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        WELCOME TO 1984

        If you lived through 1984, you remember the feeling. The country was split down the middle — miners on picket lines, police on horses, Thatcher in Downing Street telling everyone there was no alternative. And on the radio, Frankie Goes to Hollywood were singing about sex and nuclear war while the BBC tried to pretend they didn't exist.

It was the year pop stopped pretending. Frankie's 'Relax' got banned by the Beeb after Radio 1 DJ Mike Read took one look at the sleeve and decided it was obscene. The ban made it the biggest seller of the year. 'Two Tribes' followed — nine weeks at number one, the longest run of 1984, with a video of Reagan and Chernenko lookalikes beating the hell out of each other in a wrestling ring. Pop music as Cold War commentary.

Then came Band Aid. Bob Geldof watched the BBC news report on the Ethiopian famine and couldn't sleep. He picked up the phone, called Midge Ure, and within weeks had assembled the biggest names in British music at Sarm West Studios. They recorded 'Do They Know It's Christmas?' in one night — no egos, no arguments, just everyone from Bono to Boy George singing their hearts out. It became the biggest-selling single in UK history up to that point. Three million copies. Every penny to the cause.

Prince released 'Purple Rain' — the film, the album, the whole damn thing. Madonna rolled around on stage at the first MTV Video Music Awards in a wedding dress. George Michael's 'Careless Whisper' made every teenager in the country want to learn the saxophone. The Smiths released 'How Soon Is Now?' as a B-side — a B-side — and it became the defining guitar sound of the decade.

1984 was the year music mattered. Not in a vague, background-noise way. In a 'this changes things' way. And looking back now, forty years on, it still does.

      

        THE NUMBER ONES OF 1984

        Twenty different songs hit number one in 1984. Some you remember. Some you've forgotten. Here's the ones that mattered.

**Frankie Goes to Hollywood — 'Relax'** (5 weeks). Released in late '83, it crept up the charts slowly. Then Mike Read threw it off Radio 1 in January, calling it 'obscene.' The BBC banned the video. Radio 1 banned the record. And suddenly every teenager in Britain had to own it. It sold a million copies. The ban was the best marketing ZTT Records could have dreamed of.

**Frankie Goes to Hollywood — 'Two Tribes'** (9 weeks). The longest-running number one of 1984. From 10 June to 12 August, nothing could touch it. The video — two world leaders in a wrestling ring, Reagan and Chernenko, slugging it out while a crowd cheers — was the most talked-about pop video of the year. The song itself was a thumping, paranoid masterpiece about nuclear annihilation set to a dance beat.

**George Michael — 'Careless Whisper'** (3 weeks). His first solo number one, though it was credited to Wham! featuring George Michael in the UK. That saxophone riff — played by Steve Gregory, not George — is one of the most recognisable in pop history. It's about cheating, guilt, and the look on someone's face when they find out.

**Stevie Wonder — 'I Just Called to Say I Love You'** (6 weeks). From the soundtrack to 'The Woman in Red,' a film nobody remembers. But the song? It was everywhere. Six weeks at number one, from August into October. The biggest-selling single of Stevie's career. Simple, direct, and completely irresistible.

**Band Aid — 'Do They Know It's Christmas?'** (5 weeks). The Christmas number one. Recorded on 25 November, in the shops by 3 December. It stayed at number one through the holidays and into January. The first charity supergroup single, and the template for every one that followed.

**Wham! — 'Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go'** (2 weeks). Pure, unadulterated joy. Two lads from Bushey in shorts with 'CHOOSE LIFE' on their T-shirts. About waking up. The video was just them grinning and dancing in shorts. The summer of 1984 in three minutes.

**Queen — 'Radio Ga Ga'** (3 weeks). A love letter to radio from a band who owed everything to it. The handclap. The video with Flash Gordon clips. Queen, still riding high after all those years.

**Paul McCartney — 'Pipes of Peace'** (2 weeks). The video recreated the 1914 Christmas truce. McCartney at his most sentimental, and it worked.

