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I dedicate this book to:

1. The most loving people I have ever known — my parents.

2. The artists featured here, whose brilliant work will always hold
a cherished place in my heart.



PREFACE

Wh}f is an American writing about European dance-pop songs of
the "80s and the artists and professionals who created them?

The answer is simple. These individuals and the music they
cultivated mean the world to me. Despite living on the other side of
the planet during this decade, I developed a deep connection with
Europe and this wonderful music, as well as a tremendous respect for
the people who made it. The artists contained within these pages are,
in a way, citizens of all nations, and they communicated great
positivity through their creative efforts. Thousands of miles away in
New York, they made my life (and the lives of millions of others
around the planet) more enjoyable. I wanted to collect some of their
remarkable history in a book — a tome that would serve as a memento
of the era and a small tribute to its stars.

Following a drought in upbeat music (the so-called “death” of
disco) that befell the United States beginning in 1980, I soon
discovered European dance-pop. My country had largely deemed
disco a dirty word, but by a lucky chance, 1 gained access to the
uplifting and energized sounds that began coming out of Europe.
Thanks to my mother and father traveling to the continent and Great
Britain on frequent business trips during the decade, I was able to
obtain many of the music releases that were huge hits there, but
unknown and often unavailable on my shores. I developed an
insatiable craving for European dance-pop and the huge variety of
sounds that this genre encompassed.

I sat for endless hours in my local library, scouring Billboard
magazine’s international pop charts. I was always trying to figure out
what records to buy, without having heard a single note of any of the
titles listed. Then I spent every spare dime of my decidedly limited



income to purchase this music, giving my parents a lengthy wish list
when they headed overseas. Time and money didn’t matter at this
point in my youth because it always felt like Christmas when I held
these records and CDs in my hands. They added an unforgettable,
uplifting soundtrack to my early adulthood.

Some of this hypnotic music from overseas had elements in
common with the American disco style I loved, but in many ways, it
possessed highly exotic differences. These recordings were often
saturated with unusual synthesizer and electronic sound effects, an
intoxicating dance beat, or a quirky, edgy blend of punk, rock, and
new wave rhythms. Even ballads frequently had a kind of energetic
spark that set them apart. Many songs possessed a touch of classical
influence, adding to their international flavor. European dance-pop
had what the French might call a certain je ne sais quoi, and the
inspired creativity found in these unconventional songs was
magnificently diverse and inventive. Some records simmered with a
wonderfully alluring style, reflective of the region and culture from
which they had originated, including Austria, Belgium, France,
Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, Spain, and Britain. Their melodies
sounded so original and decidedly beautiful to me that I’d often gasp
at how unusual they seemed upon first listen. I soon learned the
names of songwriters, producers, remixers, and even the
photographers and record companies that were advancing these
incredible productions.

The vocalists of European dance-pop mesmerized me. They
intrigued my senses with their mastery of song, distinctive styles, and
their ability to convey passion and energy through this very physical
music form. Though I was raised in a time and place where American
mainstream entertainment suppliers generally had little interest in
foreign languages or accents, I vigorously embraced the unfamiliar
dialects of many of these vocalists. Whether a song was sung in
French, German, Spanish, Dutch, Italian, or English, it didn’t matter
to me. I didn’t need to fully understand its literal meaning (though
such comprehension might have further enhanced my experience); |
just knew I loved what I was hearing.



This book project evolved from my desire to know more about the
people responsible for so much of my bliss. I wanted to hear what
was in the hearts and minds of these great artists at the time they
participated in the creation of these wonderful records. Their
impressions of the present day and their outlooks for the future were
equally important to me. So I asked each individual a series of basic
questions about his or her life and career. Documented here is what
each of these fascinating artists wanted to share. As you might
expect, you'll find some of these stars to be quite articulate and their
memories to be vivid and detailed. Others are a bit sketchy. Some
recollections are quite fabulous, and others are disheartening.
However, I'm hopeful every chapter will give you some new insights
into the humanity of these ladies and gentlemen.

Most of these artists (and myself for that matter) consider
themselves well ensconced in middle age today. Some have moved
past this phase and now possess an even broader view of life.
Regardless of the point each of us is at in our personal journeys, I
think we can all agree that humans tend to become increasingly
reflective with the passage of time. We reminisce a bit more as we
progress with our lives, appreciating where we’ve been and what
we’ve done. But make no mistake — the artists in this book are not
confined to or bound by nostalgia. Each of these vital, vibrant, and
dynamic individuals continues to make valuable contributions to the
world (whether still involved in music or not). They will never be
defined solely by the ’80s. Expect the unexpected from these great
people in the years to come, whatever direction they may take. Mick
Jagger probably said it best in his 2001 interview with Juan Villoro —
“The past is a great place, and I don’t want to erase it or to regret it
but I don’t want to be its prisoner either.”

I’d like to mention another important note. As I alluded to earlier,
English was not the primary language of a great many of the artists
featured in this book. However, I was astonished at the lengths so
many of these participants went to in order to overcome our
communication challenges. Even when they were uncomtfortable with
English, they often went out of their way to indulge me so that this



project could move forward. It was a long and sometimes challenging
process to complete this writing, and I would not have succeeded if
they had not been so willing to help. They appreciated my goal and
worked very hard to make sure I attained it, all while juggling their
own priorities. I am extremely grateful for this. I only wish I could
have produced this book in each of their native languages.

