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Pre-order available now for this limited edition hardback edition individually numbered 1 – 1000 and signed by the author.

All copies of this edition will include a special collectable 7″ vinyl single which includes the previously unreleased ‘Miss Eerie’. Demoed by Bridges in early 1981, this embryonic version of ‘Take on Me’ was later christened by Morten Harket as ‘The Juicy Fruit Song’.

“Really entertaining!” – Pål Waaktaar-Savoy

Against all the odds, a-ha scored a huge hit in 1985 with ‘Take on Me’. Seemingly overnight, the Norwegian band were topping charts all over the world; a success propelled in part by an innovative video that captured the imagination of an MTV-loving generation. In truth, however, their success had been the culmination of years of hard work and financial struggle; from their origins in bands such as Bridges and Souldier Blue, through to a period of relative squalor in London as they determinedly sought their breakthrough.

At their commercial peak, a-ha recorded the theme song for the James Bond blockbuster, The Living Daylights, and, since their formation in September 1982, have sold over 35 million albums worldwide, influencing bands such as Coldplay, Keane and Radiohead along the way. Since reforming in 2014, the band have continued to record and perform, and are currently in the midst of a year-long world tour, playing their classic debut album, Hunting High and Low, in its entirety. Their iconic ‘Take on Me’ video is edging closer to one billion views on YouTube.

In the first a-ha book of its kind, Barry Page looks back on an extraordinary 40-year musical odyssey. Aside from showcasing each a-ha album in track by track detail, the book includes a comprehensive look at both the band’s pre-fame years and each of the three members’ side projects, up to and including the release of Magne Furuholmen’s revered new solo album, White Xmas Lies.

Told from a number of different perspectives, this fresh take on the story mixes archived interviews and reviews, along with exclusive new input from a wide-ranging number of contributors, including a-ha’s Magne Furuholmen and Pål Waaktaar-Savoy, plus Dag and Jørun Bøgeberg, Viggo Bondi, Pål H. Christiansen, Anneli Drecker, Espen Farstad, Zoë Gnecco, Erik Hagelien, Matt Letley, Sven Lindvall, Robert Alan Morley, Tini Flaat Mykland, Martyn Phillips, Mark Saunders, Tonje Waaktaar Gamst, Harald Wiik and more.
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INTRODUCTION

My introduction to a-ha came in the autumn of 1985 when ‘Take On Me’ was beginning its rapid ascent into the UK Top 10. Like many other teenagers from the 80s I was mesmerised by the song’s eye-catching video, but I also remember being really impressed when the Norwegian trio followed it up with ‘The Sun Always Shines on TV’, a powerful song that in many ways eclipsed their extraordinary debut single. It marked the beginning of a lifelong affection for the band’s music, a deal that was sealed when I discovered I shared a birthday with the band’s singer, Morten.

In the years since I was enchanted by Hunting High and Low and its attendant singles, I have written several articles about a-ha and their members’ various side projects. In 2018 I was commissioned to write the liner notes for a special edition of Våkenatt, the aborted follow-up album to Fakkeltog by Bridges, a band that included both Pål and Magne in its line-up. A dream assignment in many respects, and one that has led to the writing of this book.

During my research, I was particularly drawn to a comment from Morten in an interview with Aftenposten in October 2009, which read: ‘We’re creating music that has many layers and aspects to it, music that’s challenging to perform and compose, challenging to analyse. A-ha’s music has always had a complexity to it, as well as an ability to reach a larger audience.’

There is much truth in what Morten said, but therein lies much of the band’s appeal. Given their progressive rock origins, it’s perhaps unsurprising that the music is often of a complex nature, while the band’s lyrics – which draw from a multitude of literary and cultural sources – are often tricky to decipher.

In this book I have looked at the majority of a-ha’s back catalogue in track by track detail, pulling together the stories behind their albums using archived resources and recent reminiscences from within and outside of the band. For added perspective, I have also included some period reviews. Additionally, I have taken a detailed look at both the band’s pre-fame years and the three members’ side projects, work which I have treated with as much reverence and importance as a-ha’s.

Barry Page

February 2020 




PART ONE

THE EARLY YEARS

One must fight to get to the top, especially if one starts at the bottom.

– Franz Kafka, The Castle, 1926
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CHAPTER ONE

BRIDGES

Pull down walls and chains
 And closed doors
 In your mind
 Free your body
 And regain the lost
 Cos now the bridges
 Are free to be crossed

– The Bridges, ‘Prisoners of Hope’, 1979

Prior to a-ha’s official formation in September 1982, Pål Waaktaar-Savoy and Magne Furuholmen had both been members of an Oslo-based band named Bridges who’d performed several shows in Norway’s capital and released an ambitious self-financed album titled Fakkeltog [Torchlight Procession] in 1980.

Far from being the prototype a-ha recordings that many a-ha fans expected, the tracks owed more to the psychedelia of the Doors than the synth-pop sounds that would characterise much of the Norwegian trio’s earliest songs. Furthermore, the roots of many of their hit singles stemmed from Bridges sessions and recordings, including ‘Take On Me’, ‘I’ve Been Losing You’ and ‘You Are the One’.

VINYL DAYS

The story of Bridges begins in Norway and the relatively new borough of Manglerud, which lies in the Østensjø district of Oslo. Manglerud and other satellite towns such as Lambertseter and Ammerud – which was notable for its distinctive high-rise architecture – had arisen following an urgent need for housing development following Nazi Germany’s occupation of the country during World War II. (Until Norway’s North Sea oil prospecting in the 1960s, reconstruction had given the country one of its hugest spurts in economic growth.) However, these building developments didn’t arrive without some teething problems: For instance, Oslo’s T-Bane subway system wasn’t completed until 1966, so there were some obvious commuter issues for some residents.

In terms of the local music scene, both Marius Müller and Trond Granlund had grown up in Manglerud and went on to enjoy some commercial success. (Granlund was also notable for being one of the few Norwegian artists who sang in English.) But, by the end of the 1970s, the area was more notable for its successful hockey team, Manglerud Star, than its local music scene.

Havreveien [Oats Road] was then one of Manglerud’s newest suburban developments, dating back to circa 1960. Two of its residents included Pål Waaktaar Gamst (born 6 September 1961) and Magne Furuholmen (born 1 November 1962), who became acquainted in the mid-70s, largely due to a shared love of music.

Prior to the eventual formation of Bridges, both Magne and Pål had played in different school bands. ‘The first-ever band I tried to form was a motley mix of not-so-highly motivated instrumentalists from the school band,’ said Magne, ‘so it had the exciting line-up of flute, trumpet, a snare drum, a guitar and tuba . . . I played flute and guitar, but not at the same time, sadly! We rehearsed once or twice and I then quickly realised this was not going to be my future.’

