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        WELCOME TO 1985

        13 July 1985. If you were alive and conscious that day, you remember where you watched it.

Bob Geldof had seen Michael Buerk's BBC report on the Ethiopian famine. It broke him. He called Midge Ure. They wrote 'Do They Know It's Christmas?' in a night — that was Christmas 1984. But Geldof wasn't done. He wanted something bigger. Something that couldn't be ignored.

So on 13 July 1985, two stadiums — Wembley in London, JFK in Philadelphia — linked by satellite. 1.5 billion people watching. The biggest broadcast event in human history up to that point.

Queen went on at 6:41pm. Twenty-one minutes. Freddie Mercury in a white vest, working that stage like he owned it — because for those twenty-one minutes, he did. 'Bohemian Rhapsody,' 'Radio Ga Ga,' 'Hammer to Fall,' 'Crazy Little Thing Called Love,' 'We Will Rock You,' 'We Are the Champions.' The crowd was his. Every hand clap, every singalong. Years later, it was voted the greatest live performance of all time. Nobody argued.

U2 were still finding their feet. Bono climbed off the stage into the crowd, pulled a girl out, danced with her. It was the moment they became the band they'd spend the rest of the decade being.

David Bowie played 'Heroes.' The Who did 'My Generation.' Paul McCartney closed with 'Let It Be' — the piano was out of tune, nobody cared. Bob Dylan played with Keith Richards and Ronnie Wood, looking like he'd rather be anywhere else.

And across the Atlantic, in Philadelphia, the American response: 'We Are the World.' Michael Jackson, Lionel Richie, Stevie Wonder, Bruce Springsteen, Tina Turner, Ray Charles — forty-five of the biggest names in American music crammed into one studio, singing about feeding the world. It sold 20 million copies. It was earnest, cheesy, and absolutely of its moment.

1985 was the year music stopped pretending it was just entertainment. It was the year the world watched. And the music was the soundtrack.

      

        THE NUMBER ONES OF 1985

        Eighteen different songs hit number one in 1985. Some you remember. Some you've already forgotten.

**Paul Hardcastle — '19'** — Five weeks at number one, April to May. The most unlikely chart-topper of the year. A spoken-word track about the Vietnam War built around a sample from a documentary. 'N-n-n-nineteen.' The stutter wasn't a gimmick — it was the actual audio from the documentary. Hardcastle was a session musician who'd been making dance records. This one accidentally became an anti-war anthem. It also spawned a thousand playground impressions.

**Dead or Alive — 'You Spin Me Round (Like a Record)'** — Two weeks in March. Pete Burns in full make-up, cheekbones sharp enough to cut glass, singing about being spun round. Hi-NRG at its most gloriously camp. The video was banned by the BBC for being too suggestive. That only made it bigger.

**Madonna — 'Into the Groove'** — One week in September. But what a week. The song from 'Desperately Seeking Susan,' the film that turned Madonna from pop star into cultural phenomenon. She'd already had 'Like a Virgin' the year before. This was the one that proved she wasn't a flash in the pan.

**Sister Sledge — 'Frankie'** — Four weeks. A sweet, sad song about a woman waiting for her man to come home. Disco was dying, but nobody told Sister Sledge. They squeezed one last dance out of it.

**Foreigner — 'I Want to Know What Love Is'** — Three weeks. The power ballad that launched a thousand school discos. That gospel choir at the end. You either love it or you're lying.

**UB40 & Chrissie Hynde — 'I Got You Babe'** — One week. A cover of the Sonny & Cher classic. It was fine. It was safe. A nation catching its breath after Live Aid.

**Shakin' Stevens — 'Merry Christmas Everyone'** — Two weeks at Christmas. The obligatory festive number one. Shaky in a Christmas jumper, singing about snow. It's still played in every supermarket every December. You can't escape it. You've stopped trying.

      

        THE OTHER BIG HITS

        The number ones tell one story. The songs that peaked at number two, three, four — they tell a better one.

**Kate Bush — 'Running Up That Hill (A Deal with God)'** — Peaked at number three. The BBC wouldn't play it with 'A Deal with God' in the title — too blasphemous. Kate shortened it. They still wouldn't play it. So she released it anyway, and it became one of the defining songs of the decade. The premise: swapping bodies with your partner to understand them better. Nobody had heard anything like it. Nobody has since.

