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Foreword: Mykaell Riley

AS we race forward from one moment to the next, blink – and a year's gone by. This is scary. But what I fear more is that in that blink we've lost, or at best misplaced, a year's worth of memories. Blink again and the illusion of time has you trying to recall what you were doing a decade ago, or decades. One way to remember is through sound: ask anyone with a passion for music. It matters not whether you're listening on headphones, or standing in front of a massive soundsystem. Music has the power to transport us through time. Connecting different generations in the present, or to recollections so distant we're surprised at the amount of detail we can recall. The arrival of Caribbean music in the late 1940s is testimony to this. It ushered in a new listening experience, a special understanding of electricity, space and sound – and the language to describe it: bass, mids and tops. The difference today is that these three words are used as sonic descriptors across a range of genres, all with origins rooted in soundsystem culture.

Marley said: “One good thing about music, is when it hits you, you feel no pain.” I suggest that another good thing is music's ability to connect us. Sometimes to an individual or a group, but more often to a memory or experience – to something once important that we find it hard to believe got buried, in the humdrum of everyday life. So much of who we are is connected to the music that we've embraced – and, indirectly, to those who created it. When the music hits, we are instantly connected to untold life stories.

In Steel Pulse I felt like, because I am British, I was doing British music. It was reggae – which, yes, of course, is a Caribbean style – but we were British musicians. British black musicians. I was brought up in the culture. It wasn't something I had to cross the street to find, it was always there. So in my perspective, it wasn't about choosing reggae or any other style, it was about choosing music. I had tried to fit in. I had studied. First to be (of all things) a pilot – though that didn't work out. Then to be a plumber. Then an electrician (and yes, I am now a qualified electrician). But all that time, music resonated more than anything else I was spending my time doing. And this wasn't specifically reggae, it was music first and foremost – but because of the community I was in, it was natural that that one particular sound dominated. It wasn't about Jamaica, it was about representing our voices – and reggae was the platform that could do that, at that time.

By the time we hit 1976-77, punk was happening, and we were also coming into our own as musicians. Because they were people of our age group who might understand our experiences, we saw punk as a potential audience. We found it odd musically – it was a planet very distant from what we were doing – but in terms of the audience and crucially of what was being said, the narrative of the moment, it very much chimed with us, even though it was far from a black perspective. Very quickly, as we became aware of conversations, interviews, the news, we were not saying different things: we were approaching the same challenge from very different perspectives. And there was a recognition that we – us, and our white, punk audience – had more in common than that which separates us.

When the punks incorporated dub and reggae, it was a complicated recognition. It was an acknowledgement that the music is powerful and impacting others, and of course we liked that. But at the same time it was a challenge. These other artists were getting more recognition for embracing reggae than we were as black British individuals: UB40, The Police, Two Tone, Boy George all came along. We appreciated the connection but it didn't make our life easier. Meanwhile, soundsystem culture itself was splitting. The purely Caribbean culture of our parents had peaked in about 1979, and after that the quota of reggae being played dropped, while soul and funk, and then hip hop, increased. The soul route offered something different, something aspirational and American: “selling out” we referred to it at one time. It wasn't “chant down Babylon” as Rasta culture would have it, it was moving into the system, not resisting it.

But within the clubs, at the dances, soul, reggae, hip hop, all the emerging sounds, could exist alongside one another. On the one hand you had the emergence of technology – of drum machines and DJ gear – that we feared at the time would be the death of the drummer and of musicians more widely. Significantly for the reggae sound, there was also the death of Bob Marley, the figurehead of a particular vision of reggae, and the birth of dancehall. On the other hand you had local scenes, places like Bristol that brought all of this together in their own ways. And holding it all together – one of the things from reggae culture that had never died – was the crucial questions “What does this sound like? How will this work on my soundsystem? What is the impact of this production aesthetic?” And this was affecting everything people did in the studio, and the things people did with their soundsystems as they hired them out and tried to make a living.

The whole concept of remixing a record came out of soundsystem culture – and that didn't die. Having someone within the club championing new versions of a track, that didn't die. Rapping on the mic, or deejaying, or whatever you want to call the art of having a strong character hosting a dance, that didn't die. All of those are key attributes and components of soundsystem culture – but it moves with the times. And one of the key things about the UK, and those key cities in the UK where there was a vibrant black community, was the transfer of these cultural reference points into the wider world. So by the time we hit the 90s we're hardcore referencing old reggae tunes through sampling, and as jungle and drum’n’bass emerge there's a conversation happening among the community – black and white and Asian and the rest – with soundsystem culture within the UK.

People at this point really understand the music rhythmically. Before, maybe, they didn't understand how to dance to it, or how to mentally edit it into their lives. But by the 90s, there's a British community who understand this better than any other location outside Jamaica – and have moved it on, too. The way sampling is taking place now – half-time, double-time – is a reinterpretation of reggae, rhythmically. What early dub did with echoes where things sounded like they were in double- time, sampling technology was amplifying and increasing. So from the 90s, the British community, this multicultural scene around the reverberations of reggae, are informed in a way that nowhere else on the planet is informed. Post 1985-86-87 – where hip hop dominated – we moved into a place where the reverberation and legacy of Jamaican music became something truly unique to the UK, because by that time it's more than a generation deep, it's been there and normal since the 60s.

So all my work has been informed by that understanding that there is a handshake between the communities in the UK through what we do musically. That includes the Reggae Philharmonic Orchestra in the 90s, and all the productions I was involved with, from the RPO arranging the strings on Gabrielle's ‘Dreams’ onwards through Mark Morrison, Soul II Soul and Maxi Priest's ‘Close to You’ which we worked on with Sly & Robbie. It wasn't original to add strings, of course, that went right back to the 70s, when they'd be added to soften or pacify music – for the black community the sound was considered “upmarket” or “grown up”, related to being aspirational, trying to fit in. But this time round, we were coming at it from a very different perspective: it was a response to black classical musicians – who'd gone off in a very different direction to their peers – not being able to find work in any of the four major orchestras of the UK, but then going back to reggae as the medium we'd use to challenge that, it began a whole other conversation. Even the name: because it abbreviated to RPO, which is also the Royal Philharmonic Orchestra, it made explicit that that was the target. It was a political statement, it was challenging the system, and challenged it all the way to the core of the system, asking questions about what music is about in the UK.

There are still so many challenges, and formal education about music is vital to this. That's what the Black Music Research Unit is about. It's about what it is to be British. I am British. I did a DNA test, and I am Nigerian by way of the Caribbean in that sense, but 99.9999% of my life experience is of being British, of being from Birmingham, so I would be mistaken to refer to myself as other than that. And people forget that Caribbeans and Africans have been here for way longer than 50 years. The Windrush is symbolically powerful but it wasn't the beginning of this story. This goes back more than a lifetime. For generations, people have lived lives here where Jamaican music is available, part of the fabric of things, but the experience is entirely British. This is true for white and black and other families: Jamaican and Caribbean bass culture is part of all of our lives. What we are doing at the BMRU is dispensing with the idea that this is alien and foreign – which takes nothing away from Jamaica, but affirms that the impact of Jamaican music on the UK, and the way it's impacted British popular music and British popular culture, is a real and positive thing.

Now of course we are in a new moment. Until around a decade ago, the cultural reference points were Caribbean. But people from the African continent didn't come out of nowhere, they too have been here for generations. And now there has been enough of a shift in numbers that the young generation of people originally from West Africa especially, from Ghana and Nigeria, can now have their distinctive voices heard over the Caribbean youth. So we're seeing an entirely new wave of British culture that is directly African-inspired – which is not to say that soundsystem culture is losing its grip. It's always been there and it still is. The African families have also been in the UK for generations, informed by the same things their black, white and other peers have. What is wonderful – what shows the power of soundsystem culture – is that it isn't suppressed by the next generation, it's embraced, it's reinterpreted, it's reimagined. So when you talk, as we have been doing with the BMRU, with young individuals who are part of the grime scene or the new Afrobeats scene, or whatever it might be called now, they will explain their references, and somewhere within those references will be soundsystem culture.

So you've had these shifts: from aspiring to Jamaica and roots & culture, to aspiring to American soul and hip hop success, to jungle where the focus shifted back to the UK, a sense of the UK being authentic authors of this sound, to now, where there is a genuine ambition to be big in Nigeria or in Ghana. But the sound that this leads to is a London sound, or a Birmingham version of that, or a Cardiff version. Just as happened with grime: there were other versions, regional versions, regional fusions with the existing club and rave and soundsystem styles. So even the new music isn't a Nigerian thing, isn't a Ghanaian thing – it's music that speaks of life experience in the UK. This is popular music today. Its origins are in soundsystem culture which certainly can be traced back to Jamaica – but let's call it what it is: a very specific strand of British popular music.

In this book, Joe and Brian have skilfully pulled together a collection of the music- makers who contributed to moving the influence of soundsystem culture from one generation to the next. As such, the importance of their experiences should not be underestimated. Collectively they've had a hand in transforming both the music and listening experience for millions. Not just in the UK, but across the globe – and in doing so, they were also the architects of so many memories and experiences. My approach to reading this book was to view it as a trip down memory lane, only this time accompanied by those who made possible some of my favourite tunes.
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Introduction

BASS is fundamental. There's nothing else in music that so firmly roots the experience in time and space, because it's so instantly, obviously physical. You can't mistake it for a cerebral experience: although you can think about it and it can alter your mind, its immediate impact is on your body. It's the first clue that you've found the party, the rave, the dance – reaching through walls and floors, propagating outwards, marking out social (and antisocial) spaces. Car boots full of subs create force fields that propagate out through cities. The idea of it having weight – as in the DMZ raves’ slogan “meditate on the bass weight” – is practical, literal: because bass soundwaves are longer, the speakers have to be bigger, the magnets that drive them bigger, the boxes that contain them heavier. You don't get it on your phone or laptop. It puts the boom into boombox: the act of carrying a huge ghetto blaster on a shoulder in the 70s and 80s wasn't just a style statement, it was a demonstration of strength and swagger. And having big speakers is a financial, physical commitment. If you own a serious soundsystem and want to put it in places that people will appreciate it, you're claiming space, staging an occupation, and showing that you have the monetary and/or literal muscle to get those boxes into place.

Those big boxes mark out that space, too. The old adage about “dancing about architecture” is a classic bit of throwaway snideness aimed at the kind of people who care more about words about music than about music. But out in the wild, all dance music is architectural, in the sense that it creates moving spaces for you, as a human body, to inhabit; bass music exponentially more so. Both the speaker stacks – altars and temples for the religions of sound – and those long, deep vibrations of air delineate an area in three dimensions, creating one of the most basic dividers between being within and without a musical experience. You're either “inside the place” – as the rave and jungle MCs would say, with that bass pulsing through you – or you're not. There's no half-measures. “If your chest ain't rattling, it ain't happening,” was the slogan of Bristol club Subloaded. ‘Can U Feel It’, the insistent chant in the acid house classic, takes on a whole other level of secret, shared meaning when you and everyone else around you can actually feel it, physically, penetrating and suffusing your bodies.