Magne also remembered an early performance of Pål’s: ‘Walking home from school, I saw a group of five or six random people looking up at a second floor balcony and heard some rather quiet noises coming out of an open door. It was only when two scraggy young boys came out and raised their hands in the air to the imaginary audience that I realised there was a kind of musical performance going on. The music was an eclectic mix of whatever the organ player knew how to play I think, and the line-up was simply organ and drums. I decided I had to meet these guys.’

As it turned out, both Magne and Pål had similar tastes in music. ‘In early youth it’s all about not sticking out from the rest of your schoolmates,’ recalled Magne. ‘That’s why I listened to Deep Purple, Nazareth and those bands that were big in the early 70s. But it so happened that Pål had an older sister who was a lot hipper and cooler than us, and thanks to her we were introduced to 60s rock. Even though we were in the mid-70s by then, we started listening to the great heroes from the 60s. I remember well that we listened to Janis Joplin a lot, and the summer when we were 13–14 years old we got a big kick on Hendrix.’1

Pål’s elder sibling, Tonje, was certainly an influence, and the pair listened to each other’s musical discoveries on a shared turntable at their family home. ‘At 13 to 15, I listened to Deep Purple, Uriah Heep, Shocking Blue, Steppenwolf and Hair [the musical],’ she said. ‘Discovering Janis Joplin blew me away! Both Pål and I dived into the 60s: the Beatles, Jimi Hendrix, Cream, Joni Mitchell, Jefferson Airplane and the Woodstock album.’

According to Magne, it was he who introduced the pair to the Doors. ‘I accidentally stumbled across the Doors and the album Waiting for the Sun,’ he said. ‘I was totally blown away and went over to Pål’s to show it to him. Neither he nor Tonje were aware of them at the time, and Pål resisted the band for a little while – as we generally would for any ideas not our own – but eventually they became the most influential band on us growing up.’

According to Pål, some of the music he brought home didn’t exactly meet with his parents’ approval: ‘Whether it was Hendrix and the Doors in the 60s, Bowie and punk in the 70s or Joy Division in the 80s, much of the music – the melodies, the lyrics and the artists’ lifestyles – were far from the norm in society; in the eyes of the parents’ generation at least,’ he said. ‘But the self-destructiveness and the rebellious nature of these artists attracted me. Much of the music I brought home really tested my parents’ values.’2

MAKESHIFT

Pål and Magne had both grown up with music coursing through their veins, and their parents were particularly influential during their formative years. Pål’s father, Olav, was a classical music enthusiast who regularly took the family to concerts. ‘We had these tickets where we went to a concert or ballet or opera every week,’ said Pål. ‘I guess I was bored sometimes, but things like Carmen or Romeo and Juliet by Prokofiev or Peer Gynt by Grieg really stuck in my mind. They’re dramatic works. I think that’s why I like bands like the Doors, where the music always seems to come in pretty soft and then ends up with a scream.’3

There were some early attempts at songwriting, too, as Pål recalled: ‘I still remember the first song I wrote. It was a piece of nothing written on a recorder when I was 10 or 11, and I loved the feeling it left me with . . . carrying it around in my head, adding the words, working it over, imagining what it could sound like.’4

According to Magne, it was the rock band Deep Purple and their drummer, Ian Paice, that influenced Pål’s initial choice of instrument. Much to his neighbours’ annoyance he practised at home, using a makeshift cardboard set. However, his instrument of choice soon became the guitar as his interest in songwriting gained pace. He was a quick learner, too, copying licks from old blues records played at half-speed, as well as practising folk songs such as ‘Tom Dooley’ at an after-school club.

Magne’s father, Kåre Furuholmen, was a well-travelled musician, playing trumpet for the Bent Sølves Orkester, a six-piece jazz band which had been named after his son’s favourite teddy bear. He also released a single in 1968: a cover of James Last’s ‘Laguna’. Tragically, in the year that the popular band also released a single – ‘Casatschok’, backed with ‘Toi Toi Toi’ – on the Nor-Disc label, Kåre and the rest of his entourage died in an airplane crash on the way to a show in Linköping, Sweden, on 1 May 1969.

Magne played the flute as a child and took some piano lessons but wasn’t interested in the application and discipline required to master the instrument. He was, however, drawn to songwriting from an early age. ‘Picking up an instrument at four or five years old, I think the only pleasure for me then was discovering and making up combinations of notes that would form some kind of unique atmosphere,’ he said. ‘So, in a sense, writing music was always the attraction and, in truth, the only reason to play an instrument. Then, after my father passed away, I remember the piano being a place to come to lose oneself in a landscape of sound. To begin with, the extent of my writing was simple hooks and little short melodies which I could remember and return to the next time I sat down to play. These discoveries were often followed by impromptu performances to very patient family members. Sharing my discoveries and the feeling that this produced was the first realisation that writing and performing music was a form of communication.’
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BUILDING BRIDGES

Later in Magne’s childhood, the present of an electric guitar from his grandfather would awaken a passion for learning, and he impressed Pål with a run-through of Nazareth’s ‘Sunshine’. With their shared love of music, it was almost inevitable that the pair would form a band, and there were some interesting early conversations about their musical direction. ‘Musically, we went through a bunch of phases,’ recalled Pål. ‘For a while, it was rock opera. We were going to compose some grandiose stuff about earthquakes in Guatemala – our ambitions had no limits!’5 (A catastrophic earthquake in Guatemala on 4 February 1976 resulted in the loss of over 23,000 lives.)

One of the pair’s earliest bands was Spider Empire. ‘This was a name Pål toyed with later in our conversations, as I recall,’ said Magne. ‘He loved that name and had a drawing design for his bass drum mapped out. Thinking up band names was a big hobby in the early days, and our imaginary bands could change names daily.’

On Norway’s Constitution Day (17 May) in 1977, the pair reportedly performed a version of Deep Purple’s rock classic, ‘Smoke on the Water’. ‘That was on the lawn outside Magne’s home,’ said Tonje. ‘It sounded unpolished, but I was excited and proud.’

Magne and Pål’s first serious band was the short-lived Thala and the Layas Blues Band. Joining them was Viggo Bondi, a former tuba player. ‘I started playing bass in 1975,’ he said. ‘It was a guy in my neighbourhood in Asker who knew Magne and Pål from Oslo who told me that he knew two very good guitar players who were looking for a bass player. This must have been in the spring or early autumn of 1978.’

Completing the line-up was drummer Jan Erik Ødegård, and the new band performed a short set at Askerfestivalen [Asker Festival] on 9 November 1978. (There was a brief mention of the set in the local paper, Asker og Bærums Budstikke, although the band’s name was misspelt as Tala and Delaya’s Blues Band.) I asked Magne what he remembered about the performance. ‘Thankfully not so much,’ he said. ‘A recurring problem at this time was instruments going out of tune and singing being really difficult, what with bad acoustics, unbalanced sound systems and hyper-cranked amplifiers as well as bandmates – or myself – out of control in the situation. Drums and guitars were always too loud, and vocals felt like losing a screaming match with other noises. I do think, however, that this was the occasion where, after our set, an American friend of a friend of ours – Bill Leadham – sat down on the drums and played a drum solo, and we were just floored! Floored by how good he was in comparison to our drummer. It was like a bolt of lightning and quite depressing to return to our rehearsal space together after that, knowing there were people out there – our age – who were so much further along than us, technically. I think this experience actually prompted changes in the line-up later.’