**Jim Diamond — 'I Should Have Known Better'** (4 weeks). A one-hit wonder that spent a month at number one. A lament about regret. Everyone's forgotten it now, but in the spring of 1984, it was everywhere.

**Lionel Richie — 'Hello'** (6 weeks). The one with the sculpture. 'Hello, is it me you're looking for?' Six weeks at number one. A ballad so big it practically had its own postcode.

      

        THE OTHER BIG HITS

        The number ones tell one story. The rest of the top 40 tells another.

**Prince — 'When Doves Cry'** peaked at number 4 in the UK, which feels criminal now. No bassline. Just a Linn LM-1 drum machine, a synth, and Prince's voice doing things voices shouldn't be able to do. The video was him in a bathtub, water dripping, looking straight down the lens. It was the first single from 'Purple Rain' and it announced that Prince had left everyone else in the dust.

**Madonna — 'Like a Virgin'** reached number 3 in the UK. The song itself is fine — a Nile Rodgers production, that iconic bassline. But what made it was the performance. At the first MTV Video Music Awards in September 1984, Madonna came out in a white wedding dress, rolled around on the stage, and showed her underwear to the world. The VMAs have never topped that moment. Neither has she.

**Bronski Beat — 'Smalltown Boy'** peaked at number 3. It should have gone higher. Jimmy Somerville's falsetto telling the story of a gay teenager leaving his small town for the city — the video was a short film about being beaten up by your mates, rejected by your family, and getting on a train alone. In 1984, when Section 28 was still a threat and AIDS was a new terror, this record was a lifeline. It still is.

**Sade — 'Your Love Is King'** reached number 6. Sade Adu's voice was unlike anything else on the radio — smoky, elegant, completely in control. The band's debut album 'Diamond Life' won the Brit Award for Best British Album. It still sounds like sophistication in a bottle.

**Eurythmics — 'Here Comes the Rain Again'** peaked at number 8. Annie Lennox in a red dress, singing about walking in the rain. The follow-up to 'Sweet Dreams,' and almost as good.

**Duran Duran — 'The Reflex'** went to number 1. The Nile Rodgers remix turned an already good song into a monster. The video was shot in Toronto. The band looked like they'd stepped out of a magazine. They basically had.

**Ray Parker Jr. — 'Ghostbusters'** reached number 2. The theme to the biggest film of the year. Huey Lewis sued, claiming it ripped off 'I Want a New Drug.' He won an out-of-court settlement. Nobody cared. They were too busy singing 'Who you gonna call?'

**The Smiths — 'Heaven Knows I'm Miserable Now'** peaked at number 10. Their first top 10 single. Morrissey singing about being happy when it's raining. Johnny Marr's jangly guitar. Indie music would never be the same.

      

        THE ALBUMS THAT MATTERED

        **Prince and the Revolution — 'Purple Rain'**
The soundtrack to the film, but it's really Prince's sixth studio album. 'When Doves Cry,' 'Let's Go Crazy,' 'I Would Die 4 U,' 'Purple Rain' itself. It spent 24 weeks on the UK album chart, peaking at number 7. In America, it was number one for 24 weeks. The film cost $7 million to make. It grossed $68 million. Prince was 26 years old.

**Frankie Goes to Hollywood — 'Welcome to the Pleasuredome'**
The most expensive debut album ever made. Trevor Horn spent a fortune on production — layers of synths, samples, orchestral arrangements. It was a double album with only eight proper songs, padded with remixes and interludes. But the singles — 'Relax,' 'Two Tribes,' 'The Power of Love' — were untouchable. It went straight to number one.

**Sade — 'Diamond Life'**
The debut that defined a sound. 'Smooth Operator,' 'Your Love Is King,' 'Hang On to Your Love.' Sade Adu was a fashion student who started singing backing vocals. Within a year, she was the most elegant woman in pop. The album won Best British Album at the Brits and sold over four million copies worldwide.

