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        WELCOME TO 1955

        1955 was the year the 1950s finally started to sound like the 1950s.

For the first half of the year, it looked like business as usual. Dickie Valentine. Rosemary Clooney. Ruby Murray. The usual suspects. The polite, well-mannered charts that Britain had got used to since 1952.

Then Bill Haley came along and kicked the door in.

"Rock Around the Clock" arrived in the UK in early 1955, and by the time it hit number one in November, nothing was the same. It was the first single to sell a million copies in this country. It was the sound of a generation deciding they didn't want their parents' music anymore.

But it wasn't just rock 'n' roll. 1955 had the longest-running number one of the decade so far — eleven weeks. It had a woman from Belfast who had five songs in the Top 20 at the same time. It had the launch of the Ivor Novello Awards. And it had a skiffle recording that would change everything in 1956.

This was the year the old world and the new world shared the same chart. And the new world was winning.

      

        SLIM WHITMAN — ROSE MARIE

        The biggest-selling single of 1955. Eleven weeks at number one. A record that stood for 36 years.

"Rose Marie" was a song from a 1920s operetta by Sigmund Romberg and Otto Harbach. Slim Whitman, a yodelling cowboy from Tampa, Florida, recorded it in 1954. He had a strange voice — a high, thin tenor that could leap into a falsetto yodel without warning. People either loved it or hated it.

They loved it in Britain. Eleven weeks. From April to July. The longest consecutive run at number one until Bryan Adams came along in 1991. And here's the mad thing — it never made the top ten in America. The UK went mad for it in a way the US never did.

Whitman's follow-up, "Indian Love Call," reached number seven. He was a one-hit wonder in terms of number ones, but what a hit. Eleven weeks.

Slim Whitman sold over 120 million records worldwide. He was the best-selling yodeller in history. He once said: "I never thought of myself as a singer. I'm just a feller with a guitar who yodels a little."

A feller with a guitar who yodels a little. And eleven weeks at number one.

      

        BILL HALEY — ROCK AROUND THE CLOCK

        And then there was this.

Bill Haley & His Comets recorded "Rock Around the Clock" in April 1954 at Pythian Temple Studios in New York. It cost just $3,000 to produce. It was released as a B-side. Nobody expected much.

Then it was used in the opening credits of The Blackboard Jungle, a film about juvenile delinquency. Teenagers went berserk. The song spread like a virus.

In the UK, it entered the charts in January 1955 but didn't hit number one until November. It spent five non-consecutive weeks at the top. More importantly, it became the first single to sell a million copies in Britain.

The sound was raw. The saxophone solo by Joey D'Ambrosio was pure energy. The guitar break by Danny Cedrone — who died just two months after recording it — was the blueprint for every rock 'n' roll solo that followed. The "rock, rock, rock" chant became a call to arms.

"Rock Around the Clock" wasn't just a hit. It was a declaration of war on the old order. The polite crooners, the novelty songs, the orchestral ballads — they weren't dead yet, but they'd been put on notice.

Bill Haley didn't stay on top for long — Elvis was coming, and Haley was 30 years old, overweight, with a kiss-curl and a lazy eye. He wasn't teenage rebellion material. But he started it. Him and that clock.

      

        RUBY MURRAY — THE BELFAST TEENAGER WHO TOOK OVER

        Ruby Murray was 19 years old in 1955. From Belfast. She had five songs in the Top 20 at the same time.

Five. In the same chart.

Let that sink in. In an era when the chart was still a Top 20, Ruby Murray occupied a quarter of it. No one has ever done it since. The closest was Madonna in the 80s, and she had a whole album campaign behind her. Ruby Murray did it with singles.

The songs were "Softly Softly," "Heartbeat," "Let Me Go Lover," "Happy Days and Lonely Nights," and "If Anyone Finds This, I Love You." Four of them hit the top ten. "Softly Softly" went to number one.

Ruby was discovered by bandleader Michael Holliday while performing in a talent show at age 14. Her manager told her to stay in school — she could always sing later. But the offer of a recording contract was too good to pass up.