One such line-up change occurred in the new year (1979), with Viggo’s friend Erik Hagelien replacing Ødegård on the drum stool. The pair had previously played in a band called Essens [Essence], along with guitarist Audun Jøsang and keyboardist Jostein Nygard, and they played covers of songs by the likes of Deep Purple and Pink Floyd, as well as an original song by Viggo titled ‘Bond-up’.

‘I had played with another Asker band for a short period where we tried out playing with two drummers,’ Erik explained. ‘Viggo contacted me to ask if I would join his new band with two young enthusiasts – Magne and Pål – which I accepted. The band name Bridges was created and adopted by the four of us. Later, we introduced another old friend, Jostein Nygard, on keyboards. He brought his organ, Fender electric piano and his old Minimoog, which required quite some time to warm up and stabilise the oscillators.’ (Nygard later contributed to the Three Fates project in 2012, featuring symphonic versions of various Keith Emerson works.)

As for the band name, ‘It was a direct reference to the Doors and to Jim Morrison’s inspiration taken from Aldous Huxley’s The Doors of Perception,’ confirmed Magne. ‘The sales pitch was, “The doors have been opened, now we need to build bridges”. Gotta love the attitude!’

Because of musical differences, Nygard left after a few rehearsals and the band eventually reverted to a four-piece with Pål in a dual guitar and vocal role, while Magne was persuaded by Pål to switch to keyboards. ‘I had played on my grandfather’s piano my entire life so, even at the outset, I had some rudimentary knowledge of the instrument and how to play chords, etc,’ he said. ‘With the music of the Doors becoming the major influence in my life, I had a role model and inspiration in Ray Manzarek. Originally, I did not switch happily from guitar to keys, but it did add a richer palette to work from, which then developed the sound of the band into something new, so it all worked out. I took all of four piano lessons. This was a little later – in order to try to learn a better technique – but it was completely soul-destroying to go back to reading sheet music, which I had used to do back in the day when I took classical lessons on the flute. I decided I would learn by doing and find my personal style on my own and with the band.’

While Magne was heavily influenced by Ray Manzarek’s technique of playing bass melodies and riffs, Pål coincidentally possessed a baritone voice akin to that of the Doors’ singer, Jim Morrison. He was also attracted to Morrison’s abstract wordplay and Robby Krieger’s inventive guitar work, which would both prove to be highly influential.

‘I always said that the songs composed by Magne and Pål at that time were heavily influenced by the Doors,’ said Erik. ‘I believe Jimi Hendrix was important for them, too, and probably also the Beatles – they gave me the book The Beatles: In Their Own Words for my 17th birthday. I was, and Viggo too, more of a prog rock lover, listening to artists like Rick Wakeman, Emerson, Lake & Palmer, Yes, Genesis and Frank Zappa. We also loved what we called jazz-rock, like Mahavishnu Orchestra. I was a fan of the drummer Phil Collins (both in Genesis and Brand X), Carl Palmer, Billy Cobham and Terry Bozzio.’
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Essens’ Viggo Bondi and Erik Hagelien, circa 1976.

It was this combination of eclectic influences that would form the basis of the Bridges sound, which would prove to be more in keeping with the progressive rock genre than the punk and new wave sounds that were coming out of the UK and the USA in the mid- to late 1970s. Prog rock was certainly popular in Norway throughout the decade, with a movement spearheaded by acts such as Aunt Mary, Popol Ace, Saft and Junipher Greene, who released the country’s first-ever double album, Friendship, in 1971. Cult favourite Frank Zappa, meanwhile, had made something of an impression during Norway’s Kalvøyafestivalen [Kalvøya Festival] in 1973, and even enjoyed a chart-topper with the lewd ‘Bobby Brown’ in 1979. (Indicative of his popularity, Zappa was also namechecked in Lars Kilevold’s classic Norwegian No. 1, ‘Livet er for kjipt’ [Life Is Too Bad], in 1980.)

KNUSLA BRUK

Much to his parents’ disappointment, the increasingly music-obsessed Pål harboured little in the way of academic ambition (he was even nicknamed ‘the Guest’ by his teachers because of his poor attendance record!). However, he certainly found an ally in Tonje, who would spur him on both during this period and throughout his musical career. Elsewhere, Magne’s mother, Annelise, was also a constant source of encouragement.

By the time of Bridges’ formation, Annelise had remarried. The family moved to Vollen in the Asker municipality, and the basement of this larger home – known as Knusla Bruk, due to its farming origins – provided the rehearsal space during their high school years.

‘Viggo played a not-very-sophisticated Shaftesbury bass guitar,’ remembered Erik, ‘and I played a British-made Premier drum kit with Paiste 2002 cymbals.’ In a conscious bid to mimic the Doors’ Ray Manzarek, Magne played a Gem Jumbo organ, which was more than capable of emulating the classically trained keyboardist’s signature sounds (as is evident from four-track recordings such as ‘Bhaki Moti’).

While Magne’s home was within a commutable distance from Pål’s school in Nordstrand, the journey was awkward as it included time spent both on Oslo’s subway system and the bus. The round trip would often stretch to four hours, but time on the bus gave Pål the opportunity to fine-tune his lyrics, since original material was the band’s primary focus. He also insisted on writing his lyrics in English rather than his native Norwegian, an early indication that the band were already thinking outside of the box in terms of their musical aspirations. Reading some of the lyrics from the period, it’s immediately obvious that English wasn’t Pål’s first language, but there’s a naive charm to some of those early songs, and his language skills would considerably improve within the next few years. ‘I was attracted to a more unusual choice of words,’ said Pål, ‘and would always gravitate towards that if it came my way. Reading mostly literature from 50 to 100 years ago was another influence I’m sure. It certainly didn’t always sound like something you’d write on the tube but it fit the songs. But sure, there are a few clunkers but not the ones people tend to bring up.’

It’s also interesting to note the lyrical diversity of Pål’s writing, evidenced by an amalgam of politics (‘Come on and cry for what we have lost / Soldiers born between the battles / Some day the borders are free to be crossed’), unrequited love (‘May the last dance be mine / Let it be mine / Cos the love I can’t find / Won’t escape my mind’) and atheism (‘Love her till the day you die / Sorry, there’s no God / But don’t be frightened’).

BASEMENT TAPES

‘Pål came all the way to Vollen every Friday after school,’ recalled Erik. ‘He stayed there for the whole weekend. Viggo and I showed up on Saturdays and Sundays. There was a 25-minute walk from Hvalstad – where Viggo and I lived in Asker – to the bus stop and another 25 minutes from the bus stop in Vollen to Magne’s house. We practised mostly every weekend and Magne’s mother always served us good food – we felt very welcome. It was a big house with a large room in the basement where we played, and my drums stood permanently. Over time I damaged the very nice and brand new wooden pine floor with my drum hardware spikes – I felt very embarrassed!’

