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        WELCOME TO 1999

        If 1998 was the year Britpop finally coughed its last, 1999 was the year nobody even remembered it existed. The charts belonged to a 17-year-old from Mississippi in a schoolgirl outfit, a Puerto Rican pop star shaking his hips on a Grammys stage, and a bleach-blond rapper from Detroit who turned up with Dr Dre's phone number and a song about killing his wife.

Britney Spears' '...Baby One More Time' arrived in January like a bomb. The video — pigtails, Catholic school uniform, knee socks — became the most talked-about pop image since Madonna's 'Like a Virgin'. Max Martin's production was surgical: that three-note piano riff, the gasp before the chorus, the key change. It sold 1.4 million copies in the UK alone. The biggest-selling single of the year by a mile.

Ricky Martin's 'Livin' la Vida Loca' was the summer anthem. He'd performed at the 1999 Grammys in February and the reaction was instant — that hip-swivel became the most imitated dance move in every school playground from London to Liverpool. Three weeks at number one.

And then there was Eminem. 'My Name Is' hit number two in March and the tabloids went into overdrive. He rapped about Pamela Anderson, taking drugs, and his baby's mama. The video had him parodying Marilyn Manson, the Brady Bunch, and the President. Radio stations debated whether to play it. Every parent who heard it was horrified. Every teenager who heard it wanted more.

Meanwhile, Napster launched on June 1. A 17-year-old called Shawn Fanning had written a program that let anyone share MP3s for free. Nobody in the music industry took it seriously. They would.

1999 was the year the 90s ended and the 2000s began — not on January 1, 2000, but right here, in the charts.

      

        THE NUMBER ONES OF 1999

        Eighteen different songs hit number one in 1999. Here's the story of the year, week by week.

The year started with Chef — Isaac Hayes voicing the South Park character — at number one with 'Chocolate Salty Balls (P.S. I Love You)'. A song about testicles, written by Trey Parker, spent a week on top. 1999 was already weird and it was only January 2.

Britney's '...Baby One More Time' took over for two weeks in February. Then Boyzone's 'When the Going Gets Tough' — a Billy Ocean cover that somehow felt less energetic than the original. Then Westlife arrived. 'Swear It Again' was their first of seven number ones. They'd been put together by Louis Walsh and Simon Cowell, a boy band assembled in a boardroom. The formula worked.

Ricky Martin's 'Livin' la Vida Loca' owned June — three weeks. Then Vengaboys with 'Boom, Boom, Boom, Boom!!' — a song so relentlessly stupid it became brilliant. One week.

Eiffel 65's 'Blue (Da Ba Dee)' was the strangest number one of the year. Three weeks in November. An Italian production trio, a vocoder vocal, a lyric about a depressed blue man. It was terrible. It was enormous. Nobody could explain it.

And the Christmas number one? Westlife again — a double A-side of 'I Have a Dream' / 'Seasons in the Sun'. Four weeks. The ABBA cover was fine. The other side was a Jacques Brel song that had already been a suicide-themed hit for Terry Jacks in 1974. Westlife somehow made it sound like a Christmas carol.

Other number ones worth noting: Fatboy Slim's 'Praise You' (one week in January), Shania Twain's 'That Don't Impress Me Much' (one week in March), ATB's '9PM (Till I Come)' (two weeks in June), and the Backstreet Boys' 'I Want It That Way' (one week in May).

      

        THE OTHER BIG HITS

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

TLC's 'No Scrubs' peaked at number 3 in April, kept off the top by... Flat Eric. Yes, a yellow puppet from a Levi's advert. The song itself was a masterpiece — Kevin 'She'kspere' Briggs' production, the minimalist beat, the way T-Boz and Left Eye traded verses about men who don't work and don't respect. It defined late-90s R&B. It also inspired a thousand karaoke massacres.

The Chemical Brothers' 'Hey Boy Hey Girl' reached number 3 in June. The sample — 'The roof is on fire' from Rock Master Scott & the Dynamic Three — was pure dancefloor chaos. Tom Rowlands and Ed Simons had been making big beat records for years, but this was the one that crossed over. It still sounds like a warehouse at 3am.

Macy Gray's 'I Try' climbed to number 6 in November. That voice — sandpaper and honey, completely unmistakable. The song was about trying to get over someone and failing. Everyone who'd ever had a breakup knew exactly what she meant. Her debut album 'On How Life Is' was full of that same ragged, soulful honesty.

Eminem's 'My Name Is' peaked at number 2. It was kept off the top by... Britney Spears. The battle lines of 1999 drawn in a single chart week.

Red Hot Chili Peppers' 'Scar Tissue' reached number 15. 'Californication' was their comeback album after the death of guitarist Hillel Slovak and the departure of John Frusciante (who'd returned, clean, and reinvented their sound). The video — driving through the desert with the top down — was the visual definition of summer 1999.

