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        WELCOME TO 1986

        1986 was the year the Eighties peaked. Not in a neat, orderly way — it was messy, contradictory, and absolutely brilliant.

January kicked off with the Challenger disaster. A schoolteacher from New Hampshire named Christa McAuliffe was supposed to be the first civilian in space. We watched it live on TV in the staff room. The shuttle broke apart 73 seconds after launch. Nobody spoke for the rest of the day.

By April, Chernobyl had melted down. A Soviet reactor exploded, and the cloud drifted across Europe. We didn't know how bad it was at first — the Soviets said very little. But the rain came, and suddenly nobody wanted to let their kids play outside.

And yet, the music was incredible. The Pet Shop Boys — two men in suits who looked like they'd wandered in from a bank — had the first hip-hop-influenced number one by a British band. 'West End Girls' was about class and loneliness, and it sounded like nothing else on the radio.

Madonna released 'True Blue' and 'Papa Don't Preach' and became the most talked-about woman on the planet. The Vatican condemned her. She didn't care. She was right.

Top Gun came out and every bloke in Britain started wearing aviators and pretending they knew what 'Maverick' meant. 'Take My Breath Away' was everywhere — in nightclubs, at weddings, on every mixtape.

It was the year of the Smiths' 'The Queen Is Dead,' Paul Simon's 'Graceland,' and Peter Gabriel's 'So.' Three albums that couldn't be more different, all of them masterpieces.

1986 was the year pop music got slick, the year the world fell apart and danced anyway.

      

        THE NUMBER ONES OF 1986

        Twenty different singles hit number one in 1986. That's a lot. Here's who mattered:

**Pet Shop Boys — 'West End Girls.'** Two weeks at the top, starting January 5th. Neil Tennant was a Smash Hits journalist before this. He interviewed the Police one day, had a number one the next. The song was inspired by T.S. Eliot's 'The Waste Land' and a walk through Soho. Try doing that with a Stock Aitken Waterman track.

**a-ha — 'The Sun Always Shines on TV.'** Two weeks. The follow-up to 'Take On Me.' The video cost a fortune. The song was better.

**Billy Ocean — 'When the Going Gets Tough, The Tough Get Going.'** Four weeks. From 'The Jewel of the Nile' soundtrack. Billy Ocean was from Trinidad, raised in Romford. This was his biggest hit. It's still played at weddings and funerals.

**Diana Ross — 'Chain Reaction.'** Three weeks. Written by the Bee Gees. Pure disco in a year that had supposedly killed disco. Diana Ross could do anything.

**Cliff Richard and The Young Ones — 'Living Doll.'** Three weeks. Yes, that Cliff Richard. Yes, the comedy cast from 'The Young Ones.' It was a Comic Relief single. It was terrible. It was number one. That's 1986.

**Falco — 'Rock Me Amadeus.'** One week. An Austrian rapping about Mozart. It was absurd. It was brilliant. It went to number one in America too.

**Spitting Image — 'The Chicken Song.'** Three weeks. A satirical puppet show had a number one. 'Hold a chicken in the air, stick a deckchair up your nose.' I'm not making this up.

**Doctor and the Medics — 'Spirit in the Sky.'** Three weeks. A cover of a 1969 Norman Greenbaum song. The singer wore face paint and looked like a deranged jester. It was a hit. Nobody is proud of this.

**Wham! — 'The Edge of Heaven.'** Two weeks. George Michael's last single with Wham! before going solo. They went out on top.

**Madonna — 'Papa Don't Preach.'** Three weeks. The most controversial number one of the year. A teenage girl telling her father she's pregnant. Planned Parenthood loved it. The Vatican hated it. Madonna won.

**Chris de Burgh — 'The Lady in Red.'** Three weeks. Written for his wife Diane after an argument. He said it took him 25 minutes and six months. It became the definitive wedding song. You either love it or you've never been to a wedding.

**Boris Gardiner — 'I Want to Wake Up with You.'** Four weeks. A reggae ballad from Jamaica. Four weeks at number one. Nobody remembers it. That's the charts for you.