When I began work on this project and throughout the months that
followed, it seemed to me that the world was besieged by an
unprecedented series of man-made threats. Maybe it was the same
amount of trouble that’s always been plaguing our planet. However,
the level struck me as being even higher than usual for our time.
Terrible crimes against humanity, constant skirmishes and outright
warring, gross displays of greed and corruption, vicious racism and
discrimination, stunning barbarism, insufferable indifference and
intolerance — the list goes on and on. We continue to live in a world
where profoundly dismaying negativity and brutal hostility threaten
to divide our cultures, day in and day out.

The dark events that make headlines today are a bitter pill to
swallow. By contrast, the beauty of the music discussed in these
pages is an inspiration. The artists you will meet here remind me that
man can always choose to uplift the souls of his brothers and sisters,
rather than cause harm. The artistry celebrated in this book can
provide us with the fuel that our worldwide quest for peace, love, and
the simple enjoyment of life’s pleasures desperately needs.

Music is emotion, and we all can be moved by it, regardless of our
location on this island Earth. Sharing their talents, the Stars of 80s
Dance Pop brought all of us a little bit closer to each other. These
artists matter because they made this world a better place in which to
live, and I have been deeply touched by what they have done. I salute
all the extraordinary music professionals who found success
throughout Europe and Britain during these remarkable years, and |
invite you to experience their magic once again.

James Arena
2015
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THE EXECUTIVE SUITE

THOMAS M. STEIN

Mus=ir I;,u'l:l-lill.ll:-er,|I arLis-l m.an.ﬁtr‘ ll:ld former
CED - Bertelsmgnn Music Gruup Eurnp-ET
Warldwide Vice President - BMG A&R / Marketing

Thomas M. Stein is a long-time music industry legend in Germany who has
served on the jury of the country’s hit TV show Deutschland sucht den
Superstar.

The '80s was a period of great excitement in Europe and a

wonderful time for dance-pop music. In Germany, the influence of
the Neue Deutsche Welle explosion was felt strongly. Many
European artists crossed international borders with this sound like
Falco (“Der Kommissar”) and Nena (“99 Red Balloons™). The ’80s
also incorporated the energy of the Saturday Night Fever movement
that came from the ’70s, adding new electronic innovations to the
mix. Through the middle and end of the era, we were moving to the
beat of artists like Kylie Minogue and Rick Astley. When the ’90s
arrived, they paved the way for the success of Snap! and Dr. Alban.
Another entirely new sound for clubs and lovers of the dance-pop
genre was born at this point. The amazingly diverse music that
Europe embraced in the '80s reflected a great spirit of joy, and this
era remains very close to my heart.
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ZYX headquarters in Merenberg, Germany. Inset — Christa Mikulski oversees

the organization, one of Germany’s most successful record labels of the "80s
and ’90s.

The founder of ZY X Records (also known as Bernhard Mikulski

Schallplatten-Vertriebs-GmbH in the ’80s) was my late husband,
Bernhard. He was originally involved in the music industry in the
jazz genre, which was the pop music of the ’50s. By the ’70s, he had
a successful pop import record business established. In the early ’80s,
he expanded his organization into an independent recording
production company.

We became aware of dance music productions that were being
made in Italy and went to meet with some of these artists, producers,
and record distributors. It wasn’t so easy at first because we didn’t
speak Italian, and they didn’t speak German. Fortunately, the Italians
were doing their productions in the English language, and we began
to distribute them in Germany.

We had many successes on the German pop charts. They included
Valerie Dore’s “The Night” and “Get Closer,” Scotch’s “Disco

Band,” “How Old Are You?” by Miko Mission, Sabrina’s “Sexy
Girl,” and our series of “Italo Boot Mixes,” among many others. In



those days, you had to work very hard to get those positions on the
charts. (We also had many records sell over 500,000 copies that
never made it onto the mainstream charts. At the time, I was young,
and I didn’t know exactly how the business worked.) We were, of
course, always interested in having a chart hit, but more important to
us was that we made music that people liked. We didn’t always get a
lot of airplay on the radio. Much of the Italian music we released was
more popular in the discotheques. The discos and DJs were always
our best promoters. Our music really gained popularity through the
clubs, and then it would hit the pop charts.

Some critics said our music was cheap and very easy to make.
Such comments were not important to us. We believed the melodies
behind many of our hits were very good, and the Italians were very
talented in this regard. When I think about both the criticism and the
praise our releases received, I often ask myself some questions. What
is “quality” in regard to music? Which is better — to have a song that
is brilliantly constructed, but nobody listens to it? Or a song that is
simple, pleasant, and everybody loves it? I don’t know the definitive
answer. I can only tell you that people liked our music very much.

Working beside the major record companies did not intimidate us,
even though ZYX was a small independent label. Most of them
didn’t really want to be involved with the music we were releasing.
The 12-inch maxi-single was a very important format for us, but the
majors weren’t that interested in releasing extended dance mixes
unless their song was a big chart hit. Perhaps the only other major
label that had significant interest in club music during the decade was
Teldec. They had good instincts for Italian songs that would be
popular. The other labels were more interested in the pop charts.