The promoter and producer Loefah, of the DMZ raves that came to epitomise the dubstep movement, once told me that at overwhelming volume, bass both triggers the fight-or-flight reflex, and gives you a sense of being in the womb: experiencing energy and heightened reflexes, and ultimate comfort and safety at the same time. My own musical life is dotted with vivid memories of bass: seeing the air shimmer like heat haze in front of bassbins; being at bleak, post-apocalyptic warehouse raves and seeing the zombie-like clientele huddle around the speakers as if the bass could provide actual warmth; feeling the churning tones binding together the barely contained chaos of flailing breaks and gunshot sounds at jungle dances; seeing the mischief on the face of Aba Shanti I's selector as, having warmed up the crowd, he pressed the big red button on his mixer to unleash the full power of his system, reducing some of the dancers near me to quite profane ecstasies.

Of course it's not just “bass music” that uses the power of bass. And it's not new. Hearing the reverberation of the 32-foot pipes of a cathedral organ through the vaulted spaces purpose built to amplify them can be a sublime experience in the most instant, visceral sense – alongside the genuine sense of awe at how perfectly the instrument design and architecture are designed to enthral and control the individual. Imagine you're a medieval peasant used only to the sights and sounds of your own land: think how vast the chamber of the cathedral and the controlled power of the organ and choir would seem, and how tiny they would make you feel; how subservient to the powers that had put it all there, as they rearrange your innards with sound. The overtone chanting and vast deep horns of Tibetan Buddhism create a similar sense of being brought into contact with something superhuman, and thus of supernatural experiences. There's now a whole emerging discipline of “acoustic archaeology” which tries to estimate what sonic experiences people might have had in ancient temples, burial chambers and cavern complexes – with more and less plausible speculation about how low vibrations, from chanting, gongs and other sources might have affected supplicants and worshippers.

But there is something much more specific that we think of as “bass music”, too. There is the boom in the “boom bap” of classic hip hop, the 808 kickdrum in electro, Miami bass and all the hybrid regional and diasporic rap beat and booty bass forms which emerged in the last 30+ years – and of course there's Caribbean soundsystem culture which put the emphasis on the low end going right back to the 1950s. More specifically still, there's the creative and social nexus where all of these things meet with disco, electronic experimentation and psychedelic bohemianism – which all happened in its most concentrated form in Britain. The low-end experimentation that took its cues from the music that came over with the Windrush generation of Caribbean immigrants and their children, injected its influence into the cultural circulatory system of the nation, and from there sent genre after new genre out into the world. Unmistakeably British, unmistakeably hybrid, an ever-growing dysfunctional family of sounds that the DJ and producer Skream once referred to as “mongrel music”.

This is what this book is about. Broadly speaking it's a story of that Caribbean influence as it's created new forms, starting in the late 1970s with lovers rock and post-punk – two very different styles of music that nonetheless were both very British, and both underpinned by that deep soundsystem bass – and going all the way through to the sounds of the 2010s emerging in the wake of grime, dubstep, new wave house, Afrobeats and UK rap. This isn't intended as a definitive history, though. Quite the opposite, in fact: it's deliberately partial, arbitrary and conversational, not trying to impose any grand theory or narrative onto its subject matter. Underground music, club music, soundsystem music are by their natures hyper-social – formed from interlocking networks of crews and movements, each one comprised of individuals whose cultural perspective is formed from thousands upon thousands of hours immersed in crowds, sounds, words and bass. Information, style, knowledge, innovation are all transferred through this seething network, via meandering late-night chat, MCs’ catchphrases, rumours, babble and jokes. Moving at the speed of life. The artistic moment – if “art” is even sufficient as a term for something so ingrained into life – is extended through hours, nights, weekends, summers, something new always being added to the mix just as you think you have a handle on it. Understanding comes not from explanation but from life-long experience, from meeting the people that make up this mass.

And that's why this book is how it is: a series of more or less interlinked portraits. This is a response to my frustration with music journalism obsessed with pinning down historical moments, presenting instead an attempt to look at multiple interwoven continua: life stories, genre stories, sound stories, all happening all at once. Each of the people you will meet here has had a role in rewiring the cultural networks of this country, connecting their own musical backgrounds and obsessions to those of their friends, neighbours and beyond. Some have created entirely new genres in the process, some have set the groundwork for others to do so, and some are just one-offs: creating unique concoctions, demonstrating the possibilities that bass culture has to offer. Because this book is first of all about bass – rather than the many other musical aspects that weave through soundsystem culture – the majority of the people here are producers: the people who actually made those speakers move, who made that bass. But there are also promoters, singers, DJs, radio impresarios – including some, inevitably, who are several of these things.

Each chapter of the story is a Q&A, covering the subject's musical career, but also their life story – because bass culture is the life stories of everyone involved. The book rewards close reading and just dipping in. You can read straight through treating the conversations as conversations, or you can pick apart the history, and see how different scenes, sounds and personnel are viewed from different angles, via the footnotes that tell stories about relevant songs and other details. As the story progresses, the same names and places recur, in different contexts and time periods, a reflection of the tangled and networked nature of scenes and sounds. Mad Professor, Massive Attack, Jazzie B, Paul “Trouble” Anderson, Neneh Cherry, Gilles Peterson, Goldie, Dillinja, Chimpo and the Levelz crew, Plastic People, Big Apple, Ammunition, the wise Germans at !K7, all rear their heads over and over again at multiple points through the book, not just as cultural reference points but participants.

Similarly, what we've been taught to think of as cultural events – the emergence of punk, or acid house, or dubstep, for example – are here seen from different angles, revealed gradually as forms rising up from the stories themselves. You'll see the same questions taking different forms and answered in different ways, and sometimes of course my own obsessions creep in too. Some of the participants have worked with one another, influenced one another, or passed sounds and knowledge down that are inherited further down the line. Places have changed: the Four Aces became Labyrinth then closed, Global Village became Heaven. The landscape shifts. Indeed, by the time we get to the post-rave generation that started making music in the late 1990s, these participants are the children of the peers, colleagues and friends of the earlier interviewees. A generation has passed, another has arrived. Bass culture is folk culture, and the experiences of children around their parents’ and even grandparents’ soundsystems are a vital part of how it is transmitted.

And who am I to be writing this? After all, I grew up in rural middle England, seemingly as far from soundsystem culture as you could imagine: my town is known not for blues parties and speaker boxes, but for having a John Betjeman poem written about it, for being on a TV documentary about “cider louts”, and for a ritual involving pint glasses and bottles being hurled at people as they climbed a statue of King Alfred. But even here the reverberations found their way to us, and so my story is woven into this fabric too. When I was a young kid in the early 80s, my father worked in the DHSS in Reading, and he and his workmates had a Sunday league cricket team (“The Ageing Hippie All Stars”). Though the music played at home was more likely to be Dire Straits, Fairport Convention and Bob Dylan, he had a walloping hi-fi – one of those early 80s brushed steel Sony jobs with speakers as tall as I was at five – and I think the first time I ever heard reggae played really loud was when some of his cricketing mates came to sit out on our lawn smoking. My aunt and cousins lived in South London, too, and when we visited I'd sneak a radio to bed, utterly fascinated by the way you only needed to nudge the tuning dial half a millimetre and you'd hear five different varieties of pirate radio – and five different varieties of dub and dancehall.

I had always loved electronic sound manipulation, too. Even before I discovered any kind of pop culture, I'd been so immersed in repeatedly listening to The Hitchhiker's Guide to the Galaxy on headphones that the first album I ever bought was a BBC Radiophonic Workshop collection, of sound effects from Hitchhiker's, Dr. Who and Blake's 7. I loved Eurythmics, Yazoo and Depeche Mode from first hearing, too. By 14 I was listening by night to John Peel under the bedclothes, hearing industrial and acid house records among his blends, and by day, wide-eyed, to schoolmates’ older siblings’ stories of missions across the country to find raves, in fields, in Bristol, in London. All of which felt impossibly exotic, like the most thrilling adventure stories unfolding just on the cusp of reality and fantasy – perhaps because that's how it felt to some of them too…

Locally the closest we had to genuine subculture was being a stop-off on the new age traveller circuit. As I reached mid-teens, going to score on the traveller site became part of my and my friends’ ritual – and there we'd hear dub, ska, plus all the gnarled, punked-up and tripped-out crusty variants thereof. By 15 – as well as the mish-mash of indie, goth, metal, rap and pop that anyone of my age with a developed sense of curiosity would naturally be into – I was buying records by Dub Syndicate, Radical Dance Faction, Culture Shock, The Specials, The Orb. I even tried to incorporate the odd dub bassline into the sketchy Hendrix cover versions attempted by my bong-addled school band Gobi Aloo (yes we were named after cauliflower and potato, a name we picked at random from the menu in the town's one curry house – where Jason, our drummer, worked as potwash boy). The closest we ever came to a legitimate gig was a micro-festival up on the Ridgeway, plugged into some hippie's generator.

And then came rave. And specifically 1990's “bleep” rave tunes at the birth of hardcore, with their huge, pure, subsonic bass tones. The early WARP Records output from Yorkshire were the archetype: ‘Track With no Name’, ‘Dextrous’, ‘LFO’, ‘Yeah You’. But also there were tracks from London by 4 Hero, Moody Boys and Bang The Party, and even white labels pushed into my hands at the local record shops from our local traveller-affiliated acid house heroes. DJ Kieran from Oxford's Prism club, where I had my rave baptism that year, was making fusions of electro, dub, rave and dreamy psychedelia as BAMN that turned my head inside out. That same year, aged 16, I took acid for the first time, went to Prism for the first time, had the bass of ‘Dextrous’ pass through my body like a double decker bus through mist, and – at a random after-club gathering in some strangers’ house – heard The Moody Boys’ remix of The KLF's ‘What Time is Love’. With its echo-location bleeps, its King Tubby bassline scampering up and down like an alien creature, and its Misty In Roots sample (“music of our ’eart is roots music… music which tells about the future and the judgement which is to come”), this rewired my brain. All the electronic experimentation, all the dub and reggae I'd heard, plus funk via hip hop, plus more, was all here – and this was OUR music, happening NOW.

Since that moment everything for me has orbited that distinctive British bass and electronic space manipulation. Like those forlorn wreckhead warehouse ravers seeking warmth, I've constantly homed in on the bassbins. The attractor that the interviewees here tend to orbit is the canonical lineage of rave-hardcore- jungle-garage-dubstep/grime – which has given me untold glorious moments and thousands of pounds and hours spent tracking down records. But there's very much also the backroom drug-dub of Andrew Weatherall remixes, Meat Beat Manifesto, Renegade Soundwave, Depth Charge, a thousand Megadog-adjacent hippie dub acts, and all that followed from that. Plus the warehouse techno and electro of people like Neil Landstrumm that stayed true to the soundsystem-shaking impact of LFO and co. And the narcotic “dub house disco” of early Underworld and Leftfield, Guerilla Records, Full Circle, Cowboy, Shave Yer Tongue – which we still hear echoed through neo-disco, neo-Balearic and Bicep records. Or the intricacies of broken beat and the way dubwise bass flowed from that into the “Gilles Peterson world” of British soul/jazz. Not forgetting the industrial dub fury of Kevin “The Bug” Martin, his Macro Dub Infection compilations and his own records right through to today. The “purple” sound of Joker, Gemmy, Guido, and later Swindle: rude funk synths riding the rhythms and bass tones of grime. The party energy of UK funky, which I saw first-hand – as a south London pub DJ around 2010 – could turn the moodiest of crowds into a joyous throng. And on it goes and goes, on and on, a constant cascade of mutant forms, of one-offs, of new genres, more expressive of the ever-changing Britain that I know and believe in than any gang of boys with guitars ever was.