I asked Magne to describe a typical session. ‘In general, Pål would be the first to arrive,’ he replied. ‘He and I would start to show each other anything we had written since the last rehearsal, and we would be (or pretend to be) a little grumpy waiting for the other guys who, to our chagrin, did not seem to take it all as seriously as the two of us did. They had a more developed social life than we had in the beginning – meaning they had some kind of social network, whereas we had none – and so they would also often have places to go afterwards. Pål and I would spend most of the evenings playing and writing stuff far into the night, waiting for the next day’s rehearsal. This dynamic changed after I moved to a different high school and developed new friendships there.

‘Irrespective of whatever other band members we were playing with at the time, Pål and I were in a kind of symbiotic orbit around each other, writing, playing, responding and pushing each other. There was definitely a competitive element involved, but most of all there was a recognition of a really good fit in terms of talents and taste. I rarely challenged Pål’s position as the main lyric writer and, as a consequence, he was pretty much in the driver’s seat in our relationship – also much later – whenever it came to finishing my songs.’

During the first six months of the band’s life, they amassed over an album’s worth of songs, and many of these were recorded onto a multitrack machine supplied by Svein Erichsen. Not only was he a neighbour of Magne’s, he was also a fan of the Doors and had reportedly seen them perform at one of their final shows at the Isle of Wight festival in 1970. (Viggo said he was impressed by the fact that Erichsen had also witnessed one of Emerson, Lake & Palmer’s first shows.) He was also an experienced musician and is credited with backing vocals on Enda mere rock [Even More Rock], the third in a series of albums featuring rock and roll covers by a band made up of Elvis Presley impersonators! (Among their members was Trond Granlund, who would later release his career-spanning retrospective, Fra Manglerud til Manchester, in 1998.)

‘Svein was our nearest and, frankly, our only neighbour in the very rural part of Asker where we had moved,’ explained Magne. ‘My grandfather had known him from long before my family moved out there so, in a sense, I had always known of him. He was a very gentle soul and a nice man. (He was a bit like a hippy stuck in a decade gone by.) He was a musician, a bass player, and he sang backing vocals. But, most important of all, he had a TEAC tape recorder!

‘Once he realised I had a band rehearsing in the basement next door, he would start inviting us over to his own basement, at first just to come over and listen to his eclectic record collection on his quadrophonic sound system which he was super-proud of. I remember he would always sing the parts which he enjoyed the most out loud – in particular, nice details in a bassline or in the backing vocal parts. These listening sessions were quite formative, in the sense that we listened to music we had otherwise deemed too square or outside of our interest, and by pointing out parts and arrangements, Svein was instrumental in shaping our way of thinking about arrangements. It also didn’t take long before we realised we could record ourselves on his equipment, and thoughts of making an album started forming.’

Under the guidance of Erichsen, the band soon began recording their songs. These early ‘basement tapes’ have been well preserved, and the audio is of a surprisingly high quality. The performances, while a bit rough around the edges, are also highly accomplished for such a young band. ‘Born Between the Battles’ was an early six-minute-plus epic, with an obvious Doors influence (evident from Magne’s organ parts), while Pål’s bluesy guitar parts recalled Peter Green-era Fleetwood Mac. Elsewhere, ‘Breath of Wind’ displayed a more melancholy aspect to their repertoire, with its mournful piano playing, while the more pop-oriented ‘Truths of Love’ was evocative of the psychedelic swirl of garage rock acts such as the Strawberry Alarm Clock and? and the Mysterians.

According to song sheets from the period, most of the tracks were simply credited to ‘Paul Gamst and the Bridges’.

IN CONCERT

While songwriting and rehearsing were the band’s main priorities during the infancy of their career, they were still keen to make a mark in their native country, and this included live performance. The band performed publicly for the first time on 7 February 1979 in Venskaben, Asker, during a mixed cultural event in aid of the liberation movements in Eritrea, Africa. According to Erik, the event included music, poem readings and ‘auctions and sales of strange things’. However, it was the NM i rock event at Chateau Neuf in Oslo that provided a genuine opportunity for the band to get themselves noticed. A ‘Battle of the Bands’-type competition, it gave new acts – over 40 of them – vital exposure and the opportunity to compete for a place in the televised final in July. Bridges performed during the preliminary heat on 11 March 1979 but didn’t progress to the following day’s round. (Broadway News were eventually crowned as the overall winners.)
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Following NM i rock, Bridges played a private show for family and friends at Erik’s home in Hvalstad on 17 March, and also went to the trouble of preparing a small programme for the event. This fascinating document reveals that Pål was still using his original surname of Gamst at this point, while the set list included songs such as ‘Born Between the Battles’, ‘Imagination’, ‘Face in Mirror’ and the mysteriously titled ‘Bhaki Moti’. ‘We had a pretty intense psychedelic period at 15, 16,’ said Pål. ‘I think this means “pearl of love” or similar.’ (Indeed, the song’s opening lines are ‘You are the pearl of love / Spread a little love to us all’.)

The following month, the band were interviewed by Asker og Bærums Budstikke. Published on 18 April 1979, the short piece confirmed that the band were focusing on songwriting and rehearsing. They also insisted that their future lay outside of their native turf. ‘We will not try to make it big here in Norway,’ they said. Magne added: ‘I said that. I was also the first of us to say I was going to be an artist/musician when I grew up. It blew Pål’s mind!’

The band reconvened for another multi-act show at Chateau Neuf on 27 May, as organised by the amateur band association, IAB. According to the concert poster, other acts on the bill included Hexagon (whose guitarist was well known to Pål), Gummgakk AS and Ski Patrol, plus Villblomst [Wildflower] and Jydske Rev, who later released albums in 1979 and 1981, respectively. According to Magne’s mother, Annelise, Bridges performed ‘Bhaki Moti’, ‘Imagination’, ‘The Endless Brigade’ and ‘Truths of Love’ on the day, but endured something of a shaky start as their guitars needed to be retuned. ‘When we started to play, some of the audience left, and others rose up and were about to leave, but then stayed when they understood that this was something special and very different,’ said Viggo.

ULTIMATUM

The IAB show proved to be Erik’s final live engagement for Bridges. ‘Magne and Pål showed up at the family house to have a discussion,’ explained Erik. ‘They had decided to dedicate themselves 100 per cent to the music to become international professionals. They also had a clear view to grow abroad and not in Norway. The ultimatum they gave me was to commit to their strategy, with the consequence that I had to quit school. At that time this was not an option for me.’

It wasn’t quite the end of Erik’s association with Bridges, though (as will be explained in the next chapter). He currently works for a battery manufacturer but still sees Viggo occasionally. ‘Just for fun, our first band, Essens, were reunited five years ago,’ he said in 2017. ‘I meet Viggo and the others a couple of times a year, ending up with the same yearly performance at a local reunion party.’ (With Jostein Nygard having moved to the US, the current Essens line-up now includes guitarist Tor Tørrissen.)

