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Even though this would prove to be Rainbow’s last gig 
with singer Graham Bonnet and drummer Cozy Powell 
(the former having already signalled his intention to quit, 
dissatis�ed at the more pop rock direction band leader 
and guitarist Ritchie Blackmore had chosen to follow) 
they had nonetheless prepared a spectacular set and 
stage show, perfect for closing the day.

But Donington was about more than a bunch of 
great bands all appearing on the same stage. To fully 
appreciate the cultural impact of the event, it’s important 
to remember just how underground heavy music still was 
at this time. You never saw rock bands on TV outside the 
con�nes of ‘Whispering’ Bob Harris’s late night broadcast 
The Old Grey Whistle Test or a super-rare Top Of The 
Pops appearance. National UK radio had just a couple of 
hours on a Friday night dedicated 
to rock via Tommy Vance (“TV 
on the radio”) and a Saturday 
afternoon show presented by 
Alan ‘Flu�’ Freeman. If you were 
into rock in the UK, then you 
were outside of the mainstream 
by default. If you wore denim 
and leather with a patched battle 
jacket you were in a cultural niche, 
marginalised by the rest of society. Donington facilitated 
a gathering of the tribes in a truly visceral way: there you 
could see with your own eyes that you weren’t alone, 
that you weren’t a freak for liking heavy music, that there 
were thousands of other people just like you. This was 
one of the main reasons why the festival became so 
loved. And so iconic for rock fans the world over.

“THERE WAS something about the fact that it was 
such a big space that made a huge di�erence, and the 
atmosphere was really friendly,” says Andy Copping. “I’m 
sure that’s why it took o� as a festival so quickly. All the 

bands were greeted as heroes at that �rst show.” 
Saxon guitarist Graham Oliver remembers the �rst 

Donington vividly. “The roar of the crowd when we hit 
the stage was unforgettable,” he says. “I remember 
thinking, ‘This is the metal Woodstock.’ After our set 
I was going to watch the Scorpions when a Mercedes 
pulled up right behind the stage. The window came 
down and it was Ritchie Blackmore. He spoke as if we 
were old friends and told us we’d played a great set.” 

Bi� Byford, Saxon’s legendary singer, also looks back 
on the day with a�ection: “That �rst time was fantastic,” 
he said. “Obviously it was the �rst major festival in 
England. Maybe Europe, but de�nitely in Britain. We 
were one of the rising stars of the metal scene back then, 
and we’d had a very big album, ‘Wheels of Steel’. So it 

was just great walking onstage in 
front of people who all knew the 
songs. That was a new thing for 
us. Plus I went for a ride on Rob 
Halford’s Harley-Davidson around 
the track. He didn’t know I’d done 
it, though!”

THE FACT that the spirit backstage 
was mirrored in the crowd was all 

the more amazing because the facilities provided for the 
paying public were so awful. The toilets are remembered 
by one and all as both appalling and terrifying. Tommy 
Knight, who was there as a fan for that �rst event, has 
never forgotten them. “Those toilets weren’t just bad, 
they were evil,” he recalls. “I stood there, eyes closed, 
holding my breath and proceeded to pee all over my feet 
– just as Judas Priest came on stage.”

What Tommy missed while he was piddling on his 
shoes was Rob Halford taking to the stage on the 
Harley whose seat had already been warmed by Bi�. 
“I remember feeling immensely proud to be up there 

banging my head with 
thousands of metal heads 
in sync with us,” said the 
band’s guitarist KK Downing. 
Donington had that e�ect on 
a man. 

At this time Priest were using 
a decent amount of pyro in 
their set. But after hearing 
that Rainbow had planned the 
mother of all �rework displays 
to close the show, Priest 
decided to abandon theirs and 
simply divvied up their �rework 
stash. On Bon�re Night later in the year, singer Rob 
Halford decided to let o� his �reworks in his own back 
garden. And while Rainbow might have had enough to 
entertain the entire Donington crowd, Rob’s personal 
stash was still more than enough to frighten the living 
daylights out of the good folk of suburban Birmingham. 
The police were duly called by neighbours who, naturally 
enough, had thought World War III was underway!