Today, for sure, there are a lot more opportunities to give music
exposure than we had in the '80s. Anybody can release something
today on iTunes or through YouTube, and the whole world can
potentially hear it. You have songs on those sites that have been
listened to over 15 million times, and there isn’t even a physical
record out there. There’s so many new ways to consume music now.



I think people enjoy a much larger selection of sounds today, and in
many ways, I think it is a more democratic environment than we had
in the '80s. That’s how a song like “Gangnam Style” by the South
Korean artist Psy can reach over one billion views on YouTube. That
would probably never have been such a huge hit in the ’80s. It no
longer matters what country a song comes from. But despite this
great advantage, there is still tremendous competition out there, and
many wonderful songs never become successful. So, in some ways,
the 1980s and the 21* century are still very much alike.

I am always astonished that people continue to feel so strongly
about the music we released on ZY X over three decades ago. I think
they connect our music with the enjoyable nights they spent in the
clubs. Wherever my husband and I went in our travels back in those
days, we always brought copies of our records and gave them to the
club DJs. We were able to expose the clubs to our music in many
countries, including nations like Poland, Russia, and East Germany,
where our records could not be sold. Even in the United States and
Mexico, they loved our music. We also licensed it to major parts of
Asia such as Singapore. For this reason, I think people from all over
the world still have a sense of appreciation for our releases. And I am
very happy that so many young people are discovering these sounds
today.

We made happy music, and I think that’s why our brand is alive
today. And that’s why we continue to release both our classic mixes
and contemporary projects in the dance-pop genre, such as our Italo
Disco New Generation compilation series.

[ am very pleased to know that people enjoy the music of ZYX so
much, and I hope they will always get a good feeling from it.



SPECIAL COMMENTARY FROM

AUDREY LANDERS

“Manuel Gﬂﬂ{lb}'e"

Singer and actress Audrey Landers is seen in a 1988 autographed publicity
still (left) and posed at home in 2014 with several of her intern international
gold record awards. Inset photo courtesy of Audrey Landers.

There was something very magical about Audrey Landers in the
early 1980s. Ambitious, talented, and determined, Audrey was a
bright young American celebrity in the making.

The singer, anxious to record in a fresh style following her
departure from White’s fold, joined forces with celebrated pop
producer Christian de Walden (Amanda Lear, Bonnie Bianco,
Thomas Anders) in 1988, and together they created the artist’s
critically acclaimed album “Secrets.” Filled with dance-pop gems
like the floor-filling “Never Wanna Dance (When I’'m Blue),” Audrey
was, once again, a major hit-maker on the European charts. The LP
“Meine Trdume Fur Dich,” which has sold over 350,000 copies to
date, followed in 1990.



After a few more successful recordings, she took a break from
music, opting to raise a family (which included her son, Daniel
Landers, who is forging a pop career of his own today). Audrey has
since returned to the industry, recording new albums for the
European market sung in English and German. In 2013, she released
an American CD and digital download collection, “Dallas Feels Like
Home,” which served as a tribute to her work on the classic show.
She also appeared on the new “Dallas” TV series that ran for three
seasons on America’s TNT network.

Though her musical success in Europe still remains a bit of a
secret in America, her many fans abroad continue to embrace her
irresistible sound. Audrey’s magic remains as enchantingly potent
today as it was over 30 years ago.

Like the many successful musicians who were fortunate to grow
up in a musical household, I too was exposed to music at an early
age. My mom, Ruth Landers, was working full time and struggling to
support our family. She managed to save enough money to buy a
record player. We would borrow albums from the local library, and I
listened to classical symphonies, jazz greats, rock ‘n’ roll classics,
operettas, Motown, Broadway show tunes, country, and gospel
music. By the time I could talk, I knew I wanted to become a singer. I
acted in my first commercial when I was just three years old, and I
eventually began performing and singing in all the school plays and
with local theater groups.

When I was about 13, I auditioned for a daytime TV drama called
The Secret Storm, and I got the part of Joanna, a role I enjoyed
playing for a couple of years. One day, I opened up my script, which
was to be taped in two days, and the stage directions said, “Joanna
sings and plays guitar.” I ran to my mom and asked her what I should
do. “Well, I guess we’d better buy a guitar tonight!” she said. So that
night, I taught myself a few guitar chords, and I took one of the
poems | had written and wrote a song. That was the beginning. It
went over so well that future scripts would often call for me to sing
my own songs. So I began to write, practicing my music every day.



By that time, my mom was busy building her own printing
company business. Yet she somehow found the time to manage my
acting and singing career, all the while encouraging me to write more
music. One evening, she came home from work and told me to
prepare a music cassette of my original songs. So I made a little
recording of them — just me and my guitar — on a tape recorder. She
announced that she was taking off from work the next day, and I
would miss school because she and I were going to fly to Nashville
to “sell my songs.”

Upon arriving in Nashville, we got a taxi and asked the driver to
take us to a place my mom had heard of called “Music Row.” We
had no idea what to expect; we had no appointments or contacts. In
the morning drizzle, we walked from door to door, dropping off my
cassettes, hoping to get a positive response. Near day’s end, totally
drenched and exhausted, Buddy Killen, who was a music publisher
and country music legend, told us he actually liked my songs — and
he liked “the singer.” When [ told him that I was the singer, he
immediately signed me to a record deal. In the space of 24 hours, I
was suddenly a young teen from New York with a contract to write
and record country music in Nashville.

