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Atomic Rock: The Cold War hit parade
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In the summer of 1983, Germany invaded the United States -- by way of the airwaves. "99 Luftballons," a single by an unknown Berlin pop band called Nena, began attracting attention and airtime in America. With its carnival-carousel-on-speed hook and its mechanical beat, "99 Luftballons" nestled perfectly on the radio alongside other synth-pop hits of the time; the lyrics, sung in German, only added to its allure. 

Soon after, the band unveiled a second version of the song, this time in English. As it turned out, "99 Red Balloons," as it was now called, was, of all things, a protest song. In the lyrics, a boy and girl innocently release a batch of balloons into the air; confused by these flying objects, international governments panic, triggering a nuclear holocaust. "It's all over and I'm standing pretty/In this dust that was a city," lamented the band's lead singer, Gabriele Kerner. 

http://en.allexperts.com/e/0/99_luftballons.htm
99 Luftballons

"99 Luftballons" ("Neunundneunzig Luftballons", literally "99 Balloons") is a protest song by German singer Nena that reached number one in West Germany in 1983.

History of the song

Both the English and German versions of the song tell a story of ninety-nine balloons floating into the air, triggering an apocalyptic overreaction by the military. The music was composed by Uwe Fahrenkrog-Petersen, the keyboardist of Nena's band, while the guitar player, Carlo Karges, wrote the original German lyrics. Kevin McAlea wrote the English version, titled "99 Red Balloons," which has a more satirical tone than the original.

The song came during a period of escalating rhetoric and strategic maneuvering between the United States and the Soviet Union. In particular, its international chart success followed two events in Europe that raised fears of the Cold War becoming "hot." First, in November 1983 the Soviet Union misread NATO's annual Able Archer exercise as an actual preparation for a nuclear strike and activated its own weapons for a preemptive strike. Although few outside the Soviet Union understood the seriousness of the response, historians now consider it one of the closest calls with nuclear war and a reflection of the war angst of the time. A few weeks later, in January 1984, the US deployed Pershing II missiles in West Germany, prompting protests across western Europe.

In this context, Nena topped the UK Singles Chart with "99 Red Balloons" for three weeks from 28 February 1984 (Strangely, in the USA the german version was more successful, charting at number 2. She never charted again in the U.K., and was placed #10 on the recent Channel 4 poll "The 100 greatest one hit wonders of all time." The song also peaked at #2 on the U.S. Hot 100 chart.

http://www.inthe80s.com/redger3.shtml
99 Luftballons, Direct German Translation
If you have some time for me
Then I'll sing a song for you
About 99 balloons
On their way to the horizon
Perhaps you think of me a bit
Then I'll sing a song for you
About 99 balloons
And that something (like the war) comes from such a thing (the balloons)

99 balloons
On their way to the horizon
Seemed like UFOs from space
So a general sent
A flying squad out there
To raise the alarm if it was true
Yet there on the horizon were
Only 99 balloons

99 jet hunters
Each one was a great warrior
Thought that they were Captain Kirk
There were great fireworks
The neighbors didn't understand anything
And felt immediately felt "pissed off"/provoked
Yet there they shot on the horizon
At 99 balloons

99 war ministers
Matches and petrol cans
Thought that they were clever people
Already smelled greasy loot
Shouted: War, and wanted power
Man, who would have thought
That one day it would come to this
Because of 99 balloons

99 years of war
Don't leave a place for victors
There are no ministers any more
No jet engines either
Today I'm doing my rounds
Seeing the world lying in ruins
Found a balloon
Think of you and let it fly

99 Luftballons, English as Sung

You and I in a little toy shop
buy a bag of balloons with the money we've got
Set them free at the break of dawn
'Til one by one, they were gone
Back at base, bugs in the software
Flash the message, "Something's out there"
Floating in the summer sky
99 red balloons go by.

99 red balloons floating in the summer sky
Panic bells, it's red alert
There's something here from somewhere else
The war machine springs to life
Opens up one eager eye
Focusing it on the sky
Where 99 red balloons go by.

99 Decision Street, 99 ministers meet
To worry, worry, super-scurry
Call the troops out in a hurry
This is what we've waited for
This is it boys, this is war
The president is on the line
As 99 red balloons go by.

99 Knights of the air
ride super-high-tech jet fighters
Everyone's a Silverhero
Everyone's a Captain Kirk
With orders to identify
To clarify and classify
Scramble in the summer sky
As 99 red balloons go by.

99 dreams I have had
In every one a red balloon
It's all over and I'm standin' pretty
In this dust that was a city
If I could find a souvenier
Just to prove the world was here...
And here is a red balloon
I think of you and let it go.