**The Communards — 'Don't Leave Me This Way.'** Four weeks. The biggest-selling single of the year. Jimmy Somerville's falsetto, Sarah Jane Morris's contralto, and a piano riff that could lift a house. A cover of a Harold Melvin & the Blue Notes track. It was pure joy.

**Madonna — 'True Blue.'** One week. The title track from her album. A doo-wop homage to the 1950s. She could do anything.

**Nick Berry — 'Every Loser Wins.'** Three weeks. From 'EastEnders.' Nick Berry played Wicksy. The song was a soap opera tie-in. It was the second biggest-selling single of the year. Let that sink in.

**Berlin — 'Take My Breath Away.'** Four weeks. From 'Top Gun.' The most played song in nightclubs that year. Every slow dance. Every prom. Every wedding. It was inescapable.

**Europe — 'The Final Countdown.'** Two weeks. That keyboard riff. You know the one. Joey Tempest wrote it on a Casio keyboard in the early 80s. It became the most recognisable stadium rock intro of all time.

**The Housemartins — 'Caravan of Love.'** One week. The Christmas number one. A socialist a cappella group from Hull singing about unity. It wasn't about Christmas at all. Perfect.

**Jackie Wilson — 'Reet Petite.'** Four weeks. A 1957 song re-released after a BBC documentary. It went to number one 29 years after its original release. Jackie Wilson had died two years earlier. Bittersweet doesn't cover it.

      

        THE OTHER BIG HITS

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

**Run DMC and Aerosmith — 'Walk This Way.'** Peaked at number 8. This was the moment hip-hop stopped being a niche. Aerosmith's Steven Tyler and Joe Perry walked into a studio with Run DMC, and they made the first great rap-rock crossover. The video showed a wall being smashed down between the two bands. It wasn't subtle. It worked.

**Peter Gabriel — 'Sledgehammer.'** Peaked at number 4. The video was directed by Stephen R. Johnson and animated by Aardman — the same people who'd later make Wallace and Gromit. Stop-motion, pixilation, time-lapse. Gabriel lay under a sheet of glass for hours while fruit and vegetables were thrown at him. It won a record nine MTV Video Music Awards. It's still the most played video in MTV history.

**The Bangles — 'Manic Monday' and 'Walk Like an Egyptian.'** Peaked at number 2 and number 3. Prince wrote 'Manic Monday' under a pseudonym. 'Walk Like an Egyptian' was written by a man who'd never been to Egypt. It became the Bangles' only US number one. Susanna Hoffs in that video — everyone had a crush.

**Sinitta — 'So Macho.'** Peaked at number 2. The birth of Stock Aitken Waterman. A production trio who'd dominate the charts for the next four years. Sinitta was Simon Cowell's girlfriend at the time. The song was pure cheese. It was brilliant cheese.

**Simply Red — 'Holding Back the Years.'** Peaked at number 2. Mick Hucknall wrote it when he was 17 about his biological father. It took years to finish. It was worth the wait.

**Robert Palmer — 'Addicted to Love.'** Peaked at number 5. The video with the identically dressed models was more famous than the song. Palmer later said he regretted it. Nobody believed him.

**Sigue Sigue Sputnik — 'Love Missile F1-11.'** Peaked at number 3. A band who were more hype than music. They sold advertising space on their album sleeve. They looked like extras from 'Blade Runner.' The song was used in the film 'Ferris Bueller's Day Off.' That's their legacy.

**Bon Jovi — 'You Give Love a Bad Name' and 'Livin' on a Prayer.'** Peaked at number 14 and number 4. 'Slippery When Wet' was the album that made them superstars. 'Livin' on a Prayer' — about Tommy and Gina, a working-class couple trying to get by — became an anthem. Jon Bon Jovi wrote it with Desmond Child. The label nearly cut it from the album. Imagine that.

**Kate Bush — 'Cloudbusting.'** Peaked at number 20. The video starred Donald Sutherland. It was based on the true story of Wilhelm Reich, a psychoanalyst whose cloudbuster machine was destroyed by the FDA. Kate Bush was operating on a different level to everyone else.

