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        WELCOME TO 1987

        If 1986 was the year pop music got comfortable, 1987 was the year it got greedy. Everything got bigger. The hair, the drums, the choruses, the egos. And somehow, it worked.

This was the year Rick Astley, a 21-year-old from Newton-le-Willows with a voice deeper than the Mariana Trench, spent five weeks at number one with a song that would, 20 years later, become the internet's greatest practical joke. But in the summer of '87, "Never Gonna Give You Up" wasn't a meme — it was just a perfect piece of pop, written by the Stock Aitken Waterman hit factory that was churning out gold like a printing press.

Whitney Houston owned the summer. "I Wanna Dance with Somebody" was pure joy pressed into vinyl — that voice, that key change, that video with the big hair and bigger smile. It was impossible to hear it and not move.

U2 released "The Joshua Tree" and went from being a very good Irish rock band to the biggest band on the planet. "With or Without You" was everywhere — on the radio, in the pubs, coming out of car windows. It peaked at number 4 in the UK, but it felt like a number one.

And then there was the Pet Shop Boys. Two men in suits, looking like they'd wandered in from a different planet, singing about Catholic guilt over a synth line that could fill Wembley. "It's a Sin" was number one for three weeks and caused more controversy than anything else in the charts that year.

1987 was the year pop music peaked. It was also the year the stock market crashed, a storm flattened southern England, and a ferry went down off Zeebrugge. The music was the soundtrack to a year that couldn't decide if it was having the time of its life or falling apart.

      

        THE NUMBER ONES OF 1987

        Eighteen different songs sat at number one in 1987. Here's the full rundown.

The year started with a dead man at the top. Jackie Wilson's "Reet Petite" — recorded in 1957, thirty years earlier — spent four weeks at number one, thanks to a claymation video on a BBC show called "The Tube." Wilson had died in 1984. He never knew he'd have a posthumous UK number one.

Then came the first house music number one ever: Steve "Silk" Hurley's "Jack Your Body." Two weeks at the top, and it sounded like nothing else on the radio at the time. Chicago house had arrived in the UK charts.

George Michael and Aretha Franklin teamed up for "I Knew You Were Waiting (For Me)" — two weeks at number one. Ben E. King's "Stand By Me" got a three-week run thanks to a Levi's ad. Boy George went solo with "Everything I Own" — two weeks.

Mel and Kim's "Respectable" was pure SAW pop. Then came "Let It Be" by Ferry Aid — a charity single for the Zeebrugge disaster, featuring everyone from Boy George to Mark Knopfler. Three weeks at number one.

Madonna's "La Isla Bonita" — two weeks. Starship's "Nothing's Gonna Stop Us Now" — four weeks, and the theme from "Mannequin," a film nobody remembers. Whitney's "I Wanna Dance with Somebody" — two weeks. The Firm's "Star Trekkin'" — two weeks of pure novelty nonsense that somehow happened.

Pet Shop Boys' "It's a Sin" — three weeks. Madonna again with "Who's That Girl" — one week. Los Lobos' "La Bamba" — two weeks. Then Rick Astley's five-week reign.

M/A/R/R/S's "Pump Up the Volume" — two weeks, and it changed everything. A collage of samples that became the first dance-influenced number one to genuinely scare the establishment. The Bee Gees came back with "You Win Again" — four weeks. T'Pau's "China in Your Hand" — five weeks, the longest run of the year alongside Rick.

And finally, Pet Shop Boys again with "Always on My Mind" — the Christmas number one, three weeks. A cover of Elvis, but they made it their own.

      

        THE OTHER BIG HITS

        The number ones tell one story. The rest of the top 10 tells another.

U2's "With or Without You" only reached number 4, but it was the song of the year for millions. The Edge's infinite delay guitar, Bono's strained vocal, that bassline that just keeps going. From "The Joshua Tree" — an album that spent years on the chart and turned U2 into stadium-filling gods.

George Michael's "Faith" peaked at number 2, held off by Rick Astley. But it was the statement of the year — George shaking off Wham!, growing a beard, and making an album that sold 25 million copies. The video alone — leather jacket, jukebox, that first guitar strum — defined late-80s cool.

Michael Jackson's "Bad" reached number 3. The follow-up to "Thriller" was never going to match it, but the title track was a snarling, confident piece of pop-funk. The video, directed by Martin Scorsese, cost $2.2 million. It showed a young Wesley Snipes getting told off by Jackson. Bizarre, brilliant, unmistakably 1987.

