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Steve Lukather: “For forty years now critics have hated and eviscerated us. We truly are the redheaded stepchild of rock ’n’ roll.”

Dennis DeYoung: “I’m a song guy. You give me a good song, and a singer, and I’ll follow you.”



“W e just wrote this song about two weeks ago,” Journey singer Steve Perry tells a baying crowd at the Oakland Coliseum. Behind him at a blood-red baby grand piano, Jonathan Cain, the band’s newest recruit, begins a chiming keyboard pattern. It’s joined by Neal Schon’s crunching guitar riff, and then bassist Ross Valory and drummer Steve Smith weigh in with a hulking, Led Zeppelin–like groove. The song they intro is titled “Separate Ways (Worlds Apart).” It’ll be another four months before Journey gets around to recording it, but it already sounds like a hit. A driving, euphoric FM radio anthem.

This much has been standard for the band ever since the release of Escape, their seventh album and the first to feature Cain, back in July 1981. A US Number One, Escape is well on its way to shifting more than ten million copies. The tour to support it opened in Osaka, Japan, on July 27, 1981. Tonight, Saturday, June 26, 1982, is the 131st and penultimate show of the band’s long run before a sellout 57,500-person hometown crowd. The final date, six days from now, will be played to 83,214 folks packed into the Rose Bowl football stadium, a six-hour drive down the West Coast from here in Pasadena, California.

It’s a mild evening, a gentle breeze blowing into the stadium bleachers from off the San Francisco Bay. The lights of the city, where Journey started up nine years previously, form a twinkling backdrop against the ink-black night sky. There is as well a tangible sense of occasion in the air. As “Separate Ways…” crescendos, Perry eases his high tenor voice to the upper limits of his three-octave range, seemingly effortlessly holding a single note at this extremity for six, seven, eight seconds, like a tightrope walker perfectly balanced over the edge of an abyss. No wonder when Freddie Mercury of Queen was once asked what it was like to be the greatest ever rock singer, he shot back, “I don’t know, ask Steve Perry.” Perry’s vocal gymnastics climax the song, the Oakland audience roaring him on.

The five Escape songs in Journey’s set tonight draw an even more tumultuous response, in particular its two keening ballads, “Open Arms” and “Who’s Crying Now,” but most of all the last song they play from off the album. Introduced by Cain’s tumbling piano line, “Don’t Stop Believin’” is met with rapture. The audience as one takes up its refrain as if it speaks to them, and for them, about all the seductive power and glory of this music: “Streetlights, people, livin’ just to find emotion, hidin’ somewhere in the night.”

Frozen there at this moment, Perry in a black tuxedo and tails, Schon like an off-duty astronaut in his white jumpsuit, Cain with his eyes squeezed shut, lost to the music, Journey is at its zenith as America’s preeminent rock band. So too is this the high point for the whole genre of music they have come to embody—AOR. Aside from Escape, two other multiplatinum AOR albums, Foreigner’s 4 and Hi Infidelity by REO Speedwagon, had topped the American charts in 1981. Toto, one of Journey’s opening acts in Oakland, is on the way to four million sales of their IV album, released that April, and propelled by a brace of blockbuster singles, “Rosanna” and then “Africa.” There is no bigger, no more evocative music reigning over the American airwaves just then than AOR.

For all that, there is a simple truth: No genre of music more than AOR has been so widely misunderstood, so consistently scorned. There was disco, the other derided movement in music overlapping it in the mid- to late 1970s. But disco’s reevaluation came about so much sooner and more generally. No, AOR is out on its own in the unloved stakes. In the words of Toto’s venerable guitarist, it is the redheaded stepchild. This in spite of it being one of the most enduring forces in American popular culture.

Even the brand name AOR is misleading, if not downright inaccurate. An abbreviation of “album-oriented rock,” it was initially coined to encapsulate a radio format pioneered by consultants such as Lee Abrams in the late ’60s and early ’70s, one that was based upon playing album tracks by rock artists rather than the Top 40 pop hits of the day. Ironically, it has ever since distorted a crucial point—that so much of the music made during the halcyon period spanned by this book, between 1976 and 1987, was in thrall to the power of the song, to the sheer, boundless sense of joy encapsulated by the three-minute pop single. “More Than a Feeling,” “Hold the Line,” “Keep On Loving You,” “Don’t Stop Believin’,” “Summer of ’69,” “I Want to Know What Love Is,” “Livin’ on a Prayer”—each one is a perfectly realized moment of magic.

AOR was further damned by the other term applied to it at the time—“corporate rock.” The implication being that this was music made by committee and rolled off a production line to a fixed blueprint. Something mechanical, sterile, and wholesale. Altogether too easy to mass-produce. In reality, AOR’s figureheads were masters of their craft. Their prowess was learned and honed through years of toil at the coalface of dingy rehearsal rooms and in subterranean recording studios. Galaxies removed from basic routine, their music was instead intricately made and recorded. The greatest of their records shine still as exquisite examples of minimalist art: verse–bridge–indelible chorus.

In this regard, these are classically produced pop songs in just the same way as those by the Beatles, or the Beach Boys, or any from out of Motown’s wondrous hit factory. In short, they were songs made for the radio, and more specifically, the FM radio format dominating America’s airwaves throughout the ’70s and beyond. Broadcasting out across its heartlands in pristine stereo, FM was the daily diet of millions of folks crisscrossing its highways and byways in their cars. By the 1980s and the Reagan era, AOR was as much the reigning soundtrack of Middle America as country music is today.