As that little list suggests, there are easily many dozens more names who could have fitted into this book, and paths the book could have taken. To avoid losing focus, I've concentrated on music that – in terms of crowds, personnel and technique – occupies a position equidistant between reggae/dancehall and the club culture of its time, not straying far into the club mainstream, into purist Afro-Caribbean music scenes or hippie bohemianism or nerdy experimentation. It's about tracing a particular cultural interface that I perceive, from experience, to exist. But it is merely based on my own tastes and contacts: on who's blown my mind at raves, on who I've come to know and feel comfortable in conversation with as a punter, writer and occasional DJ, or just on who I've always wanted to interview. And as a result it tells a very particular story – with other inclusions it could very easily have told a very different one. And this is kind of the point: because (again) this culture is ultra-social, ultra-networked, ultra-multiple. There are thousands of stories. There is no one route through it, no one line around it, no one grand theory that can encapsulate it. It is too big, too various, too unruly. It spills out from whatever container you try to put it in.

You could survey the same ground in British culture – literally the same, the same clubs and pavements and shops – by tracing connections in pirate radio or psychedelic-industrial squats, or b-boy or jazz musician or skating connections, or even football. You could pick musicians who help you make a very specific political point, or rave tracks that illustrate your chosen crypto-Lacanian-post- pomo-contra-Frankfurt fashion in cultural criticism. Each way would shine a different light on it. But this version is about ordinary lives above all, including my own, shaken and transformed by extraordinary bass: bass rattling through pubs and clubs and house parties in Leeds, Bristol, Sheffield, Manchester, High Wycombe, Cardiff, Northampton, Milton Keynes, Pula, Berlin – and of course London. And it incorporates all of the generational clashes and continuities, all the dunderheaded race-hate and cross-cultural learning that characterises British life, all of the shifting barriers, prejudices, idiocies and quirks that make up music culture and the industry as both shift and change. As Alexis Petridis summed it up to me when I first began on this project way back at the start of the decade, it is “occult social history.” I can't claim peer-reviewed rigour, but I'm proud of what has emerged. About halfway-through, as we looked at the pictures, Brian said, “This is the England I recognise.” And he was right, it is.

It's been a long time in the making. The idea behind this book started coming together around 2010 when I started putting together a website with friends, photographer Brian David Stevens and designer Ben Bashford. (A former roadie, Brian had an intimate understanding of speaker boxes and had produced gorgeous pictures of Notting Hill soundsystems; Ben is a sometime drum’n’bass producer, with whom I've had many long, late nights discussing low frequencies.) The aim was to document underground music culture in a very broad sense, and to do the kind of interviews I all too rarely get the opportunity to do: verbatim conversations can roam freely, because they're not about someone selling a particular product or release. With its lack of space limitations, the internet has made the free-ranging Q&A more plausible as a format, and I was doing more and more of them for sites like theartsdesk.com and FACT mag. (The transcripts in this book are edited and abridged for clarity on the page, we hope without muffling the essential voices, rhythms and stories.)

But the website was too open-ended a project, and it was hard to maintain momentum with all the other demands of freelance life. Duke Ellington has a motto attributed to him: “I don't need inspiration, I need deadlines.” Brian and I set about trying to find a publisher who'd give us just that. And once found, Strange Attractor also gave us the leeway to work at our own pace too – it's taken us well over three years to get here. But that's all good. This is about slow flowing undercurrents more than any revelatory hype, and the people we're documenting are lifers. If some of these interviews are older than others, the life stories remain life stories, and their relevance only grows with time.

So here they are, for you to meet. The cranky idealists, the twisted scientists, the battle-scarred troupers, the bass disciples, almost every one of them still working on the rave frontline – if not shelling down the dance four nights a week, then at least putting records together, booking the radio shows or organising the parties. These people shook my world – and in fact still do. They made me a bass fundamentalist. I hope they will do the same to you.


Joe Muggs
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INTERVIEWS



[image: c28-fig-5001.jpg]



1 
Dennis Bovell
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CHOOSING a starting point was really a matter of reverse-engineering the music I spent my formative years hearing. There can't be any one origin for UK bass culture, with its roots spread into many thousands of life stories. But over the years, I've come to imagine a kind of year zero for the British hybridity I fell for as a teenager. As the genres splintered and cascaded in the 90s, I was working backwards in my tastes, learning about the 80s warehouse parties pre-acid house, and before them post-punk. And as I did this, elements in all the UK sounds I loved fell bit-by-bit into relief: the 808s of electro and street soul, the breakbeats and absurdist samplism of hip hop, the deep diggers’ knowledge of disco and rare groove, that industrial-psychedelic urge to wring the most brain-twisting sounds out of whatever technology was available – and of course the earthquake bass of reggae/dub/dancehall.

And if there was one person this all joined up around, it was Dennis Bovell. Others had claim to being crucial connectors: Don Letts playing roots and dub to the punks at the Roxy, The Clash hiring New York graffiti writer Futura 2000 to paint behind them on stage, PiL, Killing Joke, This Heat, Scritti Politti, the Two-Tone axis all brought key elements together. But Bovell did it ALL. By the time punk arrived, he'd already had no small success with soundsystems and with his reggae band Matumbi – but it was as a jobbing producer that he started really changing things. From the most abrasive experimentation to the slickest pop, he never compromised on the value of what he was working with, and as a natural connector of people, he allowed all the scenes and sounds he was around to flow into one another. This moment, around 1978-79 – when Bovell was bringing dub's studio technique into punk recording, and at the same moment creating that distinctly British hybrid, the reggae-soul fusion of lovers rock – stood out as the start of so much that I was obsessed with.

My own most vivid memory of Bovell's music is both ridiculous and sublime. I had just cued up the first record for my afternoon DJ set – at the closing party of a semi-legal London speakeasy – when UK house legends Terry Farley and Rocky (aka Darren Rock, of X-Press 2 and Rocky & Diesel) arrived, families in tow, plonked themselves down at a table right in front of the decks. Both are DJs, both are musicians whose music I had raved to and played many times over many years – but I'd never met either and this sent me into a fit of major nerves. Oh well. I hit play on Janet Kay's ‘Silly Games’ – and instantly Rocky began lipsyncing perfectly every word, singing it to his kids in full showbiz / club singer mode as if serenading them, to their amused embarrassment.

It certainly broke the ice for me, but there was much more to it than just a bit of foolishness. Rocky is a classic house music geezer, but before that he and Farley are both London soulboys incarnate. The way both bobbed and swayed so naturally to the song was testament to its place in the fabric of British club culture – to how much lovers rock overlapped into late 70s and early 80s soulboy culture, which in turn did so much for British house and rave. But then ‘Silly Games’ is a perfect record: the perfect nexus between Caribbean, British and American sensibilities, between underground and mainstream (it was a number 2 hit in 1979). It's a brilliant mix of lethal abstraction and relatable humanity. And Bovell wrote and produced the whole thing.

Nor can you pin him down to one record or sound. From Matumbi to The Slits, Linton Kewsi Johnson to Ryuichi Sakamoto, Bananarama to The Arcade Fire, Bovell, as one of the most important British-based reggae/dub producers and musicians, has also crossed over into every corner of the music industry. And while many dub producers of his generation tend to the gnomic or mystical in conversation, Bovell is a raconteur for the ages, genial and funny, his resonant voice broadly South London with that uncanny hint of a West Country twang from his Bajan upbringing. He's very much a man about town these days, playing regularly on Soho Radio, picking and choosing interesting projects like Golden Teacher and The Beta Band's Steve Mason, in between straight-up dub projects. After showing us round his mate's record shop in Tottenham – where he reminded us about Jamaicans’ love for country and western – he was about the easiest interviewee it's possible to imagine. Any given question produced a torrent of pertinent history and anecdote.


So Dennis, where were you born?

Barbados, in a village called Rose Hill: it's in the north, in the parish of St Beecher. The longest-serving Prime Minister to date grew up there. In fact his parents were friends with my grandparents and we went to the same school.


Do you remember much of being there?

Yeah, of course. It was typically Caribbean, so the drive was to become educated – so you could go out in the world with some knowledge, and become whatever you wanted to be. And of course the music: I grew up listening to The Mighty Sparrow, Ray Charles, The Drifters, Ben E King, Sam Cooke. There was a local band called The Merrymen. In 1958, my mother's eldest brother went to join my granddad's brother, who had gone to Jamaica to teach cricket, a cricketer called George Headley1. My mum's brother studied at the University of the West Indies and became a professor of mathematics, he taught in Brock University in Ontario in Canada for some 40 years. And his younger brother followed in his footsteps, did science in Jamaica: he was professor Oliver Headley, who is connected with the invention of the solar panel. So we had quite close ties with Jamaica. And we were fortunate enough to have a record player. When my uncles came home for summer holidays, they'd bring this collection of records: Tommy McCook, The Skatalites, the Skatalites’ singer from Barbados, who was called Jackie Opel. He died early in the 60s in a car-crash, but he was very dynamic. I remember Bob Marley saying that he idolised Jackie Opel, saying he would have liked to have been that dynamic. So Jackie Opel was the connection that Barbados had with ska – so we had this big love of ska. And then aged 12 – when I was forced to join my parents, who were living in the UK – I had just learned to start playing the guitar. And when I first got here I was immersed in the pop culture. Being one of three-four black kids in that year, I naturally heard the other kids’ music.


Whereabouts was this?

This was in Wandsworth – and there were kids at school my age who had guitars and amplifiers and they were Small Faces fans. They had this group called Roadworks Ahead, and they were looking for a guitar player and singer, and I thought, “Yeah OK, that's me”. So at 13, we were doing 1910 Fruit Gum Company, ‘Simple Simon’ – “put your hands in the air / Simple Simon.” And then I moved on to things like BB King and all the hippy music, the blues, the Stones, the Who and whatever…


Did the musical connection come naturally?

The thing is, my Dad had a soundsystem – he had all the latest Jamaican pre-release records, and the latest r’n’b from America: like Otis Redding, The Supremes, The Four Tops, Wilson Pickett, and also Desmond Dekker, Toots and The Maytals, Byron Lee and The Dragonaires. And the Mighty Sparrow, so it was quite a melting pot. But I decided that I wanted to be a Hendrix fan. Hendrix was my idol.


