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        WELCOME TO 1992

        If 1991 was the year grunge announced itself, 1992 was the year it actually arrived — and then had to share the stage with everything else. Because 1992 wasn't one thing. It was Whitney Houston's voice filling every shopping centre in the country, eight straight weeks of Shakespears Sister's gothic melodrama, Snap!'s Eurodance blaring from car stereos all summer, and Take That making teenage girls lose their minds on Saturday morning TV.

It was the year Nirvana headlined Reading in a wheelchair and a blonde wig, the year R.E.M. released their quietest, saddest masterpiece, and the year a former NWA producer called Dr Dre reinvented West Coast rap with an album called The Chronic. Snoop Dogg appeared on it. Nobody knew his name yet. They would.

It was also the year Britain fell apart economically — Black Wednesday, September 16th, when the pound was forced out of the ERM and the government lost all credibility on the economy. John Major had won a surprise election victory in April, Neil Kinnock's defeat still stinging for Labour, and by autumn the whole country was wondering what the hell just happened.

Charles and Diana separated in December. John Major told Parliament himself. The fairy tale was over.

And in the middle of all this, music was having one of its most ridiculously fertile years. Tori Amos released Little Earthquakes and made piano confessionals cool. PJ Harvey's Dry arrived like a punch in the throat. Suede released The Drowners and suddenly everyone wanted to wear eyeliner. Radiohead put out Creep — and it flopped. It would take another year and a re-release before anyone cared.

1992 was the year the Nineties actually started. The hangover from the Eighties was finally over. Pop was getting weird. Rock was getting sad. Rap was getting slow and heavy. And nobody had any idea what was coming next.

      

        THE NUMBER ONES OF 1992

        Twelve different songs hit number one in 1992. Some of them were genuinely great. Some of them were KWS.

**Queen — 'Bohemian Rhapsody' / 'These Are the Days of Our Lives'** (2 weeks, Jan)
The Freddie Mercury tribute reissue. The whole country bought it. You couldn't walk into a pub without someone attempting the operatic section.

**Wet Wet Wet — 'Goodnight Girl'** (4 weeks, Jan–Feb)
A perfectly pleasant ballad from Marti Pellow and co. Four weeks at number one. Nobody complained. Nobody raved either.

**Shakespears Sister — 'Stay'** (8 weeks, Feb–Apr)
Eight weeks. That's a long time for a song this strange. Siobhan Fahey and Marcella Detroit — two women who apparently couldn't stand each other by this point — made a gothic pop masterpiece. The video, with Fahey as a corpse bride rising from a coffin, was banned by some TV stations. Didn't matter. It was everywhere.

**Right Said Fred — 'Deeply Dippy'** (3 weeks, Apr)
The 'I'm Too Sexy' guys. A novelty act that somehow got a second hit. The Nineties were weird.

**KWS — 'Please Don't Go' / 'Game Boy'** (4 weeks, May–Jun)
A cover of a KC and the Sunshine Band song, paired with a rap about Nintendo. This was number one for a month. Let that sink in.

**Erasure — 'Abba-esque' EP** (5 weeks, Jun–Jul)
Four Abba covers on one EP. Andy Bell in a blonde wig. Vince Clarke's immaculate synth-pop. The biggest-selling EP of the year. Abba themselves hadn't had a number one since 1976.

**Jimmy Nail — 'Ain't No Doubt'** (3 weeks, Jul–Aug)
The actor from Auf Wiedersehen, Pet doing a pop-reggae number. It's fine. It's three weeks of your life you'll never get back.

**Snap! — 'Rhythm Is a Dancer'** (6 weeks, Aug–Sep)
The song of the summer. German production, a rap from Turbo B, a vocal from Thea Austin. 'I'm as serious as cancer when I say rhythm is a dancer' — a line that somehow worked. It still sounds massive.

**The Shamen — 'Ebeneezer Goode'** (4 weeks, Sep–Oct)
The most controversial number one of the year. A blatant song about ecstasy, disguised as a story about a fictional character called Ebeneezer Goode. 'E's good, E's good, E's Ebeneezer Goode.' The BBC banned the video. The song went to number one anyway. The rave generation had arrived.

