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        WELCOME TO 1954

        1954 was the year Britain finally let its hair down.

For most of the year, the chart was still a Top 20 — it had expanded from a Top 15 on 1 October 1954. More positions meant more variety. And the variety in 1954 was something else.

The big story was the end of rationing. On 4 July 1954, after 14 long years, meat, butter, sugar, cheese, and eggs were finally free. Street parties broke out across the country. People who'd been born during the war had never known a world without ration books. Now they could buy a proper joint of beef without a coupon.

And the music matched the mood. The ballads were still there, but they were being pushed aside by something livelier. Comedy records. Instrumentals. Women at the top of the charts. The polite era was loosening its tie.

1954 was the year the ladies took over.

      

        DORIS DAY — SECRET LOVE

        Doris Day had the biggest-selling single of 1954 with "Secret Love" from the film Calamity Jane. It spent nine non-consecutive weeks at number one.

The story behind the recording is the stuff of legend. Songwriter Sammy Fain visited Day to play it for her. She was visibly moved. On the day of the recording, she warmed up her voice, cycled to the studio, and announced to musical director Ray Heindorf that she would only do one take. Heindorf was nervous. One take was risky. But she sang it, he listened, and he agreed — she could never outdo herself.

"Secret Love" won the Academy Award for Best Original Song. Day caused controversy by refusing to perform it at the ceremony. The bad press left her housebound with depression for some time. But the song itself was untouchable — a perfect ballad delivered in a single, flawless take.

Doris Day was born Doris Mary Kappelhoff in 1922. She wanted to be a dancer, but a car accident at 15 forced her to change direction. She discovered she could sing. Jazz musician Barney Rapp heard her, liked her rendition of "Day After Day," and suggested the stage name Doris Day. The rest is history.

      

        ROSEMARY CLOONEY — THIS OLE HOUSE

        Here's a song that sounds like a cheery knees-up but is actually about a dead body.

"This Ole House" was written by Stuart Hamblen, a singer-songwriter who'd been an alcoholic gambler before finding religion. While out hunting with a friend, he came across an abandoned shack on a mountain. Inside, a dog was guarding a dead body. The lyrics came to him on the ride back down.

The 'ole house' is the body you leave behind when you die. "Ain't a-gonna need this house no longer / Ain't a-gonna need this house no more." It's a song about mortality disguised as a hoedown.

Rosemary Clooney sang it with gusto. She was born in Kentucky in 1928, the daughter of alcoholic parents. She formed a singing duo with her sister Betty at 16, then went solo. Her nephew is George Clooney.

The man with the deep voice singing "Ain't a-gonna need this house no longer" was Thurl Ravenscroft — the original voice of Tony the Tiger.

      

        WINIFRED ATWELL — LET'S HAVE ANOTHER PARTY

        The Christmas number one of 1954 was a honky-tonk piano medley played by a woman from Trinidad.

Una Winifred Atwell was born in Trinidad & Tobago around 1910. Her family wanted her to be a pharmacist. She wanted to play piano. She left home to study music in the US, then moved to London and became the first female pianist to achieve the highest grading at the Royal Academy of Music.

She got her big break when she substituted for an ill star at the Capitol Theatre. Impresario Bernard Delfont heard her frenetic honky-tonk style and signed her up. Her version of "Black and White Rag" became famous — it was later used as the theme tune to the BBC's snooker show Pot Black.

"Let's Have Another Party" was a medley of ten songs played at breakneck speed without a pause: Somebody Stole My Gal, I Wonder Where My Baby Is Tonight, When the Red Red Robin, Bye Bye Blackbird, The Sheik of Araby, Another Little Drink, Lily of Laguna, Honeysuckle and the Bee, Broken Doll, and Nellie Dean.

It went to number one on 3 December and stayed there until the new year. Winifred Atwell became the first black artist to have a UK number one.

      

        THE OTHER NUMBER ONES

        David Whitfield — "Cara Mia." The Hull-born tenor's biggest hit. Ten weeks at number one. Mantovani and his Orchestra provided the lush string backing. It was the sound of a British artist proving he could compete with the Americans on their own terms.

Eddie Calvert — "Oh Mein Papa." A trumpet instrumental by the Man with the Golden Trumpet. Calvert was a brass band player from Lancashire who became one of the biggest instrumentalists in the country. "Oh Mein Papa" was a German song originally, but Calvert's trumpet version crossed over everywhere.