**The Smiths — 'The Smiths'**
Released in February 1984. 'This Charming Man,' 'What Difference Does It Make?,' 'Still Ill.' Morrissey's lyrics were literary, miserable, and hilarious. Johnny Marr's guitar was a jangling revelation. The cover photo was of Joe Dallesandro, a Warhol actor. It was the most important indie debut of the decade.

**U2 — 'The Unforgettable Fire'**
The album where U2 stopped being a post-punk band and started being U2. Brian Eno and Daniel Lanois produced. 'Pride (In the Name of Love)' was the single — a tribute to Martin Luther King. The title track was atmospheric, spacious, unlike anything they'd done before. It peaked at number 1 in the UK.

**Echo and the Bunnymen — 'Ocean Rain'**
Recorded in a Parisian studio with a 35-piece orchestra. 'The Killing Moon' is one of the greatest songs of the decade — Ian McCulloch claimed he wrote it in a dream. The album peaked at number 4. It sounds like it was recorded underwater, in the best possible way.

**Talk Talk — 'It's My Life'**
The album that bridged their synth-pop beginnings and the art-rock they'd become. 'Such a Shame' was the single — about a gambler, built around a Fairlight CMI sample. The album peaked at number 4. Mark Hollis was already pulling away from the pop machine.

**The Style Council — 'Café Bleu'**
Paul Weller's post-Jam project. Jazz, soul, funk, and a bit of rap. 'You're the Best Thing' and 'My Ever Changing Moods.' A band that refused to be one thing. The album peaked at number 5.

      

        THE ONE THAT GOT AWAY

        **Bronski Beat — 'Smalltown Boy'**

Peaked at number 3. Should have been number 1.

It's easy to forget now, but in 1984, being openly gay in pop music was almost unheard of. There were rumours, winks, coded lyrics. Nobody said it out loud. Then three lads from Hackney — Jimmy Somerville, Steve Bronski, Larry Steinbachek — released a debut single with a falsetto chorus about a boy who gets beaten up by his friends, rejected by his family, and leaves home on a train.

The video was a short film. You watch this kid get dragged out of a swimming pool by his mates, get beaten up, go home to parents who can't look at him, and then sit alone on a train heading for the city. No happy ending. No resolution. Just a boy, alone, travelling towards an uncertain future.

It reached number 3 in June 1984 and stayed on the chart for 13 weeks. It was played on Radio 1, on Top of the Pops, in clubs. For thousands of teenagers across Britain who felt exactly like that boy on the train, it was the first time they'd heard their own story in a pop song.

It didn't get to number 1. But it didn't need to. 'Smalltown Boy' was the most important single of 1984, and it changed more lives than any chart-topper could.

      

        THE SOUND OF 1984

        If 1984 had a sound, it was the Fairlight CMI. That sampling keyboard cost £20,000 and appeared on half the records in the charts. Trevor Horn used it to build 'Welcome to the Pleasuredome' — layers of samples, orchestral stabs, spoken word snippets. It was the sound of money being spent.

But the real character of 1984 was tension. The tension between the polished and the raw. Between the mainstream and the margins. Between Thatcher's Britain and the Britain that was fighting back.

Frankie Goes to Hollywood embodied that tension — sex and politics wrapped in Trevor Horn's immaculate production. Bronski Beat were the margins finally getting heard. The Smiths were indie kids who'd rather stay in and read than go to a party.

And then there was Band Aid. Pop music realising it could do something real. Bob Geldof shouting at Bono to shut up and sing. Midge Ure writing the melody in an hour. Everyone from Paul McCartney to Bananarama in one room, recording a song that would raise millions.

1984 was the year the synthesiser took over. The LinnDrum drum machine was everywhere. The Yamaha DX7 — that brittle, unmistakable FM synthesis sound — was on every pop record. 'Careless Whisper' was built around a DX7 patch. So was 'Like a Virgin.' So was half the top 40.