**Tasmin Archer — 'Sleeping Satellite'** (2 weeks, Oct)
A gorgeous, melancholy song about the Apollo moon landings. Out of nowhere. Tasmin Archer was a former office worker from Bradford. This was her only number one. She deserved more.

**Boyz II Men — 'End of the Road'** (4 weeks, Oct–Nov)
American R&B at its most polished. Four weeks at number one. Whitney Houston's labelmate and protégés, basically. They'd break records with this song in the US.

**Charles & Eddie — 'Would I Lie to You?'** (2 weeks, Nov)
Blue-eyed soul. Two guys from New York. A perfect pop song. It still sounds like a lost classic.

**Whitney Houston — 'I Will Always Love You'** (5 weeks, Nov–Dec, and running into 1993)
The biggest song of the year. A Dolly Parton cover. From The Bodyguard. Whitney's voice at its absolute peak. Five weeks in 1992, another five in January 1993. Ten weeks total. It was inescapable. And honestly? It earned it.

      

        THE OTHER BIG HITS

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

**Nirvana — 'Come as You Are'** (peaked at #9)
The follow-up to 'Smells Like Teen Spirit.' A song built around a riff Kurt Cobain allegedly lifted from Killing Joke. (They later settled out of court.) It was darker, weirder, and proved Nirvana weren't a one-hit wonder.

**The Cure — 'Friday I'm in Love'** (#6)
Robert Smith wrote the happiest song of his career. A day-by-day countdown to the weekend. It was the Cure's biggest UK hit. Smith hated the video. Everyone else loved it.

**R.E.M. — 'Drive'** (#10)
The first single from Automatic for the People. Michael Stipe singing about a cold world from a warm place. No chorus, really. Just a slow burn that got bigger every time you heard it.

**Eric Clapton — 'Tears in Heaven'** (#5)
This one's hard. Clapton wrote it after his four-year-old son Conor fell from a 53rd-floor window in New York. He performed it at the MTV Unplugged session that same year. It peaked at number 5 in the UK. You couldn't hear it without thinking about what it cost him.

**Sade — 'No Ordinary Love'** (#14)
Sade Adu's voice was a national treasure by 1992. This was the lead single from Love Deluxe, their first album in four years. It was worth the wait.

**Underworld — 'Born Slippy'** (#52)
It didn't chart high. It barely charted at all. But this track — a druggy, repetitive, hypnotic piece of electronic music — would become the defining sound of 1996 thanks to Trainspotting. In 1992, it was just a B-side. Nobody knew yet.

**Shabba Ranks — 'Mr Loverman'** (#3)
Dancehall reggae's biggest UK crossover. Shabba in his leopard-print prime. 'Mr Loverman, say love me girl for a long, long time.' It peaked at number 3 and stayed in the charts for months.

**Tasmin Archer — 'Sleeping Satellite'** (#1, covered above but worth mentioning twice)
Because it's that good. A meditation on the Apollo programme, written by a woman who'd never written a song before. Sometimes genius just shows up.

**Suede — 'The Drowners'** (#49)
Brett Anderson's androgynous swagger, Bernard Butler's jagged guitar. It only reached 49, but it was the shot across the bow. Britpop was two years away, but this was the first whisper.

      

        THE ALBUMS THAT MATTERED

        **R.E.M. — 'Automatic for the People'**
Released October 1992. It went straight to number one in the UK. An album about mortality, memory, and the South. 'Everybody Hurts,' 'Man on the Moon,' 'Nightswimming.' No rock band had ever made an album this quiet and this huge at the same time. Michael Stipe later said he was depressed during the recording. It shows. That's why it's perfect.

**Nirvana — 'Nevermind'**
Still on the chart. Still selling. Still the album that changed everything. By 1992, 'Smells Like Teen Spirit' was a global phenomenon and Kurt Cobain was the most famous man in rock, a position he absolutely hated. The band toured the UK in November 1991 and again in 1992, culminating in that Reading performance.