Frank Sinatra — "Three Coins in the Fountain." The first Frank Sinatra number one in the UK. From the film of the same name. It was the first number one of the new Top 20 era.

Don Cornell — "Hold My Hand." A wedding favourite that spent weeks in the charts.

The Stargazers — "I See the Moon." The British vocal group's second number one. A gentle, whimsical song that sounded like a nursery rhyme.

      

        THE CHART IN 1954

        For most of 1954, the chart was still a Top 15. Percy Dickins was still phoning the shops. The records were still 78rpm shellac.

But on 1 October 1954, the chart expanded to a Top 20. It was a significant moment. Five more positions meant more room for different kinds of music. The first Top 20 chart had Frank Sinatra at number one with "Three Coins in the Fountain," followed by Nat King Cole, David Whitfield, Frankie Laine, and Don Cornell.

The expansion reflected the growing popularity of the chart. More records were being released. More shops wanted to be included. The system that Maurice Kinn had started with a telephone and twenty shops was becoming a proper industry.

The NME chart was still the only game in town. But other magazines were starting to take notice. Melody Maker and Record Mirror would soon publish their own charts. The competition was coming.

      

        BRITAIN IN 1954

        The biggest news of the year was the end of rationing. On 4 July 1954, meat and other foods were finally taken off the ration. The Daily Express ran the headline: "THE DAY OF DELIGHT — HOUSE WIVES CELEBRATE END OF RATIONING." People queued outside butchers' shops just to buy a proper joint of beef.

In May, Roger Bannister ran the first four-minute mile at Oxford. He did it on 6 May 1954, at the Iffley Road track. The time was 3 minutes 59.4 seconds. It was considered impossible until he did it. The news spread around the world.

In football, England's humiliation continued. They lost 4-1 to Yugoslavia and 7-1 to Hungary. The post-war decline of English football was becoming a national embarrassment.

The BBC launched its first daily television news bulletin. Television was still a luxury — only about half the country had access to it. But the coronation the year before had sparked a TV boom, and more sets were being sold every month.

The average weekly wage was about £10. A pint of milk cost 4d. A loaf of bread cost 5d. A new television set cost about £80 — nearly two months' wages.

      

        THE SOUND OF 1954

        If 1953 was the year Frankie Laine dominated, 1954 was the year the charts started to open up.

The crooners were still there — Sinatra, Nat King Cole, Perry Como. But they were sharing space with comedy records, instrumentals, and women's voices in a way they hadn't before.

Doris Day and Rosemary Clooney proved that female artists could sell as many records as the men. Winifred Atwell proved that instrumental music could be just as popular as vocal. The Stargazers proved that British acts could hold their own.

The sound was still polite. Still safe. Still built around strings and melody. But there was a restlessness creeping in. The rhythms were getting faster. The comedy records were getting sillier. The instrumentals were getting more energetic.

Something was building. The old world was fading, and the new one was getting ready to arrive.

      

        THE YEAR IN NUMBERS

        Number ones: 10
Biggest-selling single: Doris Day — "Secret Love" (9 non-consecutive weeks at number one)
Longest-running number one: David Whitfield — "Cara Mia" (10 weeks)
First black artist to reach number one: Winifred Atwell — "Let's Have Another Party"
First Frank Sinatra number one: "Three Coins in the Fountain"
Chart size: Top 15 (expanded to Top 20 on 1 October)
Record format: 78rpm shellac

Doris Day, Rosemary Clooney, and Winifred Atwell — three women at number one in a single year. That hadn't happened before.

      

        ROBBIE'S CORNER

        1954 is the year I always think of as the turning point.

Not because of any one song — though "Secret Love" is a beauty. But because the chart finally started to look like it had a future. The Top 20 gave room for different sounds. You had Sinatra next to Winifred Atwell next to the Stargazers. It wasn't just crooners anymore.

And the end of rationing. People forget what that meant. For the first time in 14 years, you could walk into a shop and buy what you wanted without a coupon. The country breathed out. And the music breathed with it.

I've got "Secret Love" on 78 somewhere. One take. Imagine having the nerve to tell the producer you're only doing one take. That's confidence. That's class.

— 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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