Even though we had some success in the country genre with my
self-penned “The Apple Don’t Fall Far From The Tree,” released on
Epic Records, Buddy realized that I was also writing pop music. He
decided to test the waters beyond the country market, and we
recorded some songs with a more R&B pop sound. However, that
release was put on hold because 1 was offered a role in another
daytime TV drama, Somerset, in which I co-starred for the rest of my
teen years.

Even though the character I portrayed in Somerset was that of a
young singer (as were many of my recurring TV roles), in those days
there were distinct lines drawn between the careers of actors and
singers. The perception in America was that if a person was an actor,
with few exceptions, he or she couldn’t possibly be a serious
musician. But I was a serious musician. Yet, my U.S. recording



career had hit a brick wall. It was frustrating for me because I could
see no reason why I shouldn’t be able to pursue both creative
avenues. Today, the business of music is quite the opposite:
television and film feed the music industry, often creating music stars
from their TV exposure.

When I won the role of Afton Cooper in the nighttime TV drama
Dallas in 1980, my character was yet another singer. I wrote all the
songs that Afton sang on the show. Dallas was not only a huge hit
series in America, but also a smash in 100 other countries, including
Germany. Jack White, a German record producer, saw me on the
show and recognized my musicianship as well as my potential
marketability with European audiences. Well, he was right.
Europeans were more open and accepting of me as a total artist. They
did not try to fit me into one category.

The ’80s were in full blast and dance-pop music was popular
worldwide. By now my songwriting had evolved and grown. I had
studied music at Juilliard and had already written hundreds of songs.
I listened and learned from the songs of the era, from ABBA to
Donna Summer. My first international single release, “Manuel
Goodbye,” which hit store shelves late in 1983, is now considered a
standard in Europe, as are many of my subsequent hits. Throughout
the '80s and into the ’90s, I recorded for Ariola, BMG, Bellaphon,
WEA, and Polydor Records and did concert tours in Europe, with my
mom by my side as my manager.

During the mid-to-late 1980s, my popularity in the United States
was predominantly due to the success of Dallas and my roles in
feature films like A Chorus Line. However, in Europe my celebrity
status was amplified because of my recording career. If my face was
on the cover of one publication a month in the U.S., I was on the
cover of 20 magazines during the same period in Europe. My success
in Germany, the Netherlands, and other nations with songs like
“Playa Blanca” and “Never Wanna Dance (When I'm Blue)” was
fueled by the kind of fan support that only rock stars were
experiencing. To my great surprise, fans were camping outside my



hotel, waiting to get an autograph. No matter how tired I was, I
always stopped to say hello and sign my record albums and singles
for them. Sometimes I would sign for as many as two hours. My
mom and bodyguards weren’t pleased with me because they had to
cope with crowd control. But I always asked them to give my fans
and me some space. I knew that some of these people had been
waiting for me all day. I would never want to disappoint them. I have
always been grateful to the people of Europe who supported my
recording career.

Yes, Dallas was popular in Germany and many other places, but
my records were topping the charts and reaching gold and platinum
status in many countries across the globe. I supported my records
with mini tours. Unfortunately, they usually had to be short because I
was still filming the television series. So, for a number of years, my
schedule went something like this: I would finish filming Dallas in
L.os Angeles on a Friday. My mom and I would get on a plane and
fly non-stop, arriving the next morning in Frankfurt, Paris, or
Amsterdam. At the airport, TV crews and the press met us. I would
do interviews at the airport, then an afternoon TV show, such as Top
Of The Pops, and then do a concert at night. Sunday was more of the
same, including a magazine shoot. Then we would fly back to L.A.
on Sunday night (or Monday, with a little luck and schedule
permitting), and I would go back to the set of Dallas. My mom was
still running her printing company, so she would usually fly to New
York and go directly to her office. When I had a filming break, my
concert tours would be extended for a week or 10 days.

During our tours in Europe, Ruth and I noticed that the U.S. TV
show Knight Rider was new to German audiences and that our friend
(and its star), David Hasselhoff, was becoming popular there because
of the program. David was experiencing a lull in his American career
— Knight Rider was off the air in the U.S., and Baywatch had not yet
been created. One day, David visited us on the set of a film my mom
was producing, and she came up with the idea to introduce David to
my producer, Jack White. David and Jack struck a deal, and that’s
how his successful German recording career got started. As many



people know, it led to his huge number 1 hit “Looking For Freedom”
in 1989.

[t was a crazy whirlwind most of the time, but I loved performing
in Europe. The ’80s was definitely an exciting time for me as a
performer and a songwriter, and I enjoyed a unique dual career in
entertainment that few people can say they experienced. I wrote most
of my hits in English, which was no problem for my audiences or me.
The challenge was to write my songs with a hook that anyone could
sing along with in any language. However, no matter what the
subject matter was, I needed to feel the music. My European style
was romantic, melodic, and often very danceable, and I am proud that
so many people embraced my work and responded so well to it.