**Dr. Dre — 'The Chronic'**
Released December 15, 1992. G-funk. Slow, lazy, weed-soaked West Coast hip-hop. Snoop Doggy Dogg appeared on seven of its sixteen tracks. Dre had left NWA, founded Death Row Records, and made an album that changed rap forever. It peaked at 43 in the UK. It didn't matter. Everyone who heard it knew it was special.

**Tori Amos — 'Little Earthquakes'**
Released February 1992. A woman at a piano, singing about God, sex, and trauma. 'Silent All These Years,' 'Winter,' 'Crucify.' Atlantic Records had rejected the first version. Tori went back, wrote new songs, and made one of the most honest debut albums ever. It peaked at 14 in the UK.

**PJ Harvey — 'Dry'**
Released March 30, 1992. Recorded in Yeovil for almost nothing. Polly Harvey was 22. The album was raw, sexual, violent, and brilliant. 'Sheela-na-gig,' 'Dress,' 'Happy and Bleeding.' John Peel played it constantly. The NME gave it Album of the Year. It didn't chart in the top 40. It didn't need to.

**The Cure — 'Wish'**
Released April 1992. Their biggest commercial success. 'Friday I'm in Love,' 'High,' 'A Letter to Elise.' Robert Smith called it their 'pop album.' It went to number one in the UK.

**Sade — 'Love Deluxe'**
Released October 1992. Sade's fourth album. 'No Ordinary Love,' 'Kiss of Life,' 'Feel No Pain.' It peaked at number 3 in the UK. Sophisticated, elegant, timeless. The soundtrack to every dinner party that wanted to seem classy.

**The Bodyguard Soundtrack**
The biggest-selling album of 1992 in the UK. Whitney Houston, plus a few other tracks. But really it was the Whitney show. 'I Will Always Love You,' 'I'm Every Woman,' 'Run to You.' It spent 18 weeks at number one on the album chart. Eighteen weeks.

**Rage Against the Machine — 'Rage Against the Machine'**
Released November 1992. Debut album. Zack de la Rocha screaming about political corruption over Tom Morello's guitar, which sounded like a DJ scratching. 'Killing in the Name,' 'Bombtrack,' 'Bullet in the Head.' It didn't chart in the UK top 40. It would become one of the most influential rock albums of the decade.

      

        THE ONE THAT GOT AWAY

        **Suede — 'The Drowners'**

Peaked at number 49. May 1992.

It's easy to look back now and say 'of course Suede were going to be huge.' But in May 1992, they were a band from London who'd barely played outside the capital. Brett Anderson had been working in a cinema. Bernard Butler was a guitar prodigy who'd answered an ad. Their debut single, 'The Drowners,' was released on a tiny independent label called Nude Records.

It reached 49. It got played on Radio 1 maybe twice. The music press went mad for it — Melody Maker put them on the cover, NME called them the best new band in Britain — but the public hadn't caught up yet. The single sold maybe 10,000 copies.

But something was happening. The Drowners had a swagger that British guitar music had been missing. Anderson's voice — part Bowie, part Morrissey, entirely his own — and Butler's guitar, all jagged riffs and glam-rock flourishes. It was the sound of a band that knew exactly what they were.

By the end of the year, they'd headline their own tour, release a second single ('Metal Mickey,' which reached 17), and be nominated for the Mercury Prize. Their debut album, Suede, would go to number one in 1993 and win the Mercury. But 'The Drowners' at 49? That's the one that got away.

It's also the moment British guitar music started waking up. Britpop wasn't here yet. But the alarm clock had just gone off.

      

        THE SOUND OF 1992

        If 1992 had a sound, it was a collision. Three different worlds, all happening at once, all bleeding into each other.

**The American takeover.**
Grunge had broken through in 1991, but 1992 was when it settled in. Nirvana were the biggest band in the world. Pearl Jam's 'Ten' was still selling. Soundgarden, Alice in Chains — the whole Seattle scene was on heavy rotation. But America also sent us Dr Dre's G-funk, Boyz II Men's R&B, and the first stirrings of what would become the 'alternative nation.' R.E.M. went from college rock to stadiums without changing a thing.