But it was also the year of the guitar. Johnny Marr's jangly Rickenbacker on 'How Soon Is Now?' — that tremolo-heavy, slide-guitar sound that he created by accident, layering multiple tracks of guitar through a Fender Twin Reverb amp. It became the most imitated guitar sound of the decade.

1984 was the year pop music grew up. Not in a boring way — in a way that meant it could be about something. Politics, sexuality, charity, art. The charts were full of it.

      

        BRITAIN IN 1984

        The miners' strike started in March and ran for a full year. The Battle of Orgreave on 18 June 1984 was the most violent picket line in British history — 5,000 miners against 6,000 police, many of them on horseback, charging with truncheons. Ninety-five people were arrested. Dozens were injured. It was the closest Britain has come to civil war in peacetime.

Margaret Thatcher was three years into her premiership. Unemployment was over three million. The IRA bombed the Grand Hotel in Brighton in October, narrowly missing the entire Cabinet. Thatcher survived. The next morning, she gave her conference speech as planned.

Indira Gandhi was assassinated by her own bodyguards on 31 October. The anti-Sikh riots that followed killed thousands.

Apple launched the Macintosh on 24 January. The '1984' commercial — directed by Ridley Scott, aired during the Super Bowl — is still considered the greatest ad ever made. The computer itself was underpowered and expensive, but it had a mouse and a graphical interface. Everything changed.

Virgin Atlantic's first flight took off from Gatwick on 22 June, heading for Newark. Richard Branson, the record label guy, was now an airline owner. Everyone thought he was mad. He was.

On TV, 'Spitting Image' started in February — latex puppets of Thatcher, Reagan, the Queen, all of them grotesque and hilarious. 'The Bill' began in October, a police drama that would run for 26 years. 'Ghostbusters' hit UK cinemas in December and was the biggest film of the year. 'The Terminator' arrived in October — a low-budget sci-fi film directed by a Canadian nobody called James Cameron, starring a bodybuilder who could barely speak English.

And in Ethiopia, a famine was killing millions. The news footage was unbearable. Bob Geldof watched it and decided he had to do something. The rest is history.

      

        THE YEAR IN NUMBERS

        Number ones: 20
Longest-running number one: Frankie Goes to Hollywood — 'Two Tribes' (9 weeks, 10 June – 12 August)
Biggest-selling single: Band Aid — 'Do They Know It's Christmas?' (3.5 million UK sales, biggest-selling single in UK history at the time)
Most weeks at number one by an artist: Frankie Goes to Hollywood — 14 weeks combined ('Relax' 5 + 'Two Tribes' 9)
Christmas number one: Band Aid — 'Do They Know It's Christmas?'
Number one albums: 22
Longest-running number one album: Various Artists — 'Now That's What I Call Music! 3' (5 weeks)
Chart size: Top 100 (singles), Top 100 (albums)
Record format: 7" vinyl, 12" vinyl, cassette singles, the first commercial CDs
Price of a single: £1.10 (7"), £2.50 (12")
Price of an album: £5.99 (vinyl), £10.99 (CD)
Top of the Pops episodes: 52
BBC Radio 1 DJs: Mike Read, John Peel, Steve Wright, Simon Bates, Janice Long

      

        REACH OUT

        If you're struggling, you're not alone. Whether it's depression, anxiety, addiction, or just a night that won't end — reach out. We'll listen.

📧 reachout@ukmusicarchive.com

☎️ Samaritans: 116 123 — Free, 24/7
☎️ CALM: 0800 58 58 58 — Daily 5pm–midnight
☎️ PAPYRUS (under 35s): 0800 068 4141 — Free, 24/7

Talking to someone can make all the difference.

      

        YOUR VISION. OUR PRECISION.

        ADVERTISEMENT

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.

vantagedigitalstudio.com

Precision. Power. Presence.

---

Want to advertise here? Reach thousands of music fans every month.
Contact mark@ukmusicarchive.com
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