**Tears for Fears — 'Everybody Wants to Rule the World'** — Number two. Curt Smith and Roland Orzabal had been making gloomy synth-pop about psychotherapy. Then they wrote this — power, paranoia, and the Cold War disguised as a perfect pop single. It was their breakthrough. It still sounds like the 80s distilled into four minutes.

**a-ha — 'Take On Me'** — Number two. The song had been released twice before and flopped. Third time lucky, with a new production and a video that cost a fortune. Rotoscoped animation — pencil sketches come to life. A woman reading a comic, the hero reaching out of the page. It won eight MTV Video Music Awards. It made three Norwegians into global stars. And that high note — Morten Harket holding it for four seconds — became the most imitated vocal moment of the decade.

**Dire Straits — 'Money for Nothing'** — Number four. 'I want my MTV.' Mark Knopfler wrote the lyrics after overhearing a guy in an appliance store complaining about rock stars. Sting sang the 'I want my MTV' hook for free. The video was early computer animation — groundbreaking at the time, hilarious now. But the song? A masterpiece of irony wrapped in a stadium rock riff.

**Simple Minds — 'Don't You (Forget About Me)'** — Number seven. John Hughes wanted it for 'The Breakfast Club.' Simple Minds didn't want to record it — they thought it was too poppy. Their manager talked them into it. It became their biggest hit. And that opening drum fill? Still gives you chills when Judd Nelson raises his fist in the air.

      

        THE ALBUMS THAT MATTERED

        **Dire Straits — 'Brothers in Arms'**
Released May 1985. The biggest-selling album of the year in the UK. 'Money for Nothing,' 'Walk of Life,' 'So Far Away.' But the title track — a seven-minute meditation on war and loss, written by Mark Knopfler after watching a documentary about the Falklands — was the heart of it. The album also made history: it was the first to sell a million copies on CD. The shiny little disc that would kill vinyl had found its killer app.

**Kate Bush — 'Hounds of Love'**
Released September 1985. Side one: four perfect pop songs, including 'Running Up That Hill' and 'Cloudbusting.' Side two: 'The Ninth Wave' — a seven-song suite about a woman drowning, hallucinating, being rescued. It was ambitious, strange, and utterly brilliant. Kate Bush produced it herself in her own studio. She was 27. She'd already been making records for seven years. This was her masterpiece.

**Tears for Fears — 'Songs from the Big Chair'**
Released February 1985. Spent 82 weeks on the UK album chart. 'Everybody Wants to Rule the World,' 'Shout,' 'Head Over Heels,' 'Mothers Talk.' Four massive singles from one album. Two men working through their childhood trauma in public, and somehow making it sound euphoric.

**Sade — 'Promise'**
Released November 1985. Sade Adu's voice — smoky, cool, impossibly elegant — was the opposite of everything else in 1985. No synths. No big hair. Just jazz-inflected sophistication. 'The Sweetest Taboo,' 'Is It a Crime?' This was the album your parents played after dinner, and you pretended to hate it, but you didn't.

**The Smiths — 'Meat Is Murder'**
Released February 1985. The album that turned the Smiths from cult indie band into the most important group in Britain. 'How Soon Is Now?' — with that tremolo guitar riff that sounds like a shark circling — was the standout. The title track was a vegetarian manifesto. Morrissey was already becoming a caricature of himself, but the music — Johnny Marr's jangling guitars, Andy Rourke's bass — was untouchable.

      

        THE ONE THAT GOT AWAY

        Kate Bush's 'Running Up That Hill (A Deal with God)' peaked at number three in the UK. It should have been number one. It was the best song of the year, possibly the decade.

The BBC had a problem with the subtitle. 'A Deal with God' — too religious, too provocative. They wouldn't playlist it. Kate Bush, who had already been fighting the industry for years, compromised. She retitled it 'Running Up That Hill' for radio. The BBC still wouldn't play it. The song climbed to number three on word of mouth alone.