He's super-familiar now from exposure – everyone recognises Hendrix instantly – but it must have been pretty mindblowing to see him on the TV for the first time

Yeah and hearing the way he played the guitar, it was like WOW. I remember a friend saying to me “Eric Clapton would never be able to do that” [laughs]. Right? And of course I was a Clapton and a Jeff Beck fan, but when I saw Jimi I was like “Uh uh.” So later on I was working as a sound engineer in Eve Studios in Brockley, run by this old guy, Dennis Harris. I used to play bass guitar on sessions, but in Matumbi I was a guitar player. So Dennis Harris said to me, “I think you're a great bass player but your guitar playing sucks. I know this kid who plays the guitar and he would wipe the floor with you”. So I said “Who is this kid? Bring him and let's see how good he is”, because I thought I was pretty good. And he went “Yeah OK, I'll bring him down”. So, he brought the guy down, he plugged in and started playing, and I was like “Bloody hell!” So, I said to the guy, “Let's form a band. You play guitar and I'll play bass.” That was John Kpiaye – and that was the beginning of the Dub Band. We started working on songs for young ladies in reggae. Reggae was male dominated – it still is to an extent – and there were not that many female featured vocalists. I mean OK we could name loads – Marcia Griffiths, Judy Mowatt, Rita Marley, Phyllis Dillon, Lorna Bennett – but in England, there was far less. Lots of club singers, but of recording stature, very, very few: Christine Joy White, Norma White, very few. But in our younger generation I knew that there were girls that could sing their face off – but they were shy. But once I'd written and recorded this tune that required a really high note to sing, and once I'd found a singer that could do it, Janet Kay, suddenly the myth was broken that reggae music could not be made in the UK successfully or that a young girl couldn't front a reggae outfit. With that one song, I dispelled both myths. But I wasn't prepared for its popularity.


‘Silly Games’ was a turning point in many senses. But can we talk about influences, and how you found yourself in studios. You'd played in a rock and roll band, you were into Hendrix – were you going to soundsystem parties?

At one point I became the DJ of a soundsystem, called Sufferers Hi Fi. So what happened was a recording studio had been built at school for the English department to record sound-effects for plays. I was fortunate enough to be one of the aficionados, and had other ideas – about turning it into somewhere you could record music. And I started to do that on the quiet, experiments in the studio making dubplates. And the first dubplate I made, I basically sampled a track. This is when reggae appeared with the version on the other side: no vocals, just the music. I had the idea to snatch a section of the music from a very popular record – Bob and Marcia, ‘Young Gifted and Black’, it was number one. I snatched a couple for chords, made a loop and spun it on the reel-to-reel to last for three or four minutes, then recorded it on another recording. Then when I got one of the teachers, who played trombone and flute, to do a version of ‘Guantanamera’, and sold it for three quid to a soundsystem called Jim Daddy. One night we went to a blues dance, and I said [goofy voice] “look I got a dubplate here,” except in those days we used to call it a wax. [Goofy voice again] “Here Mister Selector, I've got a wax here!” [laughs heartily].


So you actually had it cut?

Oh yeah, I had it cut and transferred to disc. Because that was another thing I was interested in. I used to go to R.G. Jones in Wimbledon, which was the only place I knew that had transcription services, so you could transfer a piece of music to disc. Before that, at Battersea Park in the funfair, my dad used to make Christmas greetings on a floppy disc [i.e. a flexidisc]. There was a booth you could go and say or sing what you wanted, and you would get a little disc at the end. The Beatles released that tune ‘Money’ on a floppy disk, so that was a way to record the voice – but to record the music you needed to have something to play it back. So I went to Jones's to do that. And when he jacked it in, I found a guy in Barnes in the Yellow Pages, called John Hassell. He had a German lathe in his front room.


Ahh you've spoken about this before in interviews: he worked with his wife

Yeah THE John Hassell. He took me on as a youth, he taught me a lot about frequencies and what can transfer from tape to disc. Which was a tricky thing, you had to learn the limitations you know? I'm very grateful to him for that. So I'd been cutting these dubplates – and then I met an old friend from school who said: “Hey, we're building a soundsystem and I heard that you got all these dubplates. Can I come and listen to your selections and see if I wanna buy a few?” And he came around, and to my amazement, every dub I played he's going: “Yeah I'll have that, yeah I'll have that as well”. I was like; “Mate, who's gonna play this music? If I'm the DJ you won't have to buy the music. I'll chuck that in as my share of the soundsystem.”


So you're still at school at this moment? Had music become your ambition and just taken over?

I worked it out that my dad had gone to my grandad's house to learn music – and met my mum, and the first tune they made was me [laughs]. I was the first production. So I figured, well, it's music, I wanna be a musician. My dad's like: “Oh you'll never eat a decent meal. All the musicians I know are broke by the time they hit 70! They make good music but they've all been ripped off”. I'm going: “Dad, I wanna change things,” and he was like, “Yeah? You and whose army?” He wanted to disarm me: “Get a proper job and do music as a hobby.” And I said: “NO! You can't do that? If you wanna do music then you really gotta go the whole hog. Make a few sacrifices.” And he's going: “Alright then, but on your head be it, off you go”. So, I then became the DJ of this soundsystem, which afforded me all the new releases coming from Jamaica. As well as being in a group, Matumbi, who were then the designated backing band for visiting Jamaican artists: Pat Kelly, Ken Boothe, Derrick Morgan, Nicky Thomas, Johnny Clark, I-Roy. As a musician I was rubbing shoulders with these guys, as a sound engineer I was recording Matumbi, Janet Kay, as a soundsystem operator, I'm playing the latest Burning Spear dubs, Big Youth, all the happening stuff from Jamaica.


What sort of dances?

Big raves, I think in excess of 800-1000 nightly. We had a residency at Landsdowne in Stockwell on a Sunday night at a youth club, 7-11, but if you weren't there by 7.20 you couldn't get in because the queue would be around the corner from 5.30.


And what kind of audience? Majority black? Mixed?

Majority black, but there were some white kids there too, you know? And they were mainly girls. From that we got a residency on a Friday night in Ladbroke Groove. It was practically unheard of that a sound from the South would have a residency in the North West, because of territory. If you come from Brixton, you play in Brixton – maybe once in a while to Ladbroke Groove, but don't make a habit of it [laughs]. Do you know what I mean? And the South London boys were like “OK, so you got a sound in Ladbroke Grove, you stay there.” Every Saturday night you'd have blues dances, but no one in Wandsworth was gonna book a system from Ladbroke Grove to play at a party in Battersea, you'd hire a Battersea sound. At a stretch from Brixton or Balham. Never from bloody Finsbury Park. Because they were so heavy on territory.

So my soundsystem set out to break that down. We had a residency in the South and the North West, then one in the West End. We'd play at the Four Aces Club in Balls Pond Road, and then we'd do shows in Birmingham, Manchester, Gloucester, Swansea, places like that. And because the name Matumbi was linked to the name of Sufferers Sound, I would go with the band somewhere and someone would go “Ere are you connected to Sufferers sound? We wanna book them for something!”


What did you think of punk when it all went off?

The very first time Matumbi played at the 100 Club, I met this guy called John Lydon. And after that, he'd hang out – I remember him coming into our dressing room one day and drinking all the beer while we were all on stage. After the gig, he's lying on the floor. And someone wants to toe his head in. And I'm like: “No no, leave him alone, that's John Lydon!” He's lying there with a smile on his face and going [creditable impression of Lydon's snotty sneer] “Oh what are you gonna do? Beat me up? Hurr hurr” [laughs]. Some of the band wanted to give him a kicking, and I'm like, “Nah, he's only had a few pints of lager for fuck sake, we got it for nothing anyway.” [laughs] Anyway, we made friends. And I was summoned to Island Records, after I'd made an album for Virgin with Linton Kwesi Johnson, Poet and the Roots. Linton was touring with Siouxsie And The Banshees, The Stranglers, and John Cooper Clarke, right around the UK.


They must have been some challenging audiences

Yeah, right? He told me he was opening one time for Public Image at the Rainbow, and he came on stage and said, “I am not the wise man from the east. I bring you no glad tidings of peace.” And all the punks went: “Off! Off! Off! Off!” [laughs]. He didn't have a band – he was just reciting poetry, they didn't wanna hear any poetry. And John came out to rescue him and went: “Give him a chance!” Linton said after that the audience fell silent, no applause, no appreciation. And when he did the last one, they went “WAAAAAYYY!” [mimes waving arms of crowd going wild, laughs]. So Blackwell summoned me: “Look I've got this group that I've signed, and it's gonna be the first female punk band. Are you interested in doing the production?” I'd just done production for The Pop Group in Bristol –


– who were already taking the spirit of  punk,  but  getting  pretty  sonically adventurous

Yeah. Dick Odell had called me up and said: “You know all about rock music don't you? Do you like feedback?” [laughs]. And I was going “yeah, lots of it” because I like Hendrix of course. And he said: “Right, I've got this group and they're called The Pop Group.” He said: “We wanna make an album and we wanna do it in a residential studio.” So we went to this old converted barn, Ridge Farm2. And the equipment was Jon's from Yes, except he didn't know we were using it because they were on tour. Off the back of that, Blackwell said: “Why don't you do The Slits?” I was like “OK, we'll do it in that studio.” So, I took them down to Capel, Surrey, Ridge Farm Studios, and they had never been in a residential before, so I had to keep real tight wraps on them, because Ari was 15. When I said: “Alright, go to bed now”, they would just be like “Fuck off! We're not going to bed, who you talking to?” I'd tell them there was a few bits to tie up and they'd say: “You're not working on our record while I'm not there!” I'm thinking “What's wrong with this kid?” I said: “There's stuff we have to do that is nothing to do with you, and you can't possibly help us. You would be better off feeling fresh for tomorrow”. She goes: “I don't care, I want to be there. If you're doing something to my record, I wanna be there, I want to know, because I might not like it.” I was like, “Oh right, fair point.”

One time we were trying to do this acoustic guitar bit and Viv was taking such a long time to do it. So I took the guitar from her, just to demonstrate the direction of what she should be playing, and I played this really quite flashy lick, and I thought, “Yeah it sounded really good!” And she's started crying. She just went: “Sounds great and everything, but no one's EVER gonna believe that I played that.” And I had to think for a minute: “You know what Viv, you're right. Try and place as close to that as you possibly can, and take your best shot”. Then I think they started to appreciate the fact that I was producing their record, but I wasn't going to impose ME on the record, because they were the ones that were gonna have to face the public. And if suddenly people are like, “Yeah, you're in the studio with Dennis Bovell, how many instruments did he play?” In fact I barely squeezed on some keyboard there, because they said “OK, we can have that in the background as a feature thingy”. But they didn't want me playing on the record. Tessa, the bass player, had some amazing basslines, but she just didn't have the experience of how best to execute them. So being a bass player, I go: “Well, if you wanna play that you could do it up there,” and show her the different octave options, and let her choose which one she thought she could best remember. Budgie on drums is an amazing drummer. You'd say, “Budgie lean to the left”, and he'd say: “How far to the left?” Budgie and Tessa, that was a solid rhythm section. And Viv's guitar? Very girlie, but worked. Sometimes she just played two strings like ting-a-ling-a-ling, but it worked perfectly with the vocals and the drum’n’bass. So, after some 12 or 14 weeks, we turned out Cut. I was very happy to read in a poll recently that it turned up as the second most influential album of the Top 100, right behind the New York Dolls in some NME Poll or something.