To this day, whenever I perform in Europe, they always ask me to
sing “Manuel Goodbye.” I love the fact that a new generation is
listening to my music and that it’s still relevant more than 30 years
after it was born. Every time I hear the song’s introduction, I get
butterflies in my stomach, and I can’t help but smile. I would like to
say thank you to anyone who has listened to and enjoyed my records.
This music is absolutely a piece of my heart, and it’s been an honor
to be able to share it with so many people.

Finally, I warmly salute my fellow artists in this book, with whom
[ often shared the European music charts and stages back in those
wonderful days. Our music has stood the test of time, and it’s a joy
for me to be back in the company of the Stars of 80s Dance Pop once
again.



SPECIAL COMMENTARY FROM

MEL BROOKS

“To Be Or Not To Be
‘The Hitler Rap)”

In a 2006 interview with Lars-Olav Beier for Spiegel, Mel Brooks said, “...by

using the medium of comedy, we can try to rob Hitler of his posthumous
power and myths.” Photo courtesy of Brooksfilms.

What can a Jewish-American comedic genius and entertainment
legend who has won a Tony, Grammy, Emmy, and Oscar possibly
add to his resume of stellar accomplishments? How about rapping a
controversial dance song about Adolf Hitler and the Third Reich?
Mel Brooks (the creator of such immortal film farces as “The
Producers,” “The Twelve Chairs,” “Blazing Saddles,” “High
Anxiety,” and “Young Frankenstein”) successfully took on the
challenge in 1983 and raised eyebrows throughout Europe when he
released the skillfully written and stingingly comical single “To Be
Or Not To Be (The Hitler Rap).”

This sharply executed vinyl history lesson was created to support
the film “To Be Or Not To Be,” which starred Brooks and his wife
Anne Bancroft. The song was reportedly banned in Germany, whose



nearly 40-year post-WWII reconstruction phase was still underway
at the time. Surprisingly, the track received an equally cool reception
in the United States, where it was virtually never played. Keep in
mind, Brooks was no newcomer to dance-pop, having successfully
rapped his way through the hit club and radio single “It’s Good To
Be The King” (a satiric poke at Louis XVI and the French Revolution
made to promote his 1981 movie “History Of The World, Part 1”).
But such a problematic response to his Nazi lampoon came as a
surprise to the entertainer. Still, “The Hitler Rap,” against all odds,
managed to be a Top 20 smash in the U.K., reached number 15 in
Switzerland, and was a Top 3 hit in Australia.

Long after his audio jab at the Nazis, Mel went on to collect
robust acclaim for numerous comedy films, as well as his enormously
successful Broadway production of “The Producers,” which also
satirized the image of the infamous German dictator. He earned a
star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame and has been the recipient of
the Kennedy Center Honors. Brooks also received the American Film
Institute’s highest tribute, the AFI Life Achievement Award, in 2013.
In September of 2014, the famed director placed his handprints in
cement outside the TCL Chinese Theatre in Hollywood, alongside
those of other great Tinseltown stars. He amusingly added a false
sixth finger to his left hand during the imprint ceremony, later
saying, “I wanted to do something just a little different.”

From his office at Brooksfilms in Culver City, California, Mel
takes a moment to look with humor and affection at his unusual
brush with fame in the international dance-pop music arena.

My 1983 film To Be Or Not To Be was a remake of the 1942
movie starring Carole Lombard and Jack Benny. I won’t say whose
was better, but I think we did a pretty good job. I think I showed
bravery right from the start of the picture by singing “Sweet Georgia
Brown” in Polish. Anne took to the song and language naturally —
she learned it immediately, and she had to teach me. I struggled with
it, but I finally got it. We needed another song to promote the movie,
and that’s why I wrote the dance-pop-rap single “To Be Or Not To



Be (The Hitler Rap).” Since they weren’t doing rap in the 1940s (the
era the film was set in), the song was too hip to actually appear in the
movie, so our intention was to use the track just to build publicity for
it

When 1 wrote “The Hitler Rap,” I just followed the storyline of
Goring, Himmler, Goebbels, Bormann, Hess, and all the guys that
concocted the administration known as the “Third Reich,” led by
Adolf Hitler. I think I called Martin Bormann “Marty” and rhymed
his name with “Nazi party.” I really took it soft and easy with those
guys when I think about the song. I was very intrigued by how lucky
these guys in Munich got when they put their scheme all together and
how — I hate to say it — brilliantly they stole the government. I was
always a history buff, and I was always trying to understand why
things happen politically. I’'m surprised I ended up in show business
and not a history teacher or assemblyman somewhere in Brooklyn.

Pete Wingfield, the producer and arranger of the track, worked
with me a little on the lyrics, but he didn’t know too much about the
Third Reich, so there wasn’t much he could do there. But he was a
big help with the rhythm. Here I was, a man in my 50s — what did I
know about rap? He was 26 and was very much involved in pop
music at the time. So he coached me on how to handle the beat, the
musicality, and my delivery. Having already done the rap on “It’s
Good To Be The King” a couple of years before, it wasn’t too
difficult. “The Hitler Rap” was a very similar song. Plus, I had been a
drummer in a band and had a gift for tempo and timing. I think it
took me one rehearsal, and I understood what the beat should be.