**The Smiths — 'Bigmouth Strikes Again' and 'Panic.'** Peaked at number 26 and number 11. 'Panic' was written after the Chernobyl disaster. Morrissey was furious that the radio played 'The Birdie Song' while the world was ending. 'Hang the DJ, hang the DJ, hang the DJ.' It was the angriest pop song of the year.

      

        THE ALBUMS THAT MATTERED

        **The Smiths — 'The Queen Is Dead.'** Released June 1986. The greatest album of the year, possibly the decade. Johnny Marr's guitar work on this record is absurd — he makes a Rickenbacker sound like an orchestra. Morrissey's lyrics are at their peak: funny, bitter, romantic, ridiculous. 'There Is a Light That Never Goes Out' is the most beautiful song about death ever written. 'Frankly, Mr. Shankly' is a piss-take of their record label. 'Cemetry Gates' is about plagiarism. It's perfect.

**Paul Simon — 'Graceland.'** Released August 1986. Simon broke the UN cultural boycott of South Africa to make this album. He faced enormous criticism. The ANC called it a betrayal. But the music — the mbaqanga rhythms of Ladysmith Black Mambazo, the accordion, the basslines — was unlike anything else. 'You Can Call Me Al' became a global hit. The album sold 16 million copies. The controversy never really went away, but the music outlasted it.

**Peter Gabriel — 'So.'** Released May 1986. His fifth album, his first with a title. Produced with Daniel Lanois. 'Sledgehammer' was the hit, but 'Don't Give Up' with Kate Bush is the heart of the record. A duet about unemployment and despair during the Thatcher years. It still breaks you.

**Madonna — 'True Blue.'** Released June 1986. Three number one singles. The album that made her the biggest female artist in the world. She dedicated it to 'the man of my dreams' — Sean Penn, who she married that year. It didn't last. The album did.

**Run DMC — 'Raising Hell.'** Released May 1986. The first hip-hop album to go platinum. 'Walk This Way' broke rock radio. 'My Adidas' was a product placement that changed advertising. 'It's Tricky' is still a banger.

**Pet Shop Boys — 'Please.'** Released March 1986. The debut. 'West End Girls,' 'Opportunities (Let's Make Lots of Money),' 'Love Comes Quickly.' Neil Tennant and Chris Lowe looked like accountants and made music that sounded like the future.

**Bon Jovi — 'Slippery When Wet.'** Released August 1986. Three million copies in the US alone. Hair metal with hooks. 'Livin' on a Prayer' and 'You Give Love a Bad Name' are still stadium staples. Jon Bon Jovi's mullet was a cultural force.

**The Cure — 'The Head on the Door.'** Released August 1985, but its singles charted in 1986. 'In Between Days' and 'Close to Me' were the poppiest things Robert Smith had ever written. He still looked like he'd been dragged through a hedge backwards. The music was gorgeous.

**Anita Baker — 'Rapture.'** Released June 1986. Quiet storm R&B at its finest. 'Sweet Love' was the single. Her voice was velvet. This album sold five million copies and won three Grammys. In a year of synths and drum machines, it was proof that soul wasn't dead.

      

        THE ONE THAT GOT AWAY

        The Housemartins' 'Caravan of Love' was the Christmas number one. It's a fine song. But the song that should have defined 1986 never even made the top 40.

**The Smiths — 'There Is a Light That Never Goes Out.'** It was never released as a single. It was an album track on 'The Queen Is Dead.' It peaked at nowhere. It never charted. And it's the greatest song of the year.

Morrissey wrote the lyrics after a bus journey in Manchester. 'And if a double-decker bus crashes into us, to die by your side is such a heavenly way to die.' It's romantic, morbid, and utterly English. Johnny Marr's guitar jangles like sunlight through a stained glass window. The strings swell. The whole thing builds to something transcendent.

It wasn't a hit. It didn't need to be. Some songs are too good for the charts.