Erik’s place was eventually taken by Øystein Jevanord. ‘I was looking for an interesting band to play with,’ he said. ‘I had played drums since I was 12, had some special skills, and was open-minded to all kinds of music. I saw Bridges live at Chateau Neuf during the IAB concert, with Hagelien on drums, so I knew what they were about . . . and they stood out that night. A good friend of mine ripped out a small ad [dated 4 September] in Aftenposten (Norway’s biggest newspaper), and I got it a week too late. It sounded interesting, so I called them up. They had already tested two drummers – which didn’t work too well – so they invited me to Magne’s house the following weekend (15 September 1979). I remember the date because my 20th birthday was the day after. We played all night, slept over, and after breakfast we continued playing. It was magic – interesting music, very nice people. Everything matched. I was very happy and excited, and the others agreed . . . this was it!’

Magne added: ‘With Øystein entering the picture, Pål and he would travel to and from rehearsals together, and our sessions became more structured and set, timewise. Pål would stop sleeping over and return to Oslo, and I would go hang out with my new friends, which he hated.’

In terms of Øystein’s musical influences, he shared many of his new bandmates’ tastes. ‘I listened to all kinds of music,’ he confirmed, ‘but mostly to music with great drummers, such as Frank Zappa, Genesis, Brand X, Yes and Santana. But I must admit that Phil Collins was my biggest influence at the time.’

Following a performance at Asker Gymnasium on 16 December 1979, the increasingly confident band played a show at Oslo’s Dovrehallen club on 5 February 1980, sharing the bill with future cult favourites Kjøtt [Meat], a local punk rock band who had just released their debut EP, Et nytt og bedre liv! [A New and Better Life]. Despite the fact that one of Øystein’s drum skins split on the night, the show was largely a success. ‘I remember a lot about that evening,’ recalled Pål. ‘It was perhaps the one concert where we played to our limits. We didn’t make any simple choices. There were long songs and very complicated arrangements. It was almost like a theatre performance, from relative silence to full pelt – big fluctuations. Of course, when Kjøtt were playing, it was full pelt the whole time. And although, initially, the audience started waltz-dancing ironically to our songs – as if to make a statement – we felt we got through to people. They weren’t impatient. They listened to us.’6
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The classic Bridges line-up. Left to right: Pål Waaktaar, Øystein Jevanord, Viggo Bondi and Magne Furuholmen.

Bridges were beginning to make a name for themselves, and the next logical step for the band was to cut a record of their own.

NORSKTOPPEN

In terms of Norway’s cultural impact, the likes of Edvard Munch and Henrik Ibsen had certainly put the country on the map. In the classical music world, Edvard Grieg, too, was internationally renowned. (Indeed, his most famous piece, ‘In the Hall of the Mountain King’, was later covered by numerous mainstream acts, including Erasure, Rick Wakeman and the Who.) But, unlike neighbouring Sweden, who had produced the global phenomenon ABBA, Norway wasn’t able to boast a successful pop music export until a-ha’s breakthrough in 1985.

To the outside world, Norwegian music was seen by some as a bit of a joke, and this was compounded in April 1978 when Jahn Teigen – the former singer of progressive rock band Popol Ace – became the first act to score ‘nul points’ with ‘Mil etter mil’ [Mile After Mile] at the Eurovision Song Contest in Paris. This was repeated in 1981 when Finn Kalvik’s ‘Aldri i livet’ [Never in My Life] finished last, a feat that now sounds absurd, given that the studio recording was not only produced by ABBA’s Benny Andersson but also featured the Swedish band’s Agnetha Fältskog and Anni-Frid Lyngstad on backing vocals.

While music by Norwegian artists was highly popular, the country’s charts during this period in the late 70s and early 80s predominantly featured mainstream acts from the UK and USA. In the singles chart, Irish Eurovision favourite Johnny Logan enjoyed an eight-week residency at the summit with ‘What’s Another Year’, while Chris de Burgh’s Eastern Wind and Bruce Springsteen’s double set, The River, were two particularly big sellers in the album market.

The charts also acted as a haven for the more idiosyncratic chart-topper, such as the previously mentioned ‘Bobby Brown’ (Frank Zappa) and future Auf Wiedersehen, Pet star Gary Holton’s take on the country classic ‘Ruby, Don’t Take Your Love to Town’.

For music-obsessed teenagers like Magne and Pål, sourcing exciting new music wasn’t easy. Until Norway’s state-owned broadcaster NRK’s monopoly formally ended in 1981, there was just one TV channel and one national radio station (and certainly no local radio stations).

From 1973 onwards, NRK radio aired the Norsktoppen show, a hit list of sorts which showcased Norwegian music. Until a rule change in May 1986, only songs with Norwegian lyrics were permitted to be included in the rundown.

NRK’s Pop Spesial radio show (presented by Ivar Dyrhaug and Sigbjørn Nedland) did, however, provide something of an alternative, and the Sex Pistols actually gained their first radio plays in Norway via this outlet. The presenters’ ethos to showcase a more ‘underground’ side of music later transcended to TV on the Dyrhaug-presented Zikk-Zakk show, which featured a mixture of Norwegian acts (including punk rockers Kjøtt) and contemporary favourites from abroad.

STEPPING STONE

Although Magne and Pål had ambitions that stretched beyond their homeland, they were still keen to make strides within the Norwegian music industry, using it as a stepping stone to greater things. One particularly well-known figure within the industry was Ole Sørli, a former manager at Polydor Records. When Viggo received a call from Sørli a few days after the double-header with Kjøtt, it was perhaps reasonable for the band to enter his office with some degree of expectation.

A former member of 60s band the Cool Cats, Sørli had produced Geir Børresen’s big-selling novelty single, ‘Smurfesangen’ (a Norwegian version of Father Abraham’s huge international hit, ‘The Smurf Song’), plus a string of albums based on the Belgian phenomenon. He was also making headway as a songwriter, co-writing tracks for a female pop duo named Dollie (later, Dollie de Luxe). And it was around these young protégés of his that he based his proposition – he wanted Bridges to become their backing band! Clutching a copy of the duo’s debut album, Første akt [First Act], Bridges left the office infuriated. While Dollie’s album would later earn the duo a Spellemann award (the Norwegian equivalent of a Grammy), the members of Bridges used the record as a frisbee. ‘And I was the cocky kid who started throwing them!’ added Magne.

Undeterred by the Dollie incident, Bridges participated in the latest NM i rock competition at Chateau Neuf on 13 March 1980. Although they were unsuccessful once more, they did receive a favourable, albeit brief mention in Klassekampen [The Class Struggle], a daily newspaper based in Oslo. And, on 27 May 1980, Bridges performed at Chateau Neuf again, co-headlining with Schlappe Waffla. (Their bassist, Jan Swensson, later played with Øystein in rock bands such as Dei Nye Kapellanane and Oslo Plektrum.)