BACK IN 1980 you could bring your own food and, more 
importantly, alcohol to Donington. It feels almost surreal 
to think people were allowed to bring God-knows-what 
devilish brew on site, so long as it was in a plastic bottle. 
And nobody who ever went to these events will forget 
the sky turning black as bottles thrown by drunken 
punters rained down – often �lled with dregs of booze, 
but more often �lled with piss. The sense of camaraderie 
that existed at the �rst Monsters Of Rock didn’t extend 
to refraining from covering a complete stranger in urine.

The lucrative business of merchandising was handled 
somewhat di�erently back then too, with some fans 
remembering people wandering around the site selling 
commemorative T-shirts – presumably knock-o� – out 
of carrier bags. It was all a long way from today’s tightly 
controlled operations. 

There was no doubt that 
the great leap into the rock 
festival unknown that was 
Monsters of Rock 1980 was 
a huge success. Rainbow 
sent everyone away happy 
with a brilliant version of 
‘Long Live Rock’n’Roll’ and 
fans left the site to battle 
their way home, have a 
good long bath (because 
of course there had been 
tons of mud), and to tell 
everyone about how 
absolutely awesome the 
festival had been.

DESPITE THE fact that 
nobody had originally 
conceived of Monsters 
of Rock as an annual 
event, it soon became 
clear that this was 
de�nitely the way to go. 
So on 22 August 1981 
Donington again played 
host to the festival 

as AC/DC , Whitesnake, Blue 
Öyster Cult, Slade, Blackfoot 
and More entertained 65,000 
rockers. People were only 
just beginning to wake up to 
the power of such an event. 
Slade, for example, had faded 

since their glam rock heyday 
of the early ’70s, and hardly 
anybody would have regarded 
their Donington appearance as 
a reason to buy a ticket. But 
the band’s performance that 
day – raw, rocking and, above 
all, great fun – brought about 
an instant career revival. Blue 

Öyster Cult, on the other hand, turned in a rotten set, felt 
it was one of their worst ever gigs and damaged their 
reputation in the UK. 

Whitesnake guitarist Bernie Marsden had an entirely 
di�erent experience of Donington ’81: “I regard the show 
as the most memorable of festival gigs, even though 
we weren’t headliners. I remember looking out from the 
stage and realising the crowd was as big in width as it 
was in length and that shook me a little. Word has it that 
140,000 could have been there that day, and I believe it.” 
There’s no evidence that such a huge number of people 
were  there that day, but you can understand why the 
view from the stage might lead to that assumption. 

TRYING TO maintain the impressively high standards 
of the �rst two years’ line-ups was always going to be 
tricky, and the third edition of Monsters of Rock in 1982 
– featuring Status Quo, Gillan, Saxon, Hawkwind, Uriah 
Heep and Anvil – was widely regarded as somewhat 
substandard. “I looked at the line up and it thought it 
was a bit stodgy,” says metal fan Cheryl Findlayson. “I 
went anyway and I still had a great time, but only Gillan 
and Saxon were any good.”  

Still, Canadian frontman Lips, whose band 
Anvil opened proceedings on 21 August, has fond 

“THE ROAR OF THE CROWD WHEN WE 

HIT THE STAGE WAS UNFORGETTABLE.  

I REMEMBER THINKING, ‘THIS IS THE 

METAL WOODSTOCK.’”  

SAXON GUITARIST GRAHAM OLIVER

“WE WERE BRIGHT-EYED AND COMPLETELY 

STAR-STRUCK AND WERE SO PSYCHED  

TO COME IN THERE AND BE A PART OF  

THAT WHOLE DONINGTON THING.”

METALLICA DRUMMER LARS ULRICH

Saxon guitarist Graham Oliver brings it to the Donington masses in 1982

RATT guitarist Robbin Crosby, W.A.S.P. frontman Blackie Lawless  
and Lemmy hanging out at Donington, 17 August 1985

Metallica’s Lars Ulrich feels the full force of the  
Monsters of Rock PA in 1985