**The British response.**
The Shamen's 'Ebeneezer Goode' was a number one about ecstasy. The Prodigy's 'Experience' was the sound of rave culture going hard. Underworld were making the electronic music that would define the rest of the decade. And Suede, PJ Harvey, and Radiohead were all making debuts that suggested British guitar music wasn't dead — it was just waiting.

**Pop got weird.**
Shakespears Sister's gothic melodrama. Tasmin Archer's space-obsessed balladry. Right Said Fred's novelty nonsense. Take That's choreographed innocence. The charts in 1992 were a mess in the best possible way. You could hear Whitney Houston, Snap!, and Nirvana on the same radio station in the same hour.

**The underground.**
The rave scene was in full swing. Illegal warehouse parties, the Criminal Justice Bill looming, the government trying to shut it all down. The Shamen's number one was a middle finger to authority. Aphex Twin released 'Selected Ambient Works 85–92' — an album that sounded like it came from another planet. The KLF retired from the music industry in May, deleting their entire back catalogue. (They'd had a number one in 1991 with '3 a.m. Eternal.' In 1992, they just... stopped.)

1992 didn't have one sound. It had a dozen. And that's what made it great.

      

        BRITAIN IN 1992

        **April 9** — John Major wins the general election. The polls had predicted a hung parliament or a narrow Labour win. Neil Kinnock had run the campaign of his life. But the Conservatives won with a majority of 21. The Sun's headline the next morning: 'It's The Sun Wot Won It.' Kinnock resigned as Labour leader. The Tories were in for another five years.

**April 12** — Euro Disney opens outside Paris. French intellectuals called it a 'cultural Chernobyl.' The queues were enormous. The financial disaster that followed was even bigger.

**May** — The KLF delete their back catalogue. Bill Drummond and Jimmy Cauty had been the most successful pranksters in pop history. Then they just walked away. They'd later burn a million quid on a Scottish island.

**August 30** — Nirvana headline the Reading Festival. Kurt Cobain came on stage in a wheelchair, wearing a hospital gown and a blonde wig. The band played a flawless set. It was the best show of their career. It was also the beginning of the end.

**September 16** — Black Wednesday. The pound was forced out of the European Exchange Rate Mechanism. The government spent billions trying to prop it up. They failed. Interest rates went to 15%. George Soros made a billion dollars betting against the pound. Norman Lamont, the Chancellor, looked shell-shocked. The Conservative Party's reputation for economic competence never recovered.

**October** — The Maastricht Treaty is signed, creating the European Union. Britain opted out of the single currency. The debate about Europe that would tear the Tory party apart for the next 25 years had begun.

**December 9** — John Major stands up in the House of Commons and announces that the Prince and Princess of Wales have separated 'amicably.' The fairy tale was over. The tabloids had a field day. The 'War of the Waleses' was just getting started.

**Also this year:** Absolutely Fabulous debuts on BBC One. 'Pass me the Bolly, darling.' The X-Files starts in America. Reservoir Dogs premieres at Sundance and gets banned on video in the UK. Wayne's World is in cinemas — 'Schwing!' Unforgiven wins Best Picture. The Bosnian War begins. Famine in Somalia. The Troubles continue in Northern Ireland. The world was a mess. It always was.

      

        THE YEAR IN NUMBERS

        Number ones: 12
Longest-running number one: Shakespears Sister — 'Stay' (8 weeks)
Biggest-selling single: Whitney Houston — 'I Will Always Love You' (1.5 million+ UK sales)
Christmas number one: Whitney Houston — 'I Will Always Love You'
Biggest-selling album: The Bodyguard Soundtrack (18 weeks at #1)
Chart size: Top 75 (singles), Top 75 (albums)
Record format: Cassette singles still dominant, CD singles growing, vinyl hanging on
Average weeks at number one per song: 3.9
Number of weeks Whitney Houston was at #1 in 1992: 5 (plus 5 more in 1993)
Number of weeks Shakespears Sister was at #1: 8
Number of weeks Snap! was at #1: 6
Pound's value against the Deutschmark on Black Wednesday: crashed from 2.95 to 2.50
Tories' majority after the election: 21
Nirvana's Reading Festival crowd: approximately 30,000

      

        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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