Was this inspiring for you, working for people trying to get this instant inspiration straight to tape without the musical technique?

Yeah, because I was able to give them the benefit of my experience. And also, with what they wanted, the fun was coming up with new ways of getting it.


Did the same apply with The Pop Group? Because they wanted to turn everything upside down

Absolutely. I remember one evening just recording feedback with Gareth, different tones, different volumes, feedback with echo, feedback with tremolo, with reverb, with whammy bar – “FREEOWWWWOWOWWOW” – and then editing it, so we could throw it back into the recording. Like with my tape-loops this is the idea of sampling before samplers. And them thinking, “We thought you weren't gonna like this!” And me like, “Well, if you thought I wasn't gonna like it why did you call me in?” They said: “Because we knew you liked Hendrix!” “Right,” I said, “There you are!”


Also they had some soundsystem experience in Bristol. So it connected with what you were already involved with

Yeah. They loved reggae. And a lot of rock music until then was very thin, you know. The focus was on loud guitars, the bass frequencies didn't get in there. And quite a lot of rock bands, the drums weren't that loud. I mean Bill Bruford's were, and Keith Moon, and Mitch Mitchell –


– and Bonham [laughs]

Yeah, right? But, generally, drums were seen as a background thing. We wanted to put the drums and the bass in your face, but still be able to hear the vocals and the fuzz guitars, you know. There had to be some frequency shaving, so these elements would come out as they intended, coming out battling against each other, but at the same time fusing to make a new sound. All the punk records I made were calculated, they had that reggae heaviness, and the treble end of pop – then the vocals had to be heard on top of it all.


Youth of Killing joke told me a funny story, another John Lydon falling-over story [laughs]. Lydon was producing them in your studio, and he'd passed out drunk. So Youth and Mark Lusardi were messing around with the tape, and from that session they got their dub thing happening

Mark and I worked in the same studio, he did the day sessions, I did the night. The daytime was all Pistols and that lot, and at night it would be reggae. The studio ran solely on those two genres, right? One evening I had a session to do Gary Numan but I was busy, so I got my assistant, this young Irish kid, John Caffrey, to do it. And he got on really well with them – he was like a third engineer brought in for sessions Mark or I couldn't do. And his first session was Linton Kwesi Johnson's second album, Forces of Victory. John ended up doing [Einsturzende] Neubauten. But yeah, he engineered ‘Are Friends Electric?’ and I'd done ‘Silly Games’ in the same studio about the same time, released by Warners at the same time, and ended up in the charts, Numan number one, Janet Kay number two.


So what did you think of the electronic stuff coming out at that time?

It was great! It was another part of the mix, and we were right in the middle of it all. Subway Sect used the studio, Gary Numan was in there all the time, so was John Lydon and so was I. Oh and Labi Siffre. It was in Soho, in Chinatown. The sessions I did with Linton Kwesi Johnson, quite often we'd begin at midnight. Mark [Lusardi] would finish 8-9pm, and we'd get ready to go for the next session at 10- 11pm, by the time we got all the drums sorted. The reggae musicians preferred to work at night anyway, so it was perfect. The studio was never out of clients. And I had Viola Wills in there: “Uh-huh, mm-hmm, gonna get along without you now.” 3 And I had a funk outfit, all boys from school. My school had a healthy music department and we had had a FULL orchestra – out of boys from the school who had done good in the music business, Phil Towner was a drummer, I think he played with Linda Lewis and Tina Charles. Tony Mansfield in New Musik. Nick Straker was the original keyboard player of Matumbi, but then he started the R&B thing and ended up huge in Germany and America, ‘A Little Bit of Jazz’.4 So suddenly we had a bunch of boys from the same school, but diversified so much, so we came back together as a kind of funk outfit. I wanted to make this record with Viola Wills, so I got them on top of it plus my guitar player, John Kpiaye. He'd written that song, “I'm in love with a dreadlocks / I've never felt this way before” 5 – and that had become an anthem for Lover's Rock, which was the label we worked for in trying to establish female vocalists.


Establishing this uniquely British sound

Yeah, in London, you know, We were in and out of studios all year round, in the South East, the West End, North London. People were booking three months in advance. Then I started doing stuff with a Nigerian band, The Funkees, and a singer called Nana Love,6 which led me into working with Fela Kuti. A lot of different musicians and a lot of different stuff. I then started to do productions with The Thompson Twins and moving in a different direction: Maximum Joy and people like that.


Maximum Joy being an early Adrian Sherwood connection. Did you know Sherwood then?

I certainly did. He contacted me because he had made an album and he wanted it mixed. So he came down to see me and I mixed his first album, Creation Rebel's Dub From Creation. That was me showing Sherwood what could be done first hand. After that he was off on his own. I recorded stuff with him recently, we did ‘Iron Man’, me and him and Scratch. There's your Black Sabbath bass! [laughs].


So he was a quick learner?

He's a very sharp kid. You show him something once, that's it, he's gone. He'd also been hanging around with lots of Jamaican artists, because he ran Click Records, so he was in and out of Jamaica all the time. Prince Far-I and Prince Hammer were all close mates, and when I became too busy to be working with The Slits much, he took over. He took on my loose ends, because he'd start working with Mark Stewart [of The Pop Group] and Ari and The Slits and all that lot. That's what he got from me, and I thought that he was the best person to do it if I wasn't there to do it. If I wasn't there, I'd go “Ask Adrian!” And Ari and Adrian hit it off and became very good mates.


He had this amazing ability to tie it all together into a bigger collective, first New Age Steppers, then On-U Sound

And he knows sound. Adrian grew up in High Wycombe and there was a club there called Newlands in the bus station that my soundsystem would go up and play once every two months. Adrian once told to me about his first experience of listening to my soundsystem, he was like 13, and understandably they wouldn't let him in, and he said: “You know my fondest memory was standing outside and hearing the bass tearing the door off [makes a rumbling sound]. And thinking I want to be in there.” And his neighbour, Clem Bushay, worked for Trojan Records and was heavily involved with lots of artists from Jamaica. Louisa Mark, I'd made ‘Caught You in a Lie’, her first record, and ‘All my Loving’ and stuff like that – she was then produced by Clem Bushay, who did ‘Sixth Street’ with her [sings]: “I know you're having an affair / and I know who and know where / it's that easy going chick down there / and she lives at number six, sixth street.” He done that with some friend of mine from Shepherd's Bush, the band was called Zabandis. It was three brothers from Grenada, Tunga, Unwalah and Tendai. Tunga is guitar player for Misty In Roots. Unwalah, drummer of Zabandis, is Estelle's dad, who did the tune ‘American Boy’. And Tendai is Angel's dad, the R&B singer Angel. So Angel and Estelle are cousins. That's the whole musicality of London: North, South, East, West. I mean Janet Kay came from Wembley, And there's me, this young kid from Battersea, making records with her. Aswad were Ladbroke Grove, and there I am with them, doing the soundtrack for the film Babylon.


This book is about that, where people's uncles ran soundsystems and they ended up in jungle or dubstep or whatever. Or someone in drum’n’bass has a younger brother or sister who makes another style. People who started out on the reggae soundsystems – like The Ragga Twins – ending up in rave

I watched it happen even up to now: “Wow, these kids. We've invented lovers rock, so they can invent whatever it is they wanna call it.” Grime. Spit? [laughs]. And I've watched it happen and I've thought, “Yeah, yeah, very good.” I was happy they were taking elements of what we'd done – nicking it, but giving it some appreciation.


There's lots of big bits of dialogue from the Babylon soundtrack that ended up in jungle tunes

Absolutely. All over. All over.


So what were you doing through the 80s?

I thought I'll have to open my own recording studio, so I did. The first production I did was Ryuichi Sakamoto.7 He met Don Letts, when Don was with Mick Jones in Japan, and said he wanted to get in contact. So I get this phonecall from Japan, I'm thinking, “Are you pulling my leg?” Ryuichi said: “Well I heard you were building this studio, I want to use it.” I said: “OK, when it's ready, I'll let you know”. He's going: “No. I want to use it. I want to be the first person to use your studio.” What a baptism, what an inauguration, to have the great Sakamoto come over from Japan and use my studio! One of the tunes I did with him was a tune called ‘Riot in Lagos’. And, listen, what's that DJ, Tim Westwood, he rode on that tune, he made that tune big, he broke that tune!

Then I did Linton Kwesi Johnson. I did Orange Juice, just after ‘Rip it Up’, Lean Period, ‘Wheels of Love’, all that. In fact I produced the only ever Orange Juice album. And then Edwyn had a problem. He was going, “The wee man; can he tour?”. And he's going on about Zeke Manyika. Zeke came over on a student visa and joined a pop group in Scotland, become a drummer! But he's not entitled to do that on no student visa, and none of these bands he played for – Style Council, all that lot – could tour with him. Because if he left the UK, they'd never let him back in. So when we did Edwyn's first solo album, Hope and Despair, it was a German record company and they wanted us to record in Germany. So that's torn it, Zeke can't play. And Edwyn went: “I've got this really great drummer in mind”, and I said: “Who's that?” He said: “Dave Ruffy,” and I was like “woaaah yeah!” Because Dave had been in The Ruts, he was playing with Yazz and also with Aztec Camera. Which is Roddy Frame of course, a mate of Edwyn's. So the four of us go off to Germany – Edwyn, Roddy, Dave and me – to do this album. But on the day of recording, Dave turns up in a wheelchair, he was like: “I'll play top kit”. And I was like: “But what about his knee, how about the kick?” and he was like: “I've programmed the whole album”. So, he programmed the kick drum of all the songs, and just played the top kit. Just an electronic kit going ‘dof-dof-dof-dof’ – you wouldn't have noticed, it was fucking brilliant. He was like: “I'll still do a gig” and he turns up in a fucking wheelchair. But he's got technology on his side.


And you've just kept working solidly since then, on reggae and whatever else

I've done a bunch of stuff in Italy, with a singer called Rosa Paeda. And another group called The ’99 Posse, and one called Octavo Padaleone. In Japan I've been working with Dubsense Mania, a girl called Iriya and a new singer Tommy 115. In Hawaii with this guy Titus Kinimaka, the Kawaii boys. On that I found myself working with Boz Scaggs and Taj Mahal. There's this tune called ‘Quicksilver Fever’ – Quicksilver who make the surfing gear are sponsoring the album – because the singer is also a champion surfer, as you would expect in Hawaii. And Taj Mahal is playing guitar.


How old is he now?

Fucking ancient.8 As old as the Taj Mahal or as close to [laughs]. And he's going: “So what do you hear me playing in here”, and I go “woww wow wow wowow wowww” [guitar noise], and he's like: “Yeah, sing that again.” “Woww wow wow wowow wowww.” And as I'm singing it to him, he's playing it. He's going: “This is the easiest session I ever did. You done my heart, you did my work for me”. And I'm like, “Yeah if I hear Taj Mahal, I imagine you would be going [makes guitar noise].” And he's going: “Wow, you hear me like that?”, and I said, “Yeah so put the tape on”. And everything I mouthed, he was playing. And when Boz Scaggs heard I'd done that he's going like [sardonic voice] “Tell me what to play” [laughs]. And I was in my element, just singing things that came into my head and thinking “well you're Boz Scaggs, your guitar playing has been like this – ” – and he's like: “Oh OK well, I'll play that on here then.” And it was on reggae, right. So yeah. I've had fun.