For a kid growing up in the suburban England of Maggie Thatcher and Radio One on tinny medium wave, the stars of AOR were barely present, hardly heard. The biggest of the American bands—Journey, Foreigner, Boston, REO Speedwagon, Toto—scantly featured at best in such specialist magazines as Kerrang! or Sounds. Or else one might catch an occasional song of theirs on Radio One’s late-night (which is to say, marginalized) Friday Night Rock Show, introduced by its laconic host DJ Tommy Vance as if from a deep slumber.

To that kid, AOR was music to be discovered by happenstance. Unlike punk, new wave, or two-tone, AOR was never ordained as cool, credible, or even acceptable by the self-styled critical cognoscenti of the day. None of the aforementioned bands ever once graced the cover of Rolling Stone magazine. On the contrary, when it wasn’t being ignored for the greater part, AOR was dismissed as an aberration, like an unpleasant stench stirred up but bound soon enough to vanish into thin air.

Except AOR didn’t disappear. Rather, it clung on, exiled for years to the cultural wilderness, and then, slowly but surely, seeped back into the mainstream. It ingrained itself into the fabric of American music.

Raised on Radio is nothing so much as a long overdue celebration of AOR and its leading lights, a first complete telling of its and their story. And, like all good stories, it has a well-defined beginning, middle, and end.

At the outset there was Tom Scholz. A bookish sort, native of Boston, Scholz for seven years from 1969 spilled the sounds in his head onto tape in the basement studio he’d built with his savings from working as a research scientist at Polaroid. Laboring alone in the main, Scholz was a true maverick obsessive. When at last his homemade recordings went out into the world under the banner band name of Boston, the cover of their self-titled debut album of 1976 was adorned with a guitar-shaped spaceship. Fittingly, since this was music that seemed to have been beamed in from another world. The Eagles’ astral harmonies colliding with Jimmy Page’s hard-rocking guitar. A lead singer, Brad Delp, whose voice soared to the stratosphere. Unerringly melodic songs heaving with hooks. These were its constituent parts, and they birthed AOR. For in Boston’s wake followed Foreigner, Heart, Kansas, Styx, REO Speedwagon, Toto, Pat Benatar, and Journey.

From there came the long middle of AOR’s heyday, the time of its greatest songs and, yes, also a litany of supernova albums, from Escape, 4, and Hi Infidelity up to Slippery When Wet by Bon Jovi and Def Leppard’s Hysteria. During what was the last genuine boom period of the music business, these were among its tentpole blockbusters.

As well, AOR’s ranks swelled with a deep pool of stellar talent. Mad professor genius Scholz. Toto’s crack collective of musicians, aside from their own band, so in demand they were essentially the backing group on the biggest-selling album of all time, Michael Jackson’s Thriller, and thousands more besides. Steve Perry’s golden voice. All were reined together by a rarefied group of supreme record producers, names such as Keith Olsen, Roy Thomas Baker, David Foster, Ron Nevison, Robert John “Mutt” Lange, the powers behind AOR’s throne. Each as driven and domineering as the other.

In tandem, they created, shaped, and influenced the prevailing sound of popular music through the ’80s. Clean, polished, finely nuanced, bittersweet pop melodies married to plangent guitar riffs. Power ballads and driving-with-the-top-down rockers. AOR begot such global smash hits as Don Henley’s “Boys of Summer” and Cyndi Lauper’s “Time After Time” every bit as much as it did “Africa” or “Don’t Stop Believin’.”

Ludicrous, too, is the notion that it was somehow safe and sterile. “Africa” surged over a drum loop almost before such a term had entered the popular lexicon. “Don’t Stop Believin’” stretched out like elastic before finally pinging into its chorus. Mutt Lange pieced together the records he made as if they were porcelain mosaics. This was music forged from daring and vaulting ambition.

Until it wasn’t. Inevitably, AOR grew to be so big, so top-heavy, it eventually tumbled. Toppled back to earth from becoming a parody of itself. As the hits increasingly got to be written by song doctors, the sound became one that might as well have been taken from off the peg. From there it was an ignominious drift to the margins and then to what seemed sure to be obscurity.

That, though, hasn’t proved to be the end of AOR’s story. Rather, with the noughties came classic rock radio, high-concept TV, iTunes, and Spotify. A popular culture informed by soundtracks, streaming, and playlists. Ever more easy access portals into music history, the charge points that resurrected AOR to life. “Don’t Stop Believin’” playing out the climactic episode of The Sopranos. More than a 130 different versions of “Africa” populating YouTube and TikTok. The path Mutt Lange’s signature multi-harmony production has beaten from Def Leppard to Shania Twain and on to informing the sound of the preeminent superstar of today, Taylor Swift. Billions of Spotify streams, and a surfeit of glorious songs that have undeniably entered the canon of popular standards.

Across its full span, this is a story of questing and endurance and ultimate triumph against the odds. A hero’s tale, in other words. Or, as the song says:


Workin’ hard to get my fill.

Everybody wants a thrill.

Payin’ anything to roll the dice,

Just one more time…

Don’t stop believin’,

Hold on to that feelin’.
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