Over the ensuing months, the band made plans to record their debut album.

FAKKELTOG (1980 Album)

Produced by Svein Erichsen

In the summer of 1980, Bridges booked recording time at Octocon Studio, which was essentially a basement in an old factory in Nydalen that had been converted into a recording facility by engineer and musician Tore Aarnes. ‘It was a terrible indoor climate, like most studios I’ve visited,’ said Tonje. ‘No daylight or fresh air, but they had dedication – Pål never tired! They were great, and so well rehearsed.’

‘I think it was Pål that found Octocon,’ recalled Øystein. ‘Not too expensive for four young lads. And the recording conditions were okay . . . We didn’t have much to compare it to since this was our first time in a real studio. I just remember it was exciting and joyful to work there.’

It would take the well-rehearsed band just a week to record the album – at a cost of 500 kroner per day – and the sessions were long and productive. ‘We prepared all the arrangements at the rehearsals, so we needed just four days to record the main album,’ continued Øystein. ‘The rest of the week we did the overdubs, vocals and mix. Fakkeltog was finished in one week, in other words. But of course, some changes were also done here and there in the studio.’ (During the overdubbing stage, the band brought in some additional musicians to augment some of the songs, including strings on the beautiful ‘Vagrants’.)
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‘The album was recorded on Svein’s TEAC, through a 12-channel Peavey mixer if I remember correctly,’ added Magne. ‘It was a case of rigging the rehearsal space as a recording space. The writing had started so many years ago – many ideas we had tried in different ways came together in this new setting and everyone added their bits. Both Viggo and Øystein were opinionated, but I think it was clear that Pål and mine’s symbiotic relationship had the authority in how it should sound. Recording the album it felt like we were finally ready to present our music to the world, and I remember it as a particularly dedicated and forward-leaning time for everyone involved.’
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INSTRUMENTAL INSTRUMENTS

Pål’s guitar of choice was a Gibson SG (a model favoured both by the Doors’ Robby Krieger and the Beatles’ George Harrison), while Magne’s keyboard set-up included a Wasp synthesiser and a Moog Polymoog (203A) synthesiser which had been borrowed from Erik Nygaard, who was Tonje’s boyfriend at the time. (Erik was later credited as a camera assistant on a-ha’s Live in South America video.)
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The Wasp synth was a quirky but affordable instrument that was launched by EDP (Electronic Dream Plant) in 1978, and is easily identifiable by its yellow and black colours and unconventional flat keys. Back in the 70s, the almost toylike Wasp had a recommended retail price of £199 and a press advertisement claimed: ‘For those who dream of owning a synthesiser, this instrument offers more facilities and better sound than others costing six times as much!’ This contrasted sharply with the Polymoog, which was considerably more expensive at over £3,000, and also much bigger and heavier (two people were often required to carry this particular model!). The instrument dated back to 1975 and featured a number of presets (including harpsichord, piano and organ). Like Gem’s Jumbo organ, it was capable of emulating some of the Doors’ sounds. (The Doors had been one of the first rock bands to use a Moog synthesiser, notably on their second studio album, Strange Days.)

‘I was not really a tech nerd,’ said Magne. ‘I just wanted to have something that sounded distinct. The Wasp was an unruly beast, but such an innovative little thing! I bought it in London when Pål and I were on our first InterRail trip through Europe together (the fact that our parents would let a 15- and a 14-year-old do this alone speaks volumes about how mature and sensible we must have seemed!). The Polymoog was a whole different kettle of fish. I was using the Wasp on my set-up for some time before this with this Italian organ – the amazing Jumbo – being my main instrument.

I had gotten quite adept at using all conceivable variations that this organ offered, most notably a super-slow imitation Leslie effect which gave it a druggy, gloriously out of tune feel. Plus, it had some outlandish percussive buttons which, on their own, without any underlying active preset, would sound otherworldly. I still have this organ today. It is one of the few sentimental attachments I have to an instrument. However, moving on to the Polymoog felt like a real decisive shift; never again would an organ be my main instrument.’



CELEBRATION OF THE LIZARD

Though unarguably derivative in places, the resulting album was a perfect representation of where the band were at that point. Underpinned by Viggo and Øystein’s formidable rhythm section, Fakkeltog was characterised both by Magne’s imaginative keyboard playing and Pål’s inventive guitar work, with tracks such as ‘Somebody’s Going Away’ veering into Robby Krieger-like blues territory.

Although the album wasn’t quite in tune with the musical trends of the day, the band certainly weren’t alone in their affinity for the Doors’ music – acts such as the Stranglers, Echo & the Bunnymen, the Triffids and even Joy Division were influenced by the Los Angeles rockers. The Doors themselves were back in the public eye by the end of the decade: An American Prayer, featuring spoken word and poetry by Jim Morrison set to new music, had been released in 1978, while Pål’s favourite track of theirs, ‘The End’, had been used to great effect in Francis Ford Coppola’s 1979 movie, Apocalypse Now.

The spectre of the Lizard King certainly looms large, but it would be cruel to dismiss Fakkeltog as nothing more than a Doors tribute album. However, ‘Death of the Century’ and ‘Vagrants’, signposts of Pål’s favoured ballad style with a-ha, certainly echoed the mournful and melancholic side of Morrison’s baritone, while the spoken word elements of ‘Every Mortal Night’ recalled ‘The WASP (Texas Radio and the Big Beat)’.

The Doors’ own musical manifesto wasn’t a million miles away from Bridges’ either. ‘We wanted a rock band that could play jazz and blues and classical music with poetry floating over the top,’ claimed Ray Manzarek in his autobiography. ‘An aesthetic little quartet.’7

Aside from Morrison, there were some other key literary references on Fakkeltog, too: Gunvor Hofmo was a reclusive writer who lived in the Nordstrand area of Oslo, publishing several poetry collections before her death in 1995. Gjest på jorden (1971) was one such collection, which later provided the title of Bridges’ ‘Guest on Earth’. Pål later revealed that the lyrics on Fakkeltog were heavily influenced by Hofmo, and that he related to much of her work, which typically featured ruminations on loneliness and mortality. He also claimed that Hofmo was the closest that Norway ever got to the Doors – certainly, her willingness to embrace darker topics was prevalent in Morrison’s own poetry. (Pål wasn’t alone in his admiration for Gunvor Hofmo either. Many years later, in 2011, a Norwegian singer-songwriter named Susanna Wallumrød would record an entire album, titled Jeg vil hjem til menneskene [I Want to Go Home to the Humans], using Hofmo’s poetry. Jazz singer Solveig Slettahjell also included interpretations of Hofmo’s work on her 2016 album, Poetisk tale [Poetic Speech).