She had a warm, slightly husky voice that didn't sound like anyone else. No vibrato. No showbiz affectation. Just a Belfast teenager singing her heart out.

By 1956, the success was overwhelming. She had a nervous breakdown on stage in Finsbury Park. She couldn't cope with the pressure. She made a comeback in the 60s but never reached the same heights.

Ruby Murray died in 1996 at age 61, from cancer. But for one incredible year, she was the biggest star in the country. Five songs in the Top 20. It'll never be beaten.

      

        THE OTHER NUMBER ONES

        Dickie Valentine — "The Finger of Suspicion." The first number one of 1955. Valentine was the British Bobby Darin — a crooner with a sharp suit and a teenage fanbase. He'd go on to die in a car crash at 40.

Rosemary Clooney — "Mambo Italiano." A slice of Latin-influenced fun. Clooney had been a nurse during the war. She became one of the biggest female vocalists of the decade. "Mambo Italiano" was written by Bob Merrill in 15 minutes.

Tennessee Ernie Ford — "Give Me Your Word." Seven weeks at number one. Ford was a former bomber pilot from Tennessee. He had a voice like a foghorn. He later became famous for "Sixteen Tons," which spent six weeks at number one the following year.

Pérez Prado — "Cherry Pink and Apple Blossom White." A mambo instrumental. Pérez Prado was the King of the Mambo. The song was originally French. His version spent two weeks at number one.

Eddie Calvert — "Cherry Pink and Apple Blossom White." The Man with the Golden Trumpet covered the same song and took it to number one too. Two versions of the same song, both chart-toppers in the same year.

Jimmy Young — "Unchained Melody" / "The Man from Laramie." A double A-side that stayed for three weeks. Jimmy Young later became a legendary BBC Radio 2 DJ. Yes, that Jimmy Young.

      

        THE IVOR NOVELLO AWARDS ARE BORN

        May 1955. The first Ivor Novello Awards.

Named after the Welsh composer and actor who died in 1951, the Ivors were created by the Songwriters' Guild of Great Britain to honour excellence in music writing. Before the Brits, before the Grammys, there were the Ivors.

The first ceremony was held at the Savoy Hotel in London. The winners included Eric Coates for "The Dam Busters March" and Vivian Ellis for his musical theatre work. It was a small, dignified affair. No red carpets. No TV cameras.

The Ivors were different from other awards because they were judged by songwriters, not record labels or radio programmers. They were about the craft. The words. The melody. The arrangement.

Seventy years later, the Ivors are still going. Still judged by songwriters. Still one of the most respected awards in British music. It started here. 1955.

      

        LONNIE DONEGAN — THE ROCK ISLAND LINE THAT CHANGED EVERYTHING

        It happened late in the year, and it didn't become a hit until 1956. But the recording was made in 1954 and released in late 1955.

Lonnie Donegan was a banjo player in Chris Barber's Jazz Band. He'd been messing around with American folk and blues songs, playing them in a stripped-down style called skiffle. It was music you could play with a washboard, a tea-chest bass, and a cheap guitar.

"Rock Island Line" was recorded almost as an afterthought. The band was in the studio and had some time left over. Donegan dashed off a quick version of the Lead Belly song. Nobody expected anything from it.

It was released in late 1955. By 1956, it was a sensation. It reached number eight in the UK. It sold over three million copies worldwide.

And it sparked a revolution. Every teenager in Britain suddenly wanted to be in a skiffle group. John Lennon started the Quarrymen because of skiffle. Paul McCartney met Lennon because of skiffle. George Harrison joined because of skiffle.

"Rock Island Line" didn't just sell records. It created the blueprint for British rock music. Without Lonnie Donegan, there's no Beatles. And it all started with a throwaway recording in 1954 that crept out into the world in 1955.

      

        THE CHART IN 1955

        The Top 20 had been established on 1 October 1954, and by 1955 it was feeling comfortable. Percy Dickins at NME was still phoning the shops, still writing the chart by hand, still trusting the shop managers to be honest.