Do you also play alongside more experimental electronic acts?

Threehead are friends of mine, and there's this Italian programmer of techno stuff, Matso Prudo. A friend runs an Italian agency – he was our agent for a long time, Linton and me – and he said, “You should work with Prudo for this trip hop thing.” And Jean Binta Breeze. I'm like, “Wow that's a fusion right there, mm, mm.” So, this kid makes all the trippy drum programmes and I play reggae bass and Jean is reciting her poetry. The album's called Eena Me Corner. You can hear examples of it on my show that I do every two weeks on Soho Radio, and on my Mixcloud. It's a completely different way of looking at reggae basslines, with these trippy drum patterns and then the roots Jamaican voice.


So when you hear these younger guys doing trip hop or dubstep or whatever, do you hear echoes of what you started?

I feel very good to know I'm the giant upon whose shoulders they stand [laughs uproariously].
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THE look people get in their eye when they talk about Norman Jay is not unlike when people are recalling their first E: there's just something about his DJ sets that reminds you of the ecstatic possibilities of music, whether rare or ultra familiar, generations old or brand new. Whether it's rudeboy ska or high tech drum’n’bass, The Jackson Sisters ‘I Believe in Miracles’ or David Bowie ‘Kooks’, he has an unerring ability to place a track in context, to bring out all its musical detail and danceability, to divest it of cliché, hokiness or predictability. It's not for nothing that the soundsystem he founded with his brother Joey is called Good Times.

Jay is also the epitome of one of the strands of Englishness that this book is about, because he carries with him and continues to represent the spirit of the first youth movements that emerged when the children of immigrants began partying with their white neighbours. Mod, skinhead, football terrace lore: these were the first interfaces where Caribbean culture reacted on a molecular level with white working-class culture and American-dominated pop culture, to create new slang, new ways of dressing and acting, and new ways of partying. And Jay, as a passionate Spurs fan and as a mod – in its original sense, the “modernist” always wanting the newest, freshest and smartest – was all over that.

But he also had Caribbean soundsystem culture in his blood, and brought all of his mod learning into that. With his influence, the soundsystem that his brother played righteous roots records on would spearhead a new format for dancing and socialising for black and mixed crowds in London, and create a major shift: dressing up, slick sounds, digital production values, the sounds that would become rare groove. In the foreword, Mykaell Riley describes it from a reggae purist's perspective: “The soul route offered something different, aspirational, American.” And it was aspirational, and American records were played, but all this was still done in the context of the Caribbean soundsystem, and this was a very, very British culture, locked into British fashions and networks, as documented in style magazines like The Face, to become a vital part of the identity of 80s youth.

Jay's Shake & Fingerpop warehouse parties set the stage for Soul II Soul, for acid house, and for everything that came after.

And he has remained tapped into the nervous systems of London and international club music ever since. The Good Times residency at Notting Hill Carnival from 1984-2014 was a vital date in the musical calendar for many. Even after gentrification kicked them out – their regular spot was literally replaced by a block of luxury flats – they've carried on with a vastly popular Carnival weekend party on the other side of town, in Hackney. “Carnival migrated from Trinidad to Notting Hill,” Jay told Red Bull Music Academy in 2016, “so I imagine it can survive a trek across town to Hackney Wick.” His well earned reputation precedes him, and even the most vehement republicans and anti-imperialists found themselves making an exception when he accepted the MBE in 2002. For his distillation of this country's radical hybridity at its rare best into something so very, very enjoyable, he deserves to be honoured.


If you meet someone outside the specialist music world, and they ask what you do, what do you say?

I'm a DJ. My style has been constantly evolving as new black music and dance trends have emerged, which I've always embraced and always loved. I say my style is an amalgam of everything that I like, everything which makes people feel good about themselves and other people. I'm a feel-good DJ. I'm not an evangelist for any single style or genre because I've been fortunate enough to be part of many, and that's what will always be reflected in the way I play. Plus definitely an emotional DJ.


Is it fair to say you've got your roots in Caribbean and British soundsystem culture?

Oh yes, my inspiration comes from that. I was never originally into the whole soundsystem per se, that was my brother Joey's thing. He adopted the Jamaican, traditional soundsystem ethic and ethos. I was always more American in my tastes: soul, funk, jazz, then the styles that came after that. I was a bit of a dandy as well, I liked dressing up and looking good, and I was very much into British working- class subcultures. Too young to be a mod first time round, but I had friends who were, and maybe a year or two too young for the original skinhead thing – but post-1970 I was everything, a suedehead, a soul boy. I had mates who were first generation punks.


What was playing in your household when you were very young?

Oh boy! A range of music I bless, every day. My dad's in his eighties now and I still thank him for the music that he introduced our whole family to. He was an avid music fan with pretty eclectic taste, from the earliest bluebeat ska in the early 60s, a little bit of black rock and roll as he called it. He was into Fats Domino and Ray Charles, and Tijuana Brass – he loved the big brass section. He liked Cuban music, he loved classical. Jazz was his big thing. He bought his first radiogram on hire purchase in 1959 or 1960. I started to play records on it as a toddler in 1962, all the records my dad had. Then in 1968, probably, he encouraged me to go out and buy my own. So, I went out to buy my pop stuff, mainly black artists: Johnny Nash, Desmond Dekker, early Wailers, all the skinhead kind of boss reggae. That was my thing, from 1968-71. I always loved the soul stuff as well.


So skinhead and reggae, there was a distinctive black and white culture listening to that music?

Absolutely, yeah. All my white mates I hung out with, older and younger, they all loved it. We used to go to the record shops together and buy our Trojan and Pama 45s for 6s/6d. 32p I seem to remember.


Which were the record shops?

Webster's was one of the original west London reggae record shops, from about 1966-67, under the arches in Shepherd's Bush, the Uxbridge Road end. Mr Pama from Pama's Records had his record shop across the road. There were three or four record shops within two minutes of each other, all selling Jamaican imports and UK releases of reggae and ska stuff. Saturday afternoons we used to hang out and watch the bigger kids and listen to all the new, latest stuff. But we never had enough money to buy it. Then on Sunday after the older kids had been to a party at someone's house, or a youth club, everyone turned up at a local park to play five-a-side football. And there were Dansette record players there and all the tunes from the record shop on the Saturday would be played by people all over the park as we're playing. The bigger kids would tax us young kids for our pennies to go and buy batteries for the Dansettes, because they only ever lasted three or four records, then they slowed down and ran out.


What about social music occasions in a more formal sense? Did you go to soundsystem dances?

It started off at mate of mine's house, the late great John Henry. He was five or six years older, from a big Grenadian family, and he used to keep parties at his mum's house and all the kids around the way would go. He was like an original rude boy – but he wasn't a rude boy, if you know what I mean. But he was from that era and he used to play his record collection in a little ’gram. All the christenings, parties and social parties were held at his house and he'd play Motown stuff, Stax, Al Green, the early 70s stuff, Prince Buster, Dennis Alcapone, U-Roy, everything! At the same time I liked a lot of pop stuff as well because that was the soundtrack to your everyday life. These black records you only heard if you bought them or listened in the record shops because they certainly weren't on mainstream radio. And I would read up in Blues & Soul magazine. I discovered a contemporary record shop in Hanway Street that had been open a year, first floor 40 Hanway Street, John Abbey's shop, he'd get the latest imports from America. And every Friday when we got paid, we'd go on the Central line from North Acton to Tottenham Court Road. I was disciple of that shop. I left school in 1974 and I lived in that shop and got to know the two black guys that worked in there, Geoff and Alex. I was 15 or 16, and them guys used to save all the best records for Norman when he comes.


What were you doing for money? Did you go straight out to work?

I was a young apprentice printer, earning £11 a week. Terrible, looking back. No wonder I didn't last too long there. I just lived for buying records and trying to go to football because I was a big follower of Spurs in those days, and I was trying to keep up with the latest fashions as well. I couldn't afford them all. Some of my peer group turned to dubious methods to finance their habits, but I never did, thankfully. My parents instilled strong work ethic in me, I put my head down and worked hard and took a great deal of pride in being able to buy my records and my clothes. And affording to go out, as well. Hammersmith Palais was my first big social night out, I'd never been to a big ballroom like that before. I was always too young, but some of the girls in my class were even smaller than me. They said “Norman, if you come and if you dress up, you'd be able to get in if you come with us.” So I learned that your way into these places was to be the only boy and go in with a group of girls. I got in everywhere and loved it. It was like an epiphany moment to me, like I was born to go out to these sorts of places. That started a lifelong love affair with nightclubbing and going out and discovering new places, new people. I wasn't hung up musically. I liked a lot of different things, from going to Wigan and Blackpool in the 70s and going to the most upfront black music clubs in London and reggae dances and house blues. I loved it all.


So lovers rock was the first particularly British reggae form?

By the time lovers was emerging I'd moved away from the whole reggae scene, really. My younger sisters, that was their era. They loved all of that. By then I had plans to go to New York. I was a funky soul boy through and through, but my brother Joey was making a name for himself with his soundsystem. He was much more roots reggae, he was already locksed up and Rasta by 1977-78. Our soundsystem was gaining a pretty good reputation, amongst the male peer group, for the stuff that my brother was playing. But I always complained there wasn't enough girls. You need to widen the music a bit. So reluctantly we had another DJ who played a lot of lovers rock. And when we did, our dances were full of girls again. It was definitely a female music, more so than it was just a British thing. The roots and culture thing was always like a boys own club, just men with tams and locks, nodding and smoking, you know, in divine reverence to the music. The girls wanted to dress up. A few girls did a sort of roots thing, but by and large they didn't.


And the roots thing appealed to the white music press because they wanted this rebellion music

The first generation punks coincided with Richard Branson starting Virgin, trying to rival Island Records who were basically only dealing with Bob Marley. Virgin put out a lot of those records, 1977-79, and the first homegrown, black-owned, black- run labels were putting stuff out as well.


What did you think of punk?

I was there when it was all happening. I loved the fact that I didn't really understand it. I loved the fashion because a lot of my mates were first-generation punks, even my wife Jane. I loved going to King's Road on a Saturday and all the style tribes. I was a soul boy, I had punk mates, I had rockabilly mates and they dressed up like 50s teds. I had skinhead mates who still never let go of the boots and braces but they loved black culture, they still bought the black records, they still ate black food. So, when that whole skinhead thing was appropriated by the far right into the late 70s, people thought it was very anti-black, but that couldn't be further from the truth. I know, I was first-generation. I was there when the skinheads were born. I can tell you first-hand that they had a love of black music, food, black culture – particularly from Jamaica – and a loyalty which lasts until this day. You'll still see skins with Trojan plastered all over them in tattoos. Even though a lot of them felt a bit intimidated to go to the dances because they were white and because of how they looked from a distance.