Blur's 'Tender' hit number 2 in March. A gospel-tinged, 7-minute epic about Damon Albarn's breakup with Justine Frischmann. Graham Coxon's guitar was barely there — he was already pulling away from the band, drinking heavily, and the tension that would nearly destroy Blur was audible in every track on the '13' album.

And then there was 'Blue (Da Ba Dee)' by Eiffel 65. Number one for three weeks. A song so aggressively naff it became a phenomenon. The video was CGI from another planet. The singer claimed the blue man was a metaphor for depression. Nobody believed him.

      

        THE ALBUMS THAT MATTERED

        **Britney Spears — '...Baby One More Time'** (Jive, January)
The album that launched a thousand magazine covers. Max Martin and the Cheiron Studios machine crafted a pop blueprint that would dominate the next decade. 'Sometimes', '(You Drive Me) Crazy', 'Born to Make You Happy' — every single was a hit. Britney didn't write a word of it, but she sold it with a conviction that made you forget.

**Eminem — 'The Slim Shady LP'** (Interscope, February)
Dr Dre heard a demo, flew Eminem to LA, and produced the most shocking major-label debut since N.W.A. 'My Name Is' was the entry point, but 'Guilty Conscience', '97 Bonnie & Clyde', and 'Role Model' were darker, funnier, and more dangerous. The album sold 4 million copies in the US alone. The controversy was the point.

**The Chemical Brothers — 'Surrender'** (Freestyle Dust, June)
'Hay Boy Hey Girl' was the single, but the album was deeper. 'Let Forever Be' with Noel Gallagher, 'Out of Control' with Bernard Sumner, 'The Sunshine Underground' — it was big beat growing up, getting weirder, getting better. The cover was a psychedelic cartoon. The music matched.

**Moby — 'Play'** (Mute, May)
The album that changed the rules. Moby had been making techno records for a decade. 'Play' was different — he sampled Alan Lomax field recordings of 1930s gospel and blues singers, built electronic tracks around them, and created something that felt ancient and futuristic at once. 'Porcelain', 'Natural Blues', 'Why Does My Heart Feel So Bad?'. Every single track was licensed to a film, TV show, or advert. Every single one. The industry called it selling out. Moby called it survival.

**Blur — '13'** (Food, March)
Damon Albarn's heartbreak album. Graham Coxon's disintegration album. 'Tender' was the single, but 'Coffee & TV' — Coxon's first lead vocal — was the heart of it. The rest was noise, feedback, gospel, and electronics. It confused fans of 'Parklife'. It was the best thing they'd done.

**Santana — 'Supernatural'** (Arista, June)
Carlos Santana hadn't had a hit since 1971. Clive Davis paired him with young pop and rock stars — Rob Thomas on 'Smooth', Everlast on 'Put Your Lights On', Dave Matthews on 'Love of My Life'. The album went 15× platinum. 'Smooth' spent 12 weeks at number one in America. A 52-year-old guitarist who'd been written off had the biggest album of his career.

**The White Stripes — 'The White Stripes'** (Sympathy for the Record Industry, June)
Jack and Meg White's debut. Recorded for $1,800. Released on a tiny Detroit indie label. Nobody bought it in 1999. But the seeds of everything that came after — the red-and-white aesthetic, the raw blues-punk sound, the brother-sister myth — were all here. 'Jimmy the Exploder', 'Sugar Never Tasted So Good'. It was a whisper that would become a roar.

      

        THE ONE THAT GOT AWAY

        Eminem's 'My Name Is' peaked at number 2. It was kept off the top by Britney Spears' '...Baby One More Time' — the week of March 6, 1999. A moment that summed up the entire year: the wholesome pop princess versus the foul-mouthed white rapper, and the public chose both.

But the real one that got away wasn't a single. It was an album. Moby's 'Play' was released in May 1999 to polite reviews and modest sales. It entered the UK album chart at number 33. It looked like a flop. Then something strange happened: it didn't go away. It climbed. And climbed. And climbed. By 2000 it was still in the top 10. It eventually sold over 10 million copies worldwide. But in 1999 itself, nobody saw it coming.

And then there was 'Smooth' by Santana featuring Rob Thomas. It was the biggest song in America in 1999 — 12 weeks at number one on the Billboard Hot 100. In the UK? Number 3. Kept off the top by Westlife and Eiffel 65. A global smash that somehow never quite conquered Britain.

Also worth mentioning: 'The Matrix' soundtrack. The film came out in March and changed action cinema forever. The soundtrack — with Rob Zombie, Ministry, Propellerheads, and that Marilyn Manson cover of 'Rock Is Dead' — was a perfect time capsule of late-90s industrial rock. It peaked at number 6 on the UK compilations chart. It deserved better.

      

        THE SOUND OF 1999

        If 1999 had a sound, it was the sound of fragmentation. There was no single genre ruling the charts. Everything was happening at once.

