
[image: cover]


For Oliver Peyton


[image: title]


‘Where we’re going, we don’t need roads’

– Dr Emmett Brown to Marty McFly in Back to the Future
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‘I remember the eighties with somewhat of a blush.

No man’s hair should be bigger than his girlfriend’s.

But that was the time. Dublin in Technicolor. In reality it

was monochrome and in the grip of a recession, but on

video you could be transported.’ – Bono

The fourth of May 1987, the centrum Arena in Worcester, Massachusetts: the support band Lone Justice were comfortably ensconced back in the dressing room, safe in the knowledge that the crowd out front had been suitably primed for the main attraction. The house lights were still up, as the U2 faithful returned to their seats, clutching hot dogs and plastic buckets of beer, with big, expectant grins on their faces. Then, slowly, almost nonchalantly, the band walked on from the back of the stage, looking for all the world as though they were walking into church.

Instead of careering into ‘Where the Streets Have no Name’, one of their new songs from The Joshua Tree, the album they were promoting, or a dyed-in-the-wool classic like ‘Pride (In the Name of Love)’, the band carefully launched into an impassioned version of Ben E. King’s ‘Stand by Me’, the Leiber and Stoller standard that had first been a hit in 1961, over a quarter of a century earlier. Recently it had been a hit all over again because of its use a) as the theme of the Rob Reiner movie of the same name, and b) in a Levi’s commercial for their 501 jeans. In January, it had reached No.9 on the Billboard chart, while in February it had actually been No.1 in the UK.

By playing ‘Stand by Me’, U2 were telling everyone within earshot that they deserved to be spoken of in the same breath in the rock and roll hall of fame.

‘This,’ then, ‘and now this.’

Throughout the eighties, U2 had made a habit of covering other people’s songs, often just dropping a refrain or two into the middle of one of their barnstormers (Bono had a particular penchant for ‘Send in the Clowns’). This is what U2 did, paying homage to rock’s rich heritage by appropriating what they liked most about it. On their mammoth 1987 tour – 110 shows and no sleep till Tempe, Arizona – they took this custom to new extremes. On the Joshua Tree tour they would play snippets of everything from Lou Reed’s ‘Walk on the Wild Side’ and Them’s ‘Gloria’ to Neil Young’s ‘Southern Man’ and Bob Dylan’s ‘Knockin’ on Heaven’s Door’, from the Impressions’ ‘People Get Ready’ to Eddie Cochran’s ‘C’mon Everybody’. Onstage at Wembley in June, before performing ‘Helter Skelter’, Bono said to the crowd, ‘This is a song Charles Manson stole from the Beatles; we’re stealing it back.’

But at two concerts in San Francisco later in the year, the band also wove in snatches of Marvin Gaye’s ‘Sexual Healing’, Lionel Richie’s ‘Dancing on the Ceiling’ and the Beastie Boys’ ‘Fight for Your Right to Party’ – signs that the eighties had not only pushed itself into U2’s understanding of pop’s great legacy, but also that accelerating musical diversity was now something of an inescapable truth. Pop was no longer a series of logically positioned building blocks, but rather a rapidly developing metropolis.

This came with an acknowledgement that pop’s kaleidoscopic nature was probably exponential. Pop was now splintering like never before. Pop was now a starburst galaxy, as sub-genre begat fusion-genre, a galaxy big enough for the likes of Madonna, Morrissey and Prince. Even big enough for U2.

Some were even saying that 1987 was going to be something of a vintage year, with Prince’s Sign O’ the Times already vying with The Joshua Tree for the mantle of Best Album of the Decade. The year would also see the release of the Smiths’ Strangeways Here We Come, Guns N’ Roses’ Appetite for Destruction, R.E.M.’s Document, Public Enemy’s Yo! Bum Rush the Show, Tom Waits’ Frank’s Wild Years, the Cure’s Kiss Me, Kiss Me, Kiss Me, and the Pet Shop Boys’ Please. The rare groove compilation Get Your Own, meanwhile, outsold Michael Jackson’s Bad in London on its first week of release. Sampling old soul records became a national pastime, both in the UK and the US, with James Brown the most popular victim. Slapping at least a dozen law suits on rappers who had overstepped the mark, the Godfather of Soul intoned, ‘How would you like it if someone cut a button off your suit?’ In this instance, at least, the past was being used to prop up the present.

U2 were doing their own sampling. As they continued to bounce around the world, further fragments of the decade appeared in their shows, as their appreciation of the eighties grew: Joy Division’s elegiac ‘Love Will Tear Us Apart’, Michael Jackson’s slinky ‘Billie Jean’, the Eurythmics’ mechanical ‘Sweet Dreams’, Simple Minds’ stately ‘Promised You a Miracle’ and George Clinton’s frankly libidinous ‘Atomic Dog’ via R.E.M., Grandmaster Flash, Van Morrison, Tom Waits and more. If U2 appeared to have spent much of the decade trying to distance themselves from the eighties – culturally, politically, psychologically – towards the end of the decade they now looked as though they finally wanted to embrace it.

Finally, it looked as though the eighties were going to last for ever.
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