Prince's "Sign o' the Times" peaked at number 10. It's about AIDS, crack cocaine, gang violence, and Reagan's America. "In September, my cousin tried reefer for the very first time / Now he's doing horse, it's June." It was too real for pop radio. It should have been number one.

The Proclaimers — twin brothers from Leith with thick Scottish accents and a folk-punk energy — took "Letter from America" to number 3. It's about Scottish emigration, sung with such conviction that it didn't matter if you understood every word. Gerry Rafferty produced it.

New Order's "True Faith" reached number 4. It's about heroin addiction disguised as a dance track. The video, directed by Philippe Decouflé, featured dancers in surreal costumes. It was art masquerading as pop, and it worked.

Def Leppard's "Pour Some Sugar on Me" — number 18 in the UK, but a monster everywhere else. From the "Hysteria" album, recorded under impossible circumstances — drummer Rick Allen had lost an arm in a car crash and learned to play with one arm. The album took three years to make. It sold 20 million copies.

      

        THE ALBUMS THAT MATTERED

        **U2 — The Joshua Tree.** Released in March. It went straight to number 1 in the UK and stayed there for weeks. Recorded in Dublin with producers Brian Eno and Daniel Lanois, it was U2's love letter to American music — blues, country, gospel, rock. The cover photo, shot in the California desert, became iconic. "With or Without You," "I Still Haven't Found What I'm Looking For," "Where the Streets Have No Name" — three singles, all classics. It won the Grammy for Album of the Year. It's sold 25 million copies.

**George Michael — Faith.** His first solo album after Wham! split. He produced most of it himself, played most of the instruments, and wrote every song. It was a masterclass in pop craftsmanship — funk, soul, pop, rock, all filtered through George's impeccable taste. "Faith," "Father Figure," "One More Try," "I Want Your Sex." The album spent 51 weeks on the UK chart.

**Prince — Sign o' the Times.** A double album that should have been a single album, but Prince couldn't stop writing. It's his most socially conscious work — "Sign o' the Times" about the state of the world, "The Ballad of Dorothy Parker" about nothing in particular, "If I Was Your Girlfriend" about the impossibility of intimacy. It peaked at number 4 in the UK album chart. It's widely considered his masterpiece.

**Michael Jackson — Bad.** The pressure was impossible. "Thriller" was the biggest album of all time. "Bad" sold 45 million copies and was considered a disappointment. That tells you everything about the expectations. The title track, "The Way You Make Me Feel," "Man in the Mirror" — these are all-time great songs. But it wasn't "Thriller."

**Fleetwood Mac — Tango in the Night.** The band was falling apart during recording. Lindsey Buckingham was obsessing over every note, the cocaine was flowing, and the relationships were fracturing. Somehow, they produced their biggest-selling album since "Rumours." "Big Love," "Little Lies," "Everywhere" — three perfect pop songs. Buckingham left the band shortly after. He couldn't do it again.

**Guns N' Roses — Appetite for Destruction.** Released in July in the US, it took a while to cross the Atlantic. But when it hit, it hit hard. "Welcome to the Jungle," "Sweet Child o' Mine," "Paradise City" — this was rock music that had been starved of danger for years. Axl Rose's screech, Slash's top hat, the whole debauched package. It changed rock music overnight. Suddenly, hair metal looked ridiculous.

**Def Leppard — Hysteria.** Three years in the making, recorded at four different studios, produced by Robert John "Mutt" Lange. The drum sound alone took months to perfect. "Pour Some Sugar on Me," "Love Bites," "Animal" — every song sounded like a single. It sold 20 million copies and made Def Leppard one of the biggest bands in the world.

      

        THE ONE THAT GOT AWAY

        Prince's "Sign o' the Times" peaked at number 10 in the UK singles chart. It should have been number one. It was the best song of the year — a seven-minute epic about AIDS, crack, gang violence, and the apocalypse, set to a minimalist funk beat that sounded like nothing else on earth.

But radio didn't know what to do with it. Too long, too dark, too political. Programmers wanted Rick Astley and Whitney Houston — safe, joyful, uncomplicated. Prince was none of those things in 1987. He was at his most restless, most experimental, most brilliant.

The song opens with a drum machine pattern that sounds like a heartbeat. Then Prince starts listing the end of the world: "In France, a skinny man died of a big disease with a little name / By chance, his girlfriend came across a needle and soon she did the same." This was 1987. AIDS was still a death sentence. Nobody was writing pop songs about it.