Another influence arrived via a book by John Hay, titled Masterpieces of Chinese Art. Aside from his passion for music, Pål was also a keen artist and his father had given this book to him as a present in 1979. Two particular pieces in the book, by the Ming Dynasty-era landscape painters Wu Wei and Shen Shih-ch’ung, inspired two song titles: ‘Vagrants’ (‘A universe, a vagrant’s dream / You’re a Chinese garden / You’re a world unseen’) and ‘Pavilion of the Luxuriant Trees’ (‘Chinese garden world / View from a pavilion of art’), respectively. Foliage from the book was also sourced for the album’s home-made cover, which boasted a striking collage of band photos and a seemingly random patchwork of Norwegian and English text.

SYMPHONIC ROCK

The album was mixed by Svein Erichsen and Octocon’s owner, Tore Aarnes. Adopting the DIY ethos of bands such as the Saints and Buzzcocks, the band financed the album’s manufacture themselves and released it in October 1980 on their own (unregistered) Våkenatt label, the name of which had been inspired by a Gunvor Hofmo poetry collection from 1954 titled I en våkenatt [In a Waking Night]. Having blown most of their budget on the studio hire, the band couldn’t afford a colour cover but, following negotiations with the printers, they were allowed another colour in addition to black and white, resulting in the sleeve’s distinctive purple tinge. With the band constantly thinking outside of the box, they also had a novel way of getting around the problem of presenting a three-part album across two sides of vinyl – by inserting a stop-groove in the middle of one side!

A somewhat optimistic 1,000 copies were pressed, with the band shifting less than half of these units. To promote any record in Norway – let alone a self-financed, independent release – wasn’t easy. And, for a band that had largely shied away from live performance, there were few options, so their campaign was largely centred around fly-posting throughout the city, as well as good old-fashioned word of mouth.

‘We thought we’d get huge press just from making Norway’s first self-financed album,’ said Pål. ‘That wasn’t the case!’

‘All the promotion we did was to glue lots of posters all over Oslo wherever we could,’ remembered Øystein, ‘and we went round to the most popular record shops in Oslo and asked if they would like to buy some of them . . . some of them actually did!’

Two cuts from Fakkeltog did get a play on Ivar Dyrhaug’s Pop Spesial radio show, and it was reviewed by several publications. Puls magazine’s young writer, Hege Duckert, gave generally good feedback in the December issue of the popular monthly, but was critical of the sleeve design and the vinyl’s impractical stop-groove. Writing for Nye Takter magazine, Morten Muller praised the ‘promising’ band for their ambition and the music’s timeless qualities, describing it as ‘symphonic rock in the punk spirit’. Elsewhere, there were the inevitable Doors comparisons in Asker og Bærums Budstikke, but the reviewer also praised the young band for their musicianship. But, tellingly, the same review also stated an opinion that was perhaps indicative of the nation’s perception of the Norwegian music scene: ‘Bridges are one of the few new Norwegian rock groups that sing in English. They should end this because the lyrics on the record are very good – maybe better than the music – and the message won’t reach a broad Norwegian audience with English words.’

Perhaps the most impressive aspect of the recording was that it was cut by a band largely in their late teens and barely out of school (Magne was just 17 at the time). One of the criticisms of the album, however, was its poor sound, which Pål attributed to the length of the album, which strayed beyond vinyl’s optimal 40 minutes.

These days, Fakkeltog is a highly desirable collector’s item, with some copies changing hands for over £500. It was unofficially rereleased by Luna Nera Records as a limited edition in 2012, but the tracks are now easily accessible via vinyl rips on YouTube, giving a fresh generation of a-ha fans the opportunity to listen to this cult favourite. However, Pål hasn’t ruled out the possibility of a reissue in the future. ‘I did get a transfer of the multitrack last year,’ he said in 2017. ‘And, who knows, maybe we’ll remix this one day. [However], the album was done on eight-track and the main performance is already mixed down on two tracks, so it’s limited to what you can do to restore it.’


TORE AARNES

Concurrent to the recording of Fakkeltog, Tore Aarnes worked on an impressive progressive rock album by Octopus, released on Octocon Records in 1981. Titled Thærie Wiighen and inspired by the writings of Ibsen, this cult release featured Aarnes on keyboards and synths. (A second album, Sica, remains unreleased.)

One man that knew Octocon’s owner well was songwriter, engineer and producer Robert Alan Morley, who worked in the studio in the first half of the 80s. (He’d also seen Bridges perform at NM i rock in 1979.) ‘Tore was an old friend of mine that I knew from the early 70s, when he played in a band and I used to play in another band,’ he said. ‘We became good friends, and I think he was a super guy to work with. We used to hang together for a lot of years, both in Oslo and in a town called Haugesund.’
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Octocon Studio, 1980. Left to right: Magne Furuholmen, Øystein Jevanord, Pål Waaktaar, Tore Aarnes and Viggo Bondi.

Aarnes worked on various projects at the studio throughout the decade and even released a pair of singles himself (as Y Me), but the recording facility did not remain on the industrialised site in Nydalen. ‘The studio moved to a shipping container,’ said Robert, ‘and Tore used to live in that container. I only did one session there because I didn’t like it. There was no air and it was very hot in the summertime and cold in the wintertime. Tore got an electro allergy because of all the metal around him, and he sold the studio and moved to Spain.’

Aarnes currently resides in Haugesund, but Robert said he has not spoken to him for several years.
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CHAPTER TWO

POEM

By the end of 1980, the band had defected from Octocon’s makeshift studio and were ensconced in Sound Art Studio, working on a quick-fire follow-up to Fakkeltog with their avuncular producer, Svein Erichsen. With a plethora of bands such as Børres Kork springing up in the wake of the Sex Pistols’ Scandinavian tour, many independent single releases had started appearing in 1979. Ischjazz and Fort & Gæli were two other such acts, and they had used Sound Art in the centre of Oslo to cut some singles.

Although it was on the verge of closing down, the facility was a significant step up from what they were used to in the industrialised setting of Nydalen. ‘Octocon was a makeshift and always non-functioning studio, where the owner, Tore Aarnes, was an absolute enthusiast, bless him,’ said Magne, ‘and so he would give us great value for money in terms of time allowed in the studio to record and experiment. But the studio was a makeshift place with all kinds of quirks. Tore would be the sound engineer and often he would argue for or against musical ideas, which we would not always welcome. He had a seemingly very ambitious project involving literature and music of his own going on, and there was definitely a competitive spirit on our part towards him. You meet people along the way and they all play a part in forming who you become, but the decision to move to Sound Art Studio was, in a sense, a move towards professionalism.’

Prior to recording the album, the band practised their new repertoire of songs in the basement of a town hall in the centre of Oslo, away from the home comforts of Knusla Bruk. ‘We had been rehearsing in my house for a long time at that point,’ continued Magne. ‘I think my parents were particularly relieved we moved, and also my family’s food budget dropped by about two thirds! Plus, Pål and Øystein had been making the long journey across town and out to our little farmhouse. It was time to move on. The fact that we were now eyeing the possibility of recording in a proper studio was also a factor.’