The white rock press introduced a lot of white people to reggae because they certainly didn't want to come to Carnival in the 70s to hear it, because they felt it was too dangerous. But a few of my white mates used to go. But I'd grown weary of it, I'd always be looking for the next challenge musically. It was my vibe. I was there in 1976, the big riot,9 and again in 1977 when there was a big standoff. I watched one of the big soundsystems, I think it was Java. They played it out the back of a big converted coach. I was so impressed by that. They opened the back, it was specially hinged, like in The Italian Job where the Minis come out the back – a self- contained unit that could pack into this coach. They used to string up every year at Carnival, and play outside at one of the big Victorian houses on Acklam Road, before they demolished them all. That really inspired me. But I don't want to play their music. I wanna bring in a new soundtrack. At that time there was only one other soundsystem that was doing it and they weren't playing the sort of music that I would've played. They were playing reggae-friendly soul, if you like. But I wanted to introduce disco, jazz, funk and early electro.


The production values on that American music was astounding. Is that what attracted you, because it was modernist?

Yeah because it was new, absolutely. You hit the nail on the head. I was always a modernist in my attitude. I never looked back. I look back now but at the time, no, I was only interested in what was new. The freshest, newest – and for me, reggae and Carnival was tired. Even though it was very important to be playing that music because there was a lot of political turmoil in Jamaica in the 70s, almost civil war. The only way you could find out about that was through the music, through the DJ commentators. But we went through similar things in Thatcher's Britain in 1979: Brixton 198110 and Southall11 and Lewisham12 in the early 80s. Politically, the music was very important to the black community. The soundsystems reflected that because it was the only platform they had. When Carnival used to go on for three days, that was the only platform that they had to express themselves musically. With the exception of pivotal players like Don Letts, playing reggae to punks at The Roxy in 1976-77. At the time I just used to laugh at that, but I look back and realise how important it was then.


Absolutely. Some of my other interviewees – Dennis Bovell and Adrian Sherwood and Youth of Killing Joke – were taking that crossover and running with it

Both those first two, and mainly Dennis, were putting out countless great productions and records and promoting British talent. There are so many intricate parts to this whole soundsystem thing. When we came in, we challenged the status quo, the Good Times were the first soundsystem to come to Carnival with Technics decks. We played music continually, without MC, without no spin backs. Precursor to the mix. I had a DJ, Rudy, I still play with him today. When he joined us for Carnival 1981-82, we gave him a half hour where he'd scratch and play music continuously. That had never been seen before on a soundsystem, let alone Carnival.


So if this was US-inspired hip hop DJing, was Rudy playing old funk breaks the way Afrika Bambaataa would?

Nah, we were playing new records. The only other soundsystem I know at that time who was doing that, doing that before us, credit where it's due, was Herbie Laidley's Mastermind soundsystem. But he was also a sound engineer technician, whereas we were just amateur DJs and record collectors. I always knew I had a far greater selection than Mastermind did, but he had the technical thing down. Digital amps as opposed to the valve amps most of us were using. But the majority of the soundsystems never had the financial resources to do that. Everything was make do and mend. Recycle. You stole things from the library.


Was the combination of music you played inspiring others to move the music forward?

Latterly I think people around at the time would admit it. Then, no. A lot of soundsystems were quite insecure and saw us as a threat – subverting the whole culture of reggae music, soundsystem, Carnival. But I was young, fearless. Punk in attitude, modernist in outlook, I just didn't care. In the early days I faced intimidation, on occasion violence – but that was part of the course then, it was the Wild West.


Where else did you used to play? You can't have a soundsystem and only play once a year

For most of us, that was really how it was. You played at a few church halls or community centres if you were lucky, but 99% of the soundsystems played out their dances in other people's houses, weddings, Christenings, social gatherings or squats. Squats were really brilliant in the late 70s. The only thing was, sometimes you didn't have power in these squatted houses. In those days soundsystems were run largely on a 13-amp plug, by a thousand watts of power and cigarette silver paper in the fuse to stop the fuse blowing. Or we hooked up to the streetlamp outside.


So when did the warehouse thing start?

For us properly in 1983-84, although I'd wanted to do one since 1982. I'd been to one or two around London, was really impressed. But at that time we didn't feel that we, as a soundsystem, could try for something big enough to make that transition. We were still ramming out two, three-storey Victorian houses in and around west London. For me the warehouse thing was the next level.


Who was blazing the trail? Who was the vanguard?

I didn't really know of anybody. I'd find out about these things on the vibe because I always knew who was doing what, where and when. One of the earliest ones I would have gone to would be Dirtbox, run by Phil Dirtbox and another guy whose name escapes me. There was a few, not on a regular basis. There was one at Battlebridge Road, a couple in south-east London, and city squats. After going to a massive one with Family Funktion and Soul II Soul under the arches at Kings Cross station, I knew that was my calling. When I walked in, I saw this jazzy soundsystem and I was like “Wow – how did you get this place?” At that time I thought we were the bigger soundsystem. I thought well, if Jazzie can do that, we could. So I walked over to the other arch where there was a very forlorn-looking Judge Jules and his crew, because their soundsystem had broken down, and I introduced myself. I said to him “That will never happen with Good Times”. We became firm friends and after that night we went scouting venues together. I was really impressed with how organised he was and we instantly hit it off. We did our first big warehouse party about a month or six weeks after that, in Southwark. We had 2,500 people show up, the first Family Funktion / Shake & Fingerpop thing. But it was still the soundsystem ethic that underpinned it. Fortunately, there was a hire company at the bottom of my mum's road, and my mate worked there so he would lend us a genny [generator] off the record. Take it Friday, return it Sunday, because he had the keys. As long as we put it back before Monday when they did their inventory, it was great. We were completely self-reliant. I had an old furniture van to move our gear around, we had power, transport and a soundsystem.


The only other thing you need for a good party is security and someone reliable to take the money

In those days we didn't need security – the crowd was good people, it wasn't the posse end of it. A mixture of 50% white, 50% black and Asian kids. And because I was a known face in loads of different scenes, it wasn't difficult for me in those days to connect all of those people and friends. I would just give people an address you know, keep it under your hat, you don't even have to pay to come in, just make a donation and bring your drink. And bring your own gear or whatever it is you wanna do there. Because at that time in the 80s, London had some terrible elitist and racist door policies, so a lot of the good people couldn't get into those clubs. Particularly black people that were into reggae – no chance, no chance. So we put on the parties and people would come. It was a risk we might encounter trouble from certain elements but we never did, it was the most euphoric occasion. We had Rastas there, flat-top trendies, punks, skinheads, soul boys, jazz funk kids, earlier adopter acid house kids, we'd have them all in our raves. Every street culture would happily come there, because we were well away from that traditional soundsystem, I wasn't gonna get involved in any sound clash, which was part of the reggae tradition. My brother still did. When he used the soundsystem for his sound clashes, he called it Great Tribulation. I used to shorten it just to GT when I played out. And then I'm in New York and Chic is all over the radio and I was like “Good Times, yup that's what I'll call our soundsystem!” because we already had the initials. So when I used the Soundsystem it was always Good Times, and when Joey used it it was Great Tribulation. When we used it in the warehouse parties we reinvented it again and called it Shake & Fingerpop. That gave me musical licence to play a lot of things that I normally wouldn't be able to play in the dances.


What was the spread of music in the 80s, before acid house. Were you playing early house?

I would play everything that I liked. Shake & Fingerpop gave me an almost alter ego, because I never put my name on the flyers. I would never say what music we were playing, it was just Shake & Fingerpop, Family Funktion warehouse party. So old funk, old Trojan and ska, which sounded fantastic on a reggae soundsystem. Northern Soul, Motown, very early house, electro and my favourite 60s and 70s pop records thrown in occasionally for good measure. Bowie, stuff like that. It was all the stuff the crowd like and I liked – but ultimately the rare groove thing was born in those warehouse parties because that's what I called it. Old James Brown retro funk. But a lot of disco got played in those days, and a lot of early house. The soundtrack was properly eclectic and you keep 1,500 people there all night just by playing stuff. Then at eight o’clock in the morning people began to tire, and the reggae would creep in and it just sounded right.


What were the drugs of choice before the arrival of ecstasy?

The black guys tended to like smoking, white kids preferred pills. Speed. White kids like the music all upbeat and faster, black kids more relaxed and slowed down. It was always really funny because after four, five o’clock in the morning, after the pill heads had done their bit, there would be this lovely smell of marijuana wafting through as the sun come up [laughs].


And who else was doing the business? I mean people like Coldcut were starting to get big

When I first heard them, I invited Coldcut to come and play with me and that was another reason why the music was even more eclectic and diverse. Jonathan played at my very first warehouse party. On another floor, we had the Manasseh boys with their soundsystem. I'm not sure if they played at our first one, but certainly after that. Three Westminster-educated public school boys playing the most right on, steppers and rocking reggae on their own soundsystem – which Nick and Ed built – and then me and the other guys. Because in those days the black guys really didn't get the credit for the music we were playing. We were almost invisible, but playing the most rocking funk and hip hop and house music, you know – and again on my own soundsystem, which was very important to me. Because even then soundsystem culture was only really celebrated, only became public or visible at Notting Hill Carnival. By then health and safety laws had kicked in, and you couldn't bring your soundsystem and string it up in nightclubs. I remember in the early days, wheeling up our gear to countless venues in London, and the manager getting pissed off: “We've got a PA here, we've got this already plugged in, why do you wanna bring your stuff in?” We wanna bring our own stuff in because it's part of our culture, it's part of our identity, it's who we are. And those in-house soundsystems were crap. They were designed for pubs, treble, distortion, nonsense. We know how we wanted our music to sound. Joey built us an amazing soundsystem – even the most crap records sounded unbelievable. So you can imagine what reggae sounded like, or hip hop as the technology improved. We were ready for it.


I can't imagine hearing the 808 kick-drum on ‘It's Yours’ 13 for the first time

By then we'd had ten years of honing our skills. By the time those house records came we were more than ready to deliver them in a way that they'd never been heard before.


How suddenly do you notice acid house culture coming in? Was stuff happening in 1987?

1987, no. London was still in the grip of the rare groove thing. Easter 1988 led on to the summer of love. There was a party in Perivale in west London, I think Soul II Soul provided the soundsystem [in fact it was one John Dean, who made soundsystems for the Soul Mafia]. It was the first and last party that I attended and that I can recall, where acid house was played freely, what then became known as acid house. But this was house music played for the sake of house music, at a gig called Hedonism, a couple of thousand people at this factory. And a lot of big DJs were at that party: Terry Farley, Paul Oakenfold, the late Colin Faver definitely, Mr C, Trevor Nelson, Jazzie, myself, Paul Anderson. We were all on that bill and we all played. That was when I knew rare groove was yesterday's music and that acid house was the future. A lot of kids did their first Es there – I never did it myself but that's the first time I encountered it. And house music sounded so sweet. I mean, I was into it, but I couldn't play it on our system because people weren't interested in hearing it. It was proper floor killer. I was playing house music in 1985 at my warehouse parties, at Shake & Fingerpop, two, three years before it really took off. I'd been to New York and Detroit that summer, the World Cup summer of ’86. I went to the Garage several times, I came back with tons of house records. But the London crowd still couldn't get with it. And then I realised they had never had the drug. Once they did the pills then suddenly the music made sense. So maybe they didn't want their music slowed down or it was too slow, maybe they needed their music up, and house came along at the right time. I don't know.


