at the back.

On a Saturday night, you'd put on your best suit or your best dress, pay your shilling at the door, and spend the evening dancing to a live band. The bands played the hits of the day — the same songs you heard on the wireless. But live. Loud. In a room full of people doing the same thing.

It was communal. It was social. It was the opposite of how we consume music today. You didn't listen alone. You listened together. You danced together. You courted together.

The dance halls were where relationships started, where marriages were proposed, where the next generation was conceived — quite literally — to the sound of a crooner singing about love.

They were the heart of British social life. And they were about to be blown apart.

      

        WHAT CAME NEXT

        1952 only had one number one. Al Martino held the top spot from November until the end of the year, and into 1953. The chart was published every week, but it moved slowly. Records climbed gradually. They stayed for months.

But change was coming.

In 1953, the chart expanded. More shops were added to the phone list. The data got better. The Top 12 became a more reliable picture of what the country was buying.

In 1954, the chart became a Top 20. In 1956, a Top 30. By 1960, it was a Top 50, compiled by Record Retailer, and the NME chart was no longer the only game in town.

And the music itself was changing. In 1954, Bill Haley released "Rock Around The Clock." In 1956, Elvis Presley had his first UK number one. The crooners didn't disappear overnight, but they were pushed aside. The polite era was over.

But it all started here. In 1952. With a bloke called Maurice Kinn, a telephone, twenty shops, and a dream of knowing what the country was listening to.

      

        1952 IN NUMBERS

        The first ever number one: Al Martino — "Here In My Heart"
Weeks at number one: 9
Total number ones in 1952: 1
Chart size: Top 12 (but 15 records due to ties)
Record format: 78rpm shellac
Price of a single: ~5 shillings
Chart compiled by: NME (New Musical Express)
Shops surveyed: ~20, mostly in London
Method: Telephone calls to shopkeepers
First chart published: 14 November 1952

Vera Lynn appeared on the first chart three times — more than any other artist.
Frankie Laine appeared twice.
The only British male vocalist on the first chart was Max Bygraves.

      

        ROBBIE'S CORNER

        I remember the first time I saw that first chart. It was in one of my Guinness books — the 1977 edition, I think. I was a kid, and I couldn't believe how small it was. Twelve positions. Fifteen records. One number one for the whole year.

Compare that to today, where you get a new number one every week and the chart has a hundred positions. It shows you how much things have changed. But it also shows you how much stayed the same. People in 1952 wanted to know what everyone else was listening to, just like we do now. They wanted to be part of something bigger than themselves.

The names on that first chart are mostly forgotten now. Al Martino. Jo Stafford. Ray Martin. But they were the first. They were the ones who stood at the starting line.

And that's worth remembering.

— Robbie

      

        YOUR VISION. OUR PRECISION.

        The world doesn't need more websites. It needs digital landmarks.

At Vantage Digital Studio, we don't do "templates." We don't do "good enough." We build high-performance, visually stunning digital experiences for those who refuse to blend in. Whether it's a brand that needs to dominate its niche or a vision that requires absolute technical perfection, we are the architects of the exceptional.

Stop existing online. Start commanding attention.

vantagedigitalstudio.com

Precision. Power. Presence.
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