**Honourable mention: Kate Bush — 'The Big Sky.'** The third single from 'Hounds of Love.' Peaked at number 37. Clouds and freedom and letting go. The video had her dancing in a field with a giant sheet. It was weird. It was wonderful. It deserved better.

      

        THE SOUND OF 1986

        If 1986 had a sound, it was the Fairlight CMI synthesizer. That thing was in every studio. It cost £12,000 and looked like a washing machine with a keyboard. Peter Gabriel used it. Kate Bush used it. Pet Shop Boys used it. It made the signature sound of 1986 — that glossy, slightly artificial sheen that defined mid-80s pop.

But 1986 was also the year of the music video. MTV had been around since 1981, but this was the year videos became an art form. Peter Gabriel's 'Sledgehammer' cost £150,000 to make and looked like a fever dream. Aardman Animations spent months on stop-motion. Gabriel lay under a sheet of glass while a chicken was thrown at his face. He did it for the art.

'Take My Breath Away' was the power ballad of the year. Berlin's Terri Nunn sang it while Tom Cruise flew jets. Every school disco had a slow dance to it. Every couple thought it was their song.

Stock Aitken Waterman arrived in 1986. They'd go on to produce dozens of hits for Kylie Minogue, Rick Astley, and Bananarama. Their sound was cheap, cheerful, and utterly formulaic. It started with Sinitta's 'So Macho.' Love it or hate it, it defined the next five years.

And then there was the Fairlight's opposite: the acoustic guitar. Tracy Chapman hadn't arrived yet, but Paul Simon's 'Graceland' proved that world music could sell millions. The album used South African township jive, zydeco accordion, and Mexican ranchera. It was the most eclectic record of the year, and it was a smash.

1986 was the year pop got slick, but it was also the year it got smart.

      

        BRITAIN IN 1986

        Margaret Thatcher was in her third term. The country was deeply divided. The miners' strike was over, but the scars weren't. The Wapping dispute began in January — Rupert Murdoch moved his newspapers to a new plant in Wapping, East London, and sacked 5,500 print workers. The picket lines ran for a year. Police on horseback. Arrests every night. Fleet Street would never be the same.

The Big Bang happened in October. The London Stock Exchange was deregulated overnight. Yuppies in red braces and mobile phones the size of bricks. Money was suddenly everywhere — for some people. The gap between rich and poor got wider.

Prince Andrew married Sarah Ferguson on July 23rd at Westminster Abbey. Half a million people lined the streets. She was a commoner with red hair and a sense of humour. The nation loved her. It wouldn't last.

'Top Gun' opened in UK cinemas in August. 'Aliens' came out in October. 'Ferris Bueller's Day Off' in September. The summer of 1986 was the best summer for blockbusters in years.

'Casualty' started on BBC1. The first episode aired in September. It's still running.

Live Aid was the year before, but the spirit lingered. Hands Across America happened on May 25th — 6.5 million people held hands across the US to raise money for homelessness. It raised $15 million. It cost $17 million to organise. The sentiment was there, even if the maths wasn't.

Chernobyl changed everything. The cloud reached Britain in early May. The government advised against drinking rainwater. Farmers in Cumbria couldn't sell their lamb for years. We'd never really thought about nuclear power before. We thought about it a lot after.

And through all of this, the music played on. In the clubs, in the pubs, on Top of the Pops every Thursday night. 1986 was a year of disaster and dancing. That's the truth of it.

      

        THE YEAR IN NUMBERS

        Number ones: 20
Longest-running number one: Boris Gardiner — 'I Want to Wake Up with You' / Berlin — 'Take My Breath Away' / The Communards — 'Don't Leave Me This Way' (4 weeks each)
Biggest-selling single: The Communards — 'Don't Leave Me This Way' (over 1 million UK sales)
Most top 10 hits: Madonna (6)
Christmas number one: The Housemartins — 'Caravan of Love'
Chart size: Top 100 (introduced in 1986, replacing Top 75)
Record format: 7" vinyl, 12" vinyl, cassette single, CD single (still rare)
Average price of a single: £1.79
Top of the Pops viewers: 8 million+ every Thursday

      

        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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