The man who helped make the video we did for the song was Alan
Johnson, who also directed the film To Be Or Not To Be. He
choreographed the song “Springtime For Hitler” in my first movie,
The Producers, way back in 1968. We worked very closely together
to make “Springtime” a good, stand-on-its-own number in that film,
as well as a satiric escapade. Alan was the perfect choice to stage
“The Hitler Rap” video. He did such an amazing job. You’ll notice
I’'m not wearing the swastika armband in the video. We knew we



might have some resistance to the song in Germany and weren’t sure
how other countries might react if I had worn it. So we opted to leave
it out and stick with less obvious references, such as the eagle symbol
hanging in the background. That was definitely a choice. Alan also
included the most beautiful girls imaginable in the clip and had a few
touches of Nazism, S&M, and weird sexual references thrown in for
good measure. It ended up being a very hot number. I think it was
Alan that really made that song work — I just wrote the damn thing.
We ended up leaving the swastika band on the cover artwork of the
7-inch and 12-inch record single jackets. I guess we felt it might
generate some attention in places outside of Germany.

Releasing a pop song as a tie-in to a movie could be useful in the
marketing of a film, especially in Europe at that time. “It’s Good To
Be The King” may have helped the box office for History Of The
World, Part 1. We did very well with the song and the movie in the
U.S. and France. I can’t say that “The Hitler Rap” did much to boost
To Be Or Not To Be though. They wouldn’t play it on the radio or
television in America. They thought the video was a little too sexy
and a little too out there. I guess they also didn’t want to push a song
about Hitler too heavily. I suppose the single may have placed some
attention on the movie in Germany (with the wvery limited
underground airplay it received). The film did well there, considering
they wouldn’t let it play in the regular movie theater chains. But the
Germans did have something I believe was called “the cinema club,”
sort of an underground movie theater circuit, and there must have
been a thousand of those places all throughout the country. If we
made any money from the film, it was there. But they banned “The
Hitler Rap” record from being played on radio or TV in the German
mainstream commercial markets.

I never anticipated it would be so problematic — not at all. I
thought everyone would get a big kick out of it, especially in
Germany. It was almost 40 years after the war and the whole Hitler
thing, and I figured what the hell — there shouldn’t be a problem any
more. But I guess the Germans knew there were some bad things in
their past, and maybe they didn’t want to be reminded of it in a rap



song.

That feeling may still hold true. It was only about 18 months ago
that my stage version of The Producers finally played in Berlin, but
we couldn’t put a swastika on the stage. They hung a banner with two
pretzels on it 1 think. The fun of the big song from the show,
“Springtime For Hitler,” is the boldness of the swastikas and all of
that regalia. When the Germans in the theater saw the number, you
could hear a pin drop. Not a sound; no response. They didn’t know
how to react to “Springtime For Hitler.” But yet at the end of the
show, they stood and gave the production a standing ovation. Keep in
mind this awkward combination of reactions took place over 65 years
after the war. It was tricky, and I’m sure that this same uneasiness in
(German society today was even stronger at the time I came out with
“The Hitler Rap” in 1983.

I had no idea until just recently that I had reached some top
positions on a number of international pop charts in the '80s with
“To Be Or Not To Be (The Hitler Rap).” 1 was right up there with
many of the artists in this book. I must have been so busy doing other
things that I didn’t pay attention. Since I don’t recall knowing those
statistics back then, I can only tell you that, right now, it feels great.
And I’'m happy to be one of the Stars of ‘80s Dance Pop.

So to all the good people who bought “The Hitler Rap” single, I
thank you and say, “How could you have been so far ahead of the
curve? How could you have known what a smart decision that would
be?!}

You are, indeed, the best of the bunch.
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AMII STEWART

Singer and dancer Amii
Stewart’s scintillating
costumes complemented
her athletic hgure and
powerhouse volce, as
evident in this promotional
shot from her 1979 album
telease Paradise Bird. Photo

courtesy of Amii Stewart.

Vﬂcalists who achieved a number 1 dance song at the height of

the 70s disco era had no guarantee of future prosperity, at least in
America. That icy conclusion became abundantly clear to many
singers who enjoyed the mirror ball spotlight, only to find themselves
hopelessly outcast after the so-called death of disco. Amii Stewart
was a very distinct exception. She was among a select few artists in
dance music who successfully transitioned from the ’70s into the
"80s with stellar results.

Her singing career first shifted into high gear when her thundering
powerhouse single “Knock On Wood” (an all-time classic of the
disco genre) created a worldwide sensation in 1979. When disco took
a nosedive in the U.S., the vocalist continued her recording career,
focusing her attention on Europe. Relocating to Italy, she became one
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done!”) They called it ‘cuttin’ the rug.” Everybody in my family
could and sometimes would ‘dance till the cows came home.” My
dad, especially, could really throw down. Thus, music was a
fundamental ingredient of my youth. My dad, an army veteran,
worked at the U.S. Printing Office, but he also played reed
instruments (mostly clarinet) for the military marching bands. He
probably would have been a serious musician had he not met my
mom and started a family. He would often go down into the
basement on weekends and practice. I’d sit on the steps and listen,
just adoring him. His mom Geneva was an accomplished pianist and
played for the silent movies. My oldest sister is named after her.”