The chart was published every Friday in NME. It cost sixpence. The records were still on 78rpm shellac, but 45rpm vinyl was about to arrive. The first 45s appeared in UK shops in 1955, and they were a revelation — smaller, lighter, harder to break.

Eighty-one singles hit the top ten in 1955. Fifteen different songs reached number one. It was a busy year, partly because so many songs had short runs at the top. "Rock Around the Clock" had five weeks on and off. Most number ones in 1955 had two or three weeks.

Eleven consecutive weeks for Slim Whitman's "Rose Marie" was the exception, not the rule. The chart was becoming more competitive. More records. More artists. More variety.

The NME was still the only official chart, but the competition was growing. Record Mirror had started in 1954. Melody Maker was expanding its coverage. The chart industry was becoming a proper business.

      

        BRITAIN IN 1955

        The biggest news story of 1955 was Winston Churchill resigning as Prime Minister on 5 April, aged 80. He'd been in poor health for years. Anthony Eden took over. The post-war era was truly over — the man who'd led Britain through the war was gone.

In July, the BBC broadcast the first episode of a new children's programme called The Adventures of Robin Hood. ITV launched in September 1955 — the first commercial television channel in Britain. The BBC monopoly was broken. Suddenly you could watch adverts for soap powder in between programmes.

Commercial TV changed everything. Advertisers needed jingles. Jingles needed songwriters. The Ivor Novello Awards, launched this year, were partly a response to the growing demand for professional songwriters.

Rationing was finally a memory. The economy was growing. People had money to spend on records and televisions. Teenagers had disposable income for the first time in history.

The average weekly wage was about £11. A record cost 4s 6d. A television set cost about £75. A pint of milk was 5d.

The world was changing. And the music was ready.

      

        THE SOUND OF 1955

        If you listened to the 1955 chart in January, then listened again in December, you'd hear two different countries.

January: Dickie Valentine, Rosemary Clooney, Ruby Murray. Gentle, polished, polite. Music for sitting in the front room with the wireless on.

December: Bill Haley, "Rock Around the Clock." Raw, loud, dangerous. Music for dancing. Music for rebellion.

The two worlds coexisted for a while. Slim Whitman's eleven-week run at number one happened between April and July — right in the middle of the year, while "Rock Around the Clock" was climbing. The old guard and the new guard shared the same chart.

But the direction of travel was clear. The polite era was ending. The rock 'n' roll era was beginning. And nothing would ever be the same.

1955 was the bridge between the two Britains — the one that remembered the war and the one that didn't.

      

        THE YEAR IN NUMBERS

        Number ones: 15
Biggest-selling single: Slim Whitman — "Rose Marie" (11 consecutive weeks at number one)
First million-selling single in UK: Bill Haley — "Rock Around the Clock"
Longest-running number one: Slim Whitman — "Rose Marie" (11 weeks)
Most simultaneous Top 20 hits: Ruby Murray — 5 songs
Chart size: Top 20 (full year)
Record format: 78rpm shellac (45rpm vinyl introduced)

Fifteen number ones in one year. That tells you everything about how fast the charts were changing.

      

        ROBBIE'S CORNER

        I remember "Rock Around the Clock" coming out. I was 10. Still in short trousers. It came on the wireless and I didn't know what to make of it. It wasn't like anything else. It sounded like a fairground ride.

My dad hated it. Said it was noise. Said it wouldn't last. He was wrong about that, but he wasn't wrong about the noise.

"Rose Marie" I remember too. Eleven weeks. That's a long time at number one. My mam liked it. She'd sing along while she was ironing. "Sometimes I'm happy, sometimes I'm blue..."

But here's the thing about 1955. If you look at the chart from that year, you can see the crack appearing. The old world holding on, the new world pushing through. "Rose Marie" and "Rock Around the Clock" in the same year. You don't get a bigger contrast.

And Ruby Murray. Five songs in the Top 20 at once. That's not a record that'll ever be beaten. Not in a Top 20. Not in a Top 100. It just can't happen.

I've got "Rock Around the Clock" on three formats. 78, 45, and a CD reissue from the 90s. The 45 sounds best. Trust me.

— 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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