It took 37 years for the world to catch up. In 2022, 'Stranger Things' used it in a scene — Max running from Vecna, the song as her lifeline. It went to number one in the UK, the US, and a dozen other countries. Kate Bush was 64. She released a statement saying she was 'utterly stunned.' She didn't need the validation. But it was nice that it finally arrived.

In 1985, though, it was the one that got away. Swapping places with someone you love, the impossibility of truly understanding another person — wrapped in a Fairlight CMI and a drum machine. It was too strange for the mainstream. Too strange, and too brilliant.

      

        THE SOUND OF 1985

        If 1985 had a sound, it was the Fairlight CMI. That keyboard workstation — cost of a small house — was on every record that mattered. Kate Bush used it. Tears for Fears used it. Paul Hardcastle's '19' was built on it. It could sample anything, play it back at any pitch. It was the future arriving.

But 1985 was also the year of the CD. 'Brothers in Arms' was the first album to sell a million copies on compact disc. People said CDs would never catch on — too expensive, too fragile. They were wrong. The CD changed everything: the way albums were mastered, the way people listened, the way the industry made money. Suddenly everyone was rebuying their record collections on shiny silver discs.

It was the year of the power ballad. Foreigner, Heart, Starship — big hair, bigger choruses, songs about love that took themselves very seriously. It was the year of Hi-NRG — Dead or Alive, Bronski Beat, the Pet Shop Boys lurking just around the corner. Dance music from the gay clubs of London and New York, suddenly all over the radio.

And it was the year of the music video. MTV had launched in the US in 1981, in Europe in 1984. By 1985, a great video could make a song. a-ha's 'Take On Me' proved it. Dire Straits' 'Money for Nothing' proved it. The video was no longer a promotional afterthought — it was the point of entry.

1985 was a year of extremes. The biggest charity concert ever. The first CD million-seller. Paul Hardcastle's '19' — a Vietnam documentary turned into a number one. A pop star rolling around on a wedding cake at the VMAs. It was loud, messy, contradictory, and absolutely unforgettable.

      

        BRITAIN IN 1985

        Margaret Thatcher was three years into her second term. The miners' strike had ended in March — a year-long battle that the miners lost, the government won, and the country would never recover from. The unions were broken. The old industrial working class was being dismantled. The new Britain was finance, services, and the City of London.

On 29 May, Liverpool faced Juventus in the European Cup final at the Heysel Stadium in Brussels. Thirty-nine Juventus fans died when a wall collapsed during rioting. English clubs were banned from European competition for five years. It was the darkest night in British football history.

On the telly: 'Neighbours' had started in Australia in March, but wouldn't reach British screens until October 1986. What we did have was 'EastEnders' — launched in February 1985, already a national obsession. 'Only Fools and Horses' was in its fourth series. Del Boy was falling through bars. The nation was laughing.

At the cinema: 'Back to the Future' opened in July. Michael J. Fox as Marty McFly, Christopher Lloyd as Doc Brown, a DeLorean that could travel through time. It was the biggest film of the year. Everyone wanted a hoverboard. Nobody got one.

In the papers: Bill Watterson's 'Calvin and Hobbes' debuted on 18 November. A six-year-old boy and his stuffed tiger. It would run for ten years and become one of the most beloved comic strips of all time. Nobody knew that yet. They just thought it was funny.

And in the music, the world was watching. Live Aid was the soundtrack of the year. But underneath it, the country was changing. The old certainties were gone. The new ones hadn't arrived yet.

      

        THE YEAR IN NUMBERS

        Number ones: 18
Longest-running number one: Paul Hardcastle — '19' (5 weeks)
Biggest-selling single: Band Aid — 'Do They Know It's Christmas?' (re-entry, 1 million+)
Biggest-selling album: Dire Straits — 'Brothers in Arms'
Chart size: Top 50 (full year)
Record format: 45rpm vinyl, cassette tapes, CDs (rising)
Live Aid viewers: 1.5 billion across 100+ countries
Live Aid raised: £150 million (roughly £450 million today)
Heysel Stadium dead: 39
Miners' strike duration: 362 days (March 1984 — March 1985)
Calvin and Hobbes first strip: 18 November 1985

      

        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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