Amii is able to recall hearing the voice of Billie Holiday, her
mother’s favorite vocalist, as a young child. “I must have been about
three years old, because I have a memory of being in the crib holding
on to the bars to keep myself erect,” she recollects. “My mother is
ironing and singin’ to Lady Day. My mom sang and smiled, hugged
and kissed all of us, all the time. I see it as if it were yesterday.
During my youth, I became accustomed to hearing the greats — Dinah
Washington, Louis Armstrong, Ray Charles, Mahalia Jackson, Nat
King Cole. As I got older, I'd lock myself in my brother Joe’s room
on hot summer afternoons and sing for hours to Nancy Wilson (my
all time favorite) and imitate Ray Charles. Then I'd hop over to Ella
and Sarah for the ‘variations of a theme.” Let me explain: I'd take,
for example, the song ‘I Loves You, Porgy,” sung by Ella. Then I'd
study the same song by Billie, then by Satchmo, and so on. That
would go on all afternoon. The breathing, the phrasing, the cadence,
the emotion — I learned back then there are no wrong notes when you
sing from the womb.

“Then one day, along came the group Rufus with Chaka Khan
singing ‘Feel Good,” and I almost lost my mind and my voice. The
funk jumped off the turntable. Stevie Wonder and the Temptations
took me to the verge of being thrown out of the house. I drove
everybody crazy. To make matters worse, I knew every jingle and
opening song to every TV show and sang them every single time
they appeared. It got so bad they put an industrial roll of brown



scotch tape on top of the TV — a threatening last resort. Didn’t work.”

Stewart started dancing by the age of nine, following in her older
sister Brenda’s footsteps. It became her passion and main focus for
the next 15 years. Because of her skill in dance, she was accepted
into the Workshop for Careers in the Arts, founded by Peggy Cooper
Cafritz and Mike Malone. In later years, it became known as the
renowned Duke Ellington School of the Arts, and remains a highly
regarded learning institution today. Says Amii, “At the workshops, I
honed my natural talents for dancing, singing, and acting. What a
glorious time that was for me and for all those who were lucky
enough to be in the right place at the right time. My teachers were of
the caliber that even today is awe-inspiring: Mike Malone, Louis
Johnson, Debbie Allen, Glenda Dickerson, and Charles Augins to
name just a few.

“I knew early on that I was born to be an artist. I had no idea if I
had the stuff to become ‘famous.” I just knew 1 was hell bent on
being one of the best in whatever I did. If it didn’t happen, it
wouldn’t be because I didn’t give it my all. I was insecure as a child
(maybe most kids are at that age), but my mentors at the Workshop
were rigorous in teaching me the tools of the trade. They instilled in
me that indispensable necessity, self-esteem, which gave me the
assurance that I too could shine. I too possessed an inner light and
could become whatever 1 chose, and no one could extinguish that
light. The stage would become the barrier between me and the dark
monster of uncertainty. Onstage, I ruled. Fiercely, yes, but always
with humility. What you learn at an early age you never forget.”

By 1975-76, Amii moved to New York and became an understudy
for the role of Ella and a pit singer in the cast of the musical Bubbling
Brown Sugar. “I’d made an audition as a chorus dancer/singer six
months previously in the Miami company and was chosen by the
producer to come to New York,” she says. “The score was all Duke
Ellington material — glorious. By that time, I was a seasoned but
untried professional dancer/singer/actress. Musicals were my world.
My old ballet teacher/mentor Charles Augins then chose me for the



London’s West End production, but this time I was hired as his
assistant director/choreographer and was given the lead role of Ella.
You see, | was so hungry to prove my worth that while I was on
Broadway, I sat in the wings every performance and literally learned
the whole show by heart. I could play everybody’s role
(choreography, songs, and blocking included) with my eyes closed.”

Disco fever had a tight grip on the United States and Europe by
the late ’70s, and the pop charts of virtually every country were
crowded with dance music singles. “Singing disco was the furthest
thing from my mind,” claims Stewart. “I was 22, living in London,
renting my very first house and making great money doing what I’d
always dreamed of. I thought I'd died and gone to heaven in a
Bentley. (I used to rent one to pick up family and friends at the
airport when they came to visit from the States.) [Music producer]
Barry Leng came to see the show one night and came backstage to
introduce himself. Barry had these sparkly eyes and a happy-go-
lucky manner. He was like a mad scientist with a mop of curly blond
hair and a quick wit. He asked me if I would like to go into the studio
and sing a demo. I asked him, “What’s a demo?’ I'd only ever sung
live, so I didn’t have a clue. He explained and we made an
appointment to get together on a Monday when the theatre was dark.
Well, when the day rolled around, I had a really bad cold and went to
the studio with a box of tissues under my arm. (The studio was a
dump. It was just plain ol’ filthy, but it had the acoustics of life, and
the engineer was a wizard.) There I met Simon May, a very kind and
considerate person and a great songwriter. The first track we cut was
“You Really Touched My Heart.’