Pål also persuaded his colleagues to adopt Poem as a new name for the band. ‘I liked it,’ said Magne. ‘Being so closely linked with the Doors was starting to feel a bit tired and restraining.’

And with the change of name there also came a change in musical direction. For their sophomore release, the band would continue to build upon their progressive rock foundations, with the near 10-minute opening track, ‘Fakkeltog’, weaving in elements from their previous album. But, at the same time, there was a conscious desire to cut a more commercially minded record. The band also had some new instruments to experiment with. ‘I think I had already bought my huge Korg PS-3100 for this album,’ said Magne. ‘Another unruly beast with a very distinctive sound, and with lots of cables having to be plugged in, trying my patience.’

Additionally, whereas the lyrics on Fakkeltog had employed something of a labyrinthine approach, the lyrics on its follow-up were far more focused, and the song structures less sinuous and slightly more conventional. Both ‘Waterworks’ (prefaced by an ephemeral slice of whimsy in ‘What Do You Do’) and ‘Asleep’ (aka ‘The Fair Unknown’) found the band in familiar Doors territory, with the former of the two cuts featuring a refrain redolent of ‘Yes, the River Knows’ (‘On and on and on it goes / Where it’s heading, no one knows’). Elsewhere, the more angular ‘Superior’ represented something of a departure for the band with its ska-like rhythms, while the accessible, psychedelic pop of ‘Faceless City’ predated the Coral by 20 years. In addition, there was the beautifully melancholic, Beatlesesque ‘Need No Doctor’, with Pål’s recurring theme of insomnia set to Magne’s chord progression.

‘I think these songs actually stand as key moments in our musical oeuvre,’ said Magne. ‘Not only as Bridges, but as a testament and solidification of the songwriting collaboration between Pål and me. There was less and less input from the others, and so the method for writing together between Pål and me – which would continue well into a-ha – had been established here, for good and bad. I would add hooks and motifs and parts to Pål’s songs, and he would write lyrics and, in many cases, topline melodies and parts to songs that I brought in. The amalgamation of our talents had started to show real promise, previewing songs like “Scoundrel Days”. One of the songs that I had written, “Soft Rains of April”, was – and still feels like – some of the best of what our collaboration was all about: creating moments together which would not have been possible separately.’

DARKNESS OF DECEMBER

While both the musicianship and the songwriting were improving, Magne revealed that cracks were beginning to show during the making of their second record. ‘There was a lot more dissent and fragmentation in the band this time around,’ he said. ‘Even though we kept it together, I started feeling the early signs of the band breaking apart. Well, maybe not so much breaking apart as becoming fractured, and with a feeling that perhaps this was not a combination of people that would continue and ride into the sunset together.’

Additionally, there were two incidents in December that would significantly affect the band’s mood. Firstly, there was John Lennon’s murder in New York on 8 December (coincidentally, Jim Morrison’s birthday), a tragic event that was felt around the world. ‘I do remember the day John Lennon was shot very well,’ recalled Viggo. ‘I was together with Pål in Oslo when we saw the headlines in the newspapers. Pål’s reaction was complete silence for a long period of time. We spent that afternoon in the restaurant where we used to eat meatballs for dinner. The restaurant was next to the building which hosted the Pingvin Club, where the Sex Pistols played in 1977.’

And then there was the incident that, with hindsight, signalled the beginning of the end for the foursome. The band had been preparing to finish the album, but their plans were derailed when an intruder broke into the recording studio during the Christmas period and stole some of the master tapes and Viggo’s prized Gibson Les Paul bass guitar. Understandably distraught by the incident, Pål and Viggo made an appeal for the return of the stolen items via Aftenposten in January 1981. ‘Those tapes couldn’t possibly be of any value to the thieves,’ stated Pål. ‘But the recordings, the unfinished album, have cost us thousands that we’ve spent on studio time and work. Those tapes are worth so much more to us than the thieves. Can we please have them back?’
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Viggo Bondi and producer Svein Erichsen at Oslo’s Sound Art Studio during the making of Våkenatt. 

Undeterred by their latest setback, the band regrouped and resolved to rerecord the lost tracks. ‘You can imagine what we felt about losing the tapes,’ recalled Viggo. ‘But, looking back, I think that was actually good for the album, because we had the experience from the first recording session, and also got a chance to improve the material further.’ He added: ‘We were very efficient, and I think those songs were recorded during three or four evenings. For example, we only needed one take to record “Superior”. The owner of the studio was very sorry about what happened, and he offered us new studio time free of charge.’

‘The death of Lennon was of course a dramatic occurrence for all who were into music,’ added Magne, ‘and the way it happened seemed impossible to fathom. For us Beatles fans it was particularly devastating. Having our tapes stolen was also a downer – it made a hard reset necessary, a kind of “shit, let’s get on with it, let’s start again” kind of vibe. I think the perceived genius of the first recordings grew exponentially in our heads, though. Doing it over was arduous, but clearly things also got better.’

In February 1981, with the bulk of the new album recorded, Pål and Viggo travelled to London, with the primary aim of picking up a new instrument during their one-week stay. ‘I think it was a Boss synthesiser bass,’ recalled Viggo. ‘Unfortunately, it had not yet arrived from the manufacturer when we came to London – bad planning not calling the shop before travelling over!’ Rather than going home empty-handed, the pair decided to purchase an expensive set of Pollard Syndrums, which did not go down well with Øystein, who was opposed to the idea of using synthetic drums, claiming they were more a toy than an instrument.

The Syndrum was more synonymous with the disco era, but it was also used by new wave and electronic acts, including the Cars and Yellow Magic Orchestra. One other notable user was Joy Division’s metronomic drummer, Stephen Morris, who purchased the instrument during the recording of their debut album, Unknown Pleasures (the Syndrum’s primitive sounds can be heard on ‘Insight’).

Joy Division were certainly influential during this period, which is evident on tracks such as ‘The Leap’ (which would later evolve into a-ha’s ‘Scoundrel Days’). Like Poem, the band’s use of electronics was steadily proliferating and their signature song, ‘Love Will Tear Us Apart’, seemed to signpost their future, until Ian Curtis’s suicide in May 1980. Other Norwegian musicians’ ears had also pricked to their unique sound: Firstly, there was the Oslo-based De Press, who would later win a Spellemann award for the John Leckie-produced Block to Block. Secondly, there was Fra Lippo Lippi, whose 1981 debut album, In Silence, was also heavily influenced by the Manchester-based band. (Fra Lippo Lippi later enjoyed some commercial success in the mid-80s with the single ‘Shouldn’t Have to Be Like That’.)

‘We realised the importance of the shift punk had on the music scene,’ said Magne, ‘and we did in fact assimilate new things from this into our music, but without fully embracing this new direction.’


UNIQUE SOUND

While its arrangement remained true to Bridges’ proggy roots, ‘All the Planes That Come In on the Quiet’ was something of an acknowledgement of the burgeoning synth-pop scene, and boasted an electronic production that would point towards Magne and
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