**Teen pop** was the commercial centre of gravity. Britney, Backstreet Boys, *NSYNC, Westlife, Boyzone, Christina Aguilera (who arrived in the UK in December with 'Genie in a Bottle'). The production was Swedish — the Cheiron Studios sound, Max Martin and Denniz Pop's legacy. Clean, synthetic, impossibly catchy. The lyrics were about love, but the videos were about sex.

**Big beat** was the soundtrack of the clubs and the adverts. Fatboy Slim, the Chemical Brothers, the Propellerheads. Norman Cook was everywhere — 'Praise You', 'Right Here, Right Now', 'Build It Up, Tear It Down'. The 'You've Come a Long Way, Baby' album was still selling. The video for 'Praise You' — a guerrilla dance performance outside a cinema — won every award.

**Rap** was about to explode. Eminem was the gateway drug. Dr Dre's '2001' album dropped in November — 'Still D.R.E.', 'Forgot About Dre', 'The Next Episode'. Snoop Dogg was still around. Jay-Z was releasing 'Vol. 3... Life and Times of S. Carter'. The genre was moving from the margins to the mainstream, and 1999 was the pivot point.

**Latin pop** had its moment. Ricky Martin, Jennifer Lopez (her debut 'On the 6' came out in June), Marc Anthony. The crossover was real — Spanish-language phrases entered the pop vocabulary. 'Livin' la Vida Loca' was the biggest, but not the only one.

**Electronic music** was everywhere, but not as a genre — as a texture. Moby's gospel samples, the Chemical Brothers' breakbeats, Fatboy Slim's funk, Air's 'Moon Safari' (still charting from 1998), the Beta Band's 'The Three E.P.'s'. The lines between rock, pop, and dance were dissolving.

And underneath all of it, Napster. A program that let you download any song for free. In 1999 it was a novelty. By 2000 it was a revolution. The industry spent the next decade trying to put the genie back in the bottle. They never did.

      

        BRITAIN IN 1999

        Tony Blair was Prime Minister, still riding the wave of 1997. The Millennium Dome was being built in Greenwich — a white elephant before it even opened. Everyone was talking about the Millennium Bug. Companies spent billions making their computers Y2K-compliant. Your dad probably bought a generator. Nothing happened.

**The films:** 'The Matrix' came out in March and broke everyone's brain. Bullet time. 'What is real?' Every lad in the country tried to dodge bullets in their back garden. 'Fight Club' arrived in October — Brad Pitt, Edward Norton, that twist. 'The Sixth Sense' was the sleeper hit — 'I see dead people' became the most quoted line of the year. 'Star Wars: Episode I — The Phantom Menace' was the most anticipated film of the decade. It was... not good. Jar Jar Binks became a cultural punchline.

**The news:** The Kosovo War ran from March to June. NATO bombed Serbia. British troops were deployed. It was the first major European conflict since Bosnia, and it dominated the news. The Columbine shooting happened on April 20 — two teenagers killed 12 students and a teacher at their high school in Colorado. The media blamed Marilyn Manson, video games, and the internet. The conversation about youth violence and gun control that should have happened didn't.

**Woodstock 99** was supposed to be a celebration of peace and music. It became a disaster. Fires, riots, looting, sexual assaults. Limp Bizkit's set — during which Fred Durst encouraged the crowd to 'break stuff' — was blamed by many. The festival ended with bonfires, overturned cars, and a $100,000 sound system destroyed. The 60s dream was well and truly dead.

**Vladimir Putin** became Prime Minister of Russia in August. Boris Yeltsin was fading. A new, colder era was beginning.

**The internet** was still dial-up. The sound of connecting — screech, hiss, beep — was the background noise of every household. AOL CDs arrived free in cereal boxes. People had Hotmail addresses. Nobody had heard of Google (it launched in 1998 but nobody noticed). The web was slow, ugly, and wonderful.

And everyone was counting down to midnight on December 31, 1999. The party to end all parties. The hangover to end all hangovers.

      

        THE YEAR IN NUMBERS

        Number ones: 18
Longest-running number one: Westlife — 'I Have a Dream' / 'Seasons in the Sun' (4 weeks)
Biggest-selling single: Britney Spears — '...Baby One More Time' (1.4 million+ UK sales)
Biggest-selling album: Shania Twain — 'Come on Over' (10 weeks at number one, cumulative)
Most weeks on chart: Macy Gray — 'I Try' (22 weeks in the top 100)
Chart size: Top 75 (singles), Top 75 (albums)
Record formats: CD single, cassette single, 12" vinyl — the CD was king, but MP3 was coming
Napster users by end of 1999: approximately 1 million
Albums released in the UK in 1999: approximately 8,000
Minutes of music that could fit on an MP3 player in 1999: about 60 (if you had a 64MB Diamond Rio)
Minutes of music you could download in the time it took to drive to Woolworths and buy a CD single: about 60

      

        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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