“I remember I had to stand back from the mike because the arrow
was permanently in the red if I didn’t. In the theatre, you're taught to
project your voice all the way to the ‘exit’ sign over the door in the
back of stalls. Their eyes popped when they heard my voice, the
range and control. Barry and Simon were easy to work with. We
were in total sync from the jump because they just put on the track
and let me fly. Theatre and dance gives you fierce discipline, so I
didn’t just show up. I came prepared to nail it. I got the song in the
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Amii Stewart dazzles onlookers as she performs one of her high-energy dance
hits at the close of the 1970s, just as the disco craze was about to lose steam in
the U.S. Photo courtesy of Amii Stewart.

“I truly must thank Trudy Meisel, who commissioned Miranda
Holland to create my image and design those fabulous, ground
breaking costumes, all handmade creations. She lived in the English
countryside and would hire senior ladies of the village to do the
beading and double stitching while watching the soaps and gossiping
over cups of tea and biscuits. She was a creative wizard. The head
dress for ‘Knock’ used to drive me crazy. Wearing it was like
performing a circus act because it was so top heavy. It’s true that the
costume was out of this world, but you really had to be careful not to
get your feet tangled up in it.

“I’ll never forget my first time on American TV. I was in Vegas
doing the Dinah Shore Show. I'd sent the costume to the cleaners on
my arrival at the hotel. The next day (the day of the show), after
makeup, etc., and with 20 minutes till show time, I started to get
dressed for the number. I discovered that the costume had stretched at
least 10-12 inches longer and was dragging on the floor between my
legs. The set had a long staircase for the grand entrance. I held the
skirt coming down, but my heel got caught when I let it drop, and I



couldn’t get it out. I lindy-hopped and fought with that damn dress
the whole three minutes of ‘Knock’ on primetime TV. A disaster.
Needless to say, I got it altered afterwards (a little too late), but I
never trusted that costume again. Since then, I have never, ever
waited until the last minute to check my costumes before going
onstage,” laughs the singer.

“I had some fierce costumes back then that really put my anatomy
on show because I was a singer with a dancer’s body. There were
almost always dancers behind me, and I handled all the choreography
— not just a little here an’ a little there. I had stamina for days, so
singing and dancing was no big deal for me. I was still intensely shy,
so I wore a long robe, which I threw in the wings when I hit the
stage. [ was always cold and half naked and never quite got used to it.
Making the videos for ‘Knock On Wood’, and especially ‘Light My
Fire’ and ‘Jealousy’ [from the follow-up album Paradise Bird] were
grueling 10 to 12 hour affairs. In those days, there was no such thing
as digital, so we taped a thousand times from different angles,
changing light designs, dry ice for smoke effect, etc. I loved doing
makeup and did my own for ‘Jealousy,’ with a rainbow effect for the
close-up of my eyes.

“Coming down Sunset Boulevard, I looked up, and
there was a huge cutout poster of me in the ‘Knock’
costume dominating the skyline. That was the moment
for me when I realized I’d made it.”

“There were scores of music shows all over Europe in the late *70s
and early ’80s, and I did them all. Not to mention the live disco gigs.
[t was almost always the same line-up, more or less — Boney M.,
Precious Wilson and Eruption, Dschinghis Khan, Village People,
Sylvester, and so many others. It was a wonderful but hectic time.
When the single hit big in the States, Trudy flew with me to New
York where the record company held a big showcase for the critics
and press. From there, we went to Los Angeles, and I will never
forget it. We were in a limo on the way to the Beverly Hills Hotel.
Coming down Sunset Boulevard, I looked up, and there was a huge



cutout poster of me in the ‘Knock’ costume dominating the skyline.
That was the moment for me when I realized I'd made it. It was
exhilarating but also a little scary. The expectation was through the
roof, and it’s so easy to disappoint.”

Following Stewart’s breathtaking success, the very musical genre
she’d found fame in came under siege. By the end of 1979 in the
United States, thanks largely to an over-saturated record market and
(some degree of) public and media burnout with the phenomenon,
disco was declared dead. Europe continued to embrace the style, but
the musical landscape was clearly changing. Amii’s producers were
faced with the daunting challenge of figuring out what would come
next.

“Barry, Simon, and the record company were under tremendous
pressure to come up with new material after a monster hit like
‘Knock,’” observes the singer. “When you get to the top of Mount
Everest, you’d like to stay there a minute and enjoy the view. How
do you top that song? Almost impossible. My job was the easiest. All
I had to do was get in the studio and make a slammin’ vocal.”

The Paradise Bird LP was served up just as the decade came to a
close. U.S. audiences largely ignored the set, but the singles
“Jealousy” and “The Letter” (both retreads of “Knock On Wood” to
some degree) fared well in Italy, the Netherlands, and Britain.

“I loved the song ‘Paradise Bird’ because it was a beautiful ballad,
and to be honest, I’ve always considered myself more of a torch
singer,” Amii says. “The video was also lovely. When I'm in the
studio, my only concern is the music in the earphones. You have to
be focused on that and only that. I’d heard about the disco record
burning fiasco in the States. It was a sorry sight to see, but I wasn’t
worried about my career per se. Coming from the theatre, I’d been
talking to the guys about changing styles slowly, so as not to get
caught in the shuffle. We were still going strong in Europe, so neither
they nor the record company felt the urge to change too quickly. I
could feel the itch because of my melodic music background.”