"Sign o' the Times" was too smart for the charts. It was too real. It peaked at number 10 and disappeared. But it's the song that people still talk about. The number ones that year? Most of them are forgotten. "Sign o' the Times" is remembered.

      

        THE SOUND OF 1987

        If you had to pick one sound that defined 1987, it wouldn't be a guitar or a voice. It would be a sampler.

M/A/R/R/S's "Pump Up the Volume" was a number one single made almost entirely from other people's records. About 250 samples, stitched together by two brothers from South London — Martyn and Steve Young of the band Colourbox, collaborating with AR Kane. It was a one-off. They never made another record together. But that single changed everything.

Suddenly, sampling wasn't a niche studio trick — it was pop music. The legal battles followed. The sample of "I Know You Got Soul" by Eric B. & Rakim wasn't cleared. Lawsuits were filed. The music industry spent the next decade trying to figure out how to handle this new reality.

But in the autumn of 1987, "Pump Up the Volume" was just a brilliant, chaotic, thrilling noise. It sounded like the future. And it was.

Meanwhile, Stock Aitken Waterman were perfecting their formula in a London studio — the Roland TR-808 drum machine, the synth bass, the key changes, the factory-line production. Rick Astley, Mel and Kim, Bananarama. Critics hated it. The public couldn't get enough.

And in a small Dublin studio, U2 were doing the opposite — stripping back, recording live, letting the songs breathe. "The Joshua Tree" sounded enormous because it had space in it. The Edge's guitar, Bono's voice, Larry Mullen Jr.'s drumming — nothing was wasted.

Three different sounds. Three different visions of what pop music could be. All of them happening at the same time. That was 1987.

      

        BRITAIN IN 1987

        Margaret Thatcher won her third general election in June. The country was still deeply divided — the miners' strike was over but the scars weren't. The poll tax was being planned. The north was struggling. The City of London was booming.

Then, on October 19, Black Monday. The stock market crashed. The FTSE 100 fell 12.2% in a single day — its biggest-ever one-day drop. Billions wiped off. The boom years suddenly looked fragile.

Just three days earlier, on the night of October 15-16, the Great Storm hit. Hurricane-force winds tore through southern England. Eighteen people were killed. Fifteen million trees were blown down — whole forests flattened overnight. Kew Gardens lost hundreds of rare trees. The south-east looked like a war zone. Michael Fish, the BBC weatherman, had famously said earlier that evening: "Don't worry, there isn't." He was wrong.

March had brought the Zeebrugge disaster. The Herald of Free Enterprise capsized moments after leaving the Belgian port. The bow doors had been left open. Water flooded the car deck. The ship rolled over in minutes. 193 people died. The whole country watched the rescue efforts on TV. The charity single "Let It Be" by Ferry Aid raised money for the families.

Terry Waite, the Archbishop of Canterbury's envoy, disappeared in Beirut in January while trying to negotiate the release of hostages. He would remain a captive for nearly five years.

At the cinema, "Dirty Dancing" had everyone practicing the lift. "Fatal Attraction" made everyone terrified of answering the phone. Stanley Kubrick's "Full Metal Jacket" divided audiences. "The Simpsons" made their first appearance — as crude animated shorts on The Tracey Ullman Show, on April 19. Nobody knew what they'd become.

And in the music, the Smiths split up. Johnny Marr left the band in August, exhausted by the tension with Morrissey. The most important British indie band of the decade was over. Morrissey went solo. Marr formed The The, then Electronic. They never spoke properly again for years.

      

        THE YEAR IN NUMBERS

        Number ones: 18
Longest-running number one: Rick Astley — "Never Gonna Give You Up" and T'Pau — "China in Your Hand" (5 weeks each)
Biggest-selling single: Rick Astley — "Never Gonna Give You Up" (over 800,000 UK sales)
Biggest-selling album: U2 — "The Joshua Tree" (multi-platinum, 25 million worldwide)
Chart size: Top 100 (singles), Top 75 (albums)
Record formats: 7" vinyl, 12" vinyl, cassette single, CD single (still rare)
Price of a 7" single: around £1.99
Price of an album: around £7.99
Top 40 countdown: Sunday evenings, BBC Radio 1, presented by Bruno Brookes

**1987 in other numbers:**
Zeebrugge disaster: 193 dead
Great Storm: 18 dead, 15 million trees lost
Black Monday: FTSE 100 fell 12.2% in one day
General Election: Thatcher wins third term with 102-seat majority
UK population: approximately 56.8 million

      

        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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