From where you were standing, how true was the mythology of ecstasy bringing people together? Because you already were bringing these quite diverse audiences together

Basically what it did was bring the rougher elements of the white and black and the Asian working class together in a way that they'd never come together before. Our warehouse parties were very style, fashion, art – we were pulling cooler, funkier, middle-class NME readers, fashionistas, mods, and some of those kids who were part of that new romantic thing. That's how I got to know them. They came to the parties and I got to meet them. Social commentators, a lot of the earlier adopters of The Face and i-D magazine – we soon became the darlings of those style mags. That made us visible to an entirely new audience, and a much wider audience, as well.


But acid and then rave, as it very quickly became, were something very different?

They were the children of what we'd been doing, so to speak. I'd stopped doing my warehouse parties by New Year's Eve 1987. I can remember telling the crowd: “Enjoy this one because this is the last one of its ilk that we're going to be doing.” Judge Jules and I made a conscious decision to stop doing them and we did our last party together in Southwark, in the old Telecom building on the tenth or twelfth floor. By then we were both beginning to succumb to our love of house music. Even though I never let go of my musical roots, I couldn't deny I was loving this music more and more because I had experienced it first hand in America and knew that was gonna be the future. I had no problem with the whole drug thing, though it wasn't for me. But no it wasn't a myth, it definitely happened. To quote a learned DJ friend of mine: “Drugs changed everything.” That quote was from Terry Farley actually.


The change that you had begun in the mid-80s accelerated out of control after acid. The drugs changed everything – including the music. Over the space of five years you go house, rave, hardcore, jungle – like a new style every month

The internet had happened, we were beginning to get used to instant gratification. So music styles changing at the same rate was a good thing. And you could choose the speed at which you kept up with it. I decided a long time ago not to chase it, just be like an old chess player. The moves you make are slow but significant. I loved jungle when it come out, I loved drum’n’bass as I loved hip hop and house, because it shook things up. It made it interesting again. You need a couple of gateway tracks – when you hear them, suddenly the genre begins to make sense.


I guess you continued to carve out your own space between these various developments – for example the connection between you and The Big Chill was very interesting

Being a soulboy, I always had a feel for left-field, relaxed music, and The Big Chill gave me that platform to play that style. I am eternally grateful for them because that was the first place where, in front of thousands of people, I really played true to myself. I remember playing Jimi Hendrix on the main stage for 10 or 15,000 people in the sun in the afternoon and feeling the crowd's love of that.


Going back to the 90s, did you see kindred spirits in the jungle and garage scene, pushing the soundsystem side of London music on in their ways?

Yeah because I still kept hold of the black aesthetic of music. A bit of me always loved and related to that – but you don't have to follow it. I go where my heart and my head takes me musically. There were garage records which I loved and still play to this day, but I just wasn't into the scene. But in the early days of the jungle scene, I was like “Yeah!” – because it was very punk in its attitude. It was raw, edgy, aggressive. A bit like grime now. I still haven't heard the grime track that's unlocked it for me personally but I am totally with the fact it has evolved as a product of our times. This is a statement of how largely underprivileged urban kids are living with this music now. It's funny how it crossed over – because white middle-class kids in the shires are hooking onto it in a big way, and ghetto kids around the world. All without the help of the music establishment. They've re-written the whole rule book, and that's why I like it. But I'm still to discover the track.


It sounds like once you turn that corner at the end of the 80s, it's been a more or less steady state for you? You do your thing, you play internationally, you absorb whatever you come into contact with – rather than being at the heart of things as you were in the 80s. Is that fair to say?

I was the champion, almost like an evangelist, of certain styles in their time but that's not what I want to do anymore. I think doing Carnival as a regular thing taught me that I've always been more people-focused, musically. I play what people like, I'm not trying to teach them anything. That's what Good Times is. You relax, you smile, you feel good, and that's what I like to be. I like to make people dance, I'm not there to educate them. If I do, that's a bonus. I'm comfortable in any music scene I play in and I realise that is a real luxury. And there's a generation of fans who've grown up with me as well, so that definitely works for me and I'm very appreciative of that. I'm not out there trying to win new young fans – but, younger kids are coming and it's great. People are fans of mine and are there with their kids.


One thing that too often gets written out of musical history is the pleasure principle, just pure happiness. People who want to write seriously think music has to be serious to be taken seriously

Not for me. I'm not an anorak, I'm not precious about it. I can play obscure collector records, and I'll quite happily play the most populist tracks. It's not what you play it's how you play it.
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Adrian Sherwood
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ADRIAN Sherwood's music is probably more responsible than any other for the existence of this book, inasmuch as it gave me several key epiphanies. As a teenager, he was a “gateway drug” both into industrial music, particularly via his work with Tackhead and Mark Stewart, and into the heaviest of real deal reggae like Prince Far-I and Lee Scratch Perry. His use of Jim Morrison's voice and Ravi Shankar's sitar (on Dub Syndicate's ‘Stoned Immaculate’ and ‘Reggae Raga’) opened me up to how reggae versioning and sample/remix culture were intertwined. And as my tastes diversified, fast around the turn of the eighties into the nineties, at every turn, there he'd be: dubbing out Nine Inch Nails, Sinead O’Connor, Depeche Mode, Moroccan acid house records, his snares sharper, his sudden cuts more dramatic and his echoes proliferating more wildly than anyone else… Working backwards through his career took me to The Slits via New Age Steppers, the band he formed with Ari Up, and to The Pop Group via his work with Mark Stewart. As time went on, he stayed connected to all the things I was discovering – Andrew Weatherall, the emergence of Jungle, all the way through to his embrace of dubstep in his partnership with Bristol's scene leader Pinch.

As so often with the interviewees for this project, the adage “never meet your heroes” was proved spectacularly wrong. Brian and I got the train down to Ramsgate to meet Sherwood, and he was the consummate host: picking us up in a slightly battered borrowed car, taking us to the pub to meet some extraordinarily colourful local characters, playing us tracks from the new Coldcut album he was working on (hilariously, through tinny laptop speakers), and taking us to see his home. Or rather, homes: he has two adjacent houses, one containing his studio, both overflowing with memorabilia, including artworks, collages and scrawlings by Lee Scratch Perry on seemingly every wall. There he made cups of tea, waxed lyrical about his kids’ achievements, and reminisced happily. Though his 1980s and 90s were wild to say the least, with the sprawling On-U Sound collective existing in a haze of drugs, he is now sober, not even smoking weed, and sharp as a razor, full of dry jokes, occasional sideswipes at those who'd crossed him over the years, and impressively precise memories.

He also remains excited about music, hungry for new experiences and generous with his willingness to experiment and collaborate: after this interview we stayed in touch, and it led directly to him agreeing to do a live dub mix as I interviewed Magic Magid, the super charismatic Somali born Green Party mayor of Sheffield, when we were all at the city's No Bounds festival in 2018. The theme of the discussion was “Hybrid Britain”, and the idea of having a former bassline raver and hip hop fanatic turned public dignitary with his voice processed by Sherwood, who's been the catalyst for so much cultural hybridity over four decades, felt too perfect. Sherwood agreed to do it purely for the fun of trying out a ridiculous idea, and without rehearsal he turned our discussion into an immersive experience that had a packed room of people mesmerised. It could have been a gimmick, but with just a reverb, a tape echo and a tiny mixing desk, he transformed the room. In one sense it was a bit of fun, but in another it was as bold an illustration of someone still excited by the possibilities their craft affords as are his recent collaborations with dubstepper Pinch or Japanese repetition-rock band Nisennenmondai. Soundsystem culture, it seems, keeps your ears keen and ready for the next new thing.


Can you remember the first time you got hit by heavy bass and thought, “This is for me”?

Very muchly, I can clearly remember everything. I grew up in High Wycombe in Buckinghamshire, I went to school with West Indian friends, and I got invited to house parties from the age of 12. And everybody had a big amp at the houses. They were mainly Vincentians, from St. Vincent. Quite a few Jamaican, but the predominant was Vincentian. But before I actually heard the big speakers, my friend was Gilbert Barker's sister Jean, he was my best friend, he's sadly dead now, him and a few of us – that little gang of you when you're 12 – we'd go up the house, literally at lunchtime, and Gilbert's parents when they were cooking West Indian food it was like “Wow, this is amazing.” The chicken and the dumplings, even having burgers was amazing. They did food. So these amazing things, really tasty food, seasoned, nice seasoning, and his sister had a little record player that opened up, sat there in her bedroom while she did her hair, playing a pile of sevens. Like 80% reggae, 10% calypso, 10% soul and bit of whatever else. This is like 1970-71, we'd sit there listening to the records had come out in the last probably six years. From 1964. All different stuff, from ‘Cherry Oh Baby’ 14 to whatever else.

Anyway, they had a house party and I got invited, and they brought in a system. Like, “Bloody hell this is great!” Where your parents would be like, “Turn that down!” Really good old bass end and everyone dancing, a proper family thing, lots of friends and little kids right through to the old folk, and a big lady coming and dancing with me to amuse herself. Like, “Help me, she's smothering me!” It was a big woman, like 40-50, “Can I have a dance?” “Ooh help me!” And everyone laughing at you. This was Tower Street in High Wycombe, and the neighbours were a white family and a couple of them were in there so it was mixed. It was my first experience of a house party. They had one every two or three months, but across town a family called the Clarkes had an open door every Saturday. This was when I was about 14. I'd tell my mum I was staying at my friend Trevor's – which I was – but we'd go to the house party till four in the morning, or five, then go back to Trevor's and sleep it off on the Sunday.

So in this period I started getting used to the idea that people would put a bigger system than I'd ever seen in a house to have a party, because they didn't have a club. But in the town, there was a club run by a chap called Joe Farquharson, the Newlands Club at the Twilight venue. Now my dad had died when I was young, and Joe became like a father to me. He really is to this day, he basically got me in the record business and everything. His friend was Johnny Nash, he did their first ever show, 2,000 people queueing to get into a club that legally only held 600 and fit 900. At the time it was more like a soul club. Then there was two places in town where they had late-night parties in houses. One was in the back, in sheds, but basically like a club. And the predominant thing was the fact that the bass was constant all night. If you went to another club they might be playing a couple of reggae tunes that had a bass on it, and then amazing soul records of the time – but this was just reggae.

We also used to get the bus to the California Ballrooms and the Devil's Den in Dunstable, and stay with friends in Luton, another Jamaican family, the Redisons. Listen to John Holt and stuff like that on the Sunday morning. This was still when I was 14-15. No mobile phones in those days, my mum didn't even know where I was for the whole weekend. But the first ones were those house parties. and hearing music much louder than your parents would ever dream of playing in the house. My stepfather loved music, he was a big music fan although he didn't like reggae. which made me like it even more. And I soon got to know all the older West Indian people and because I've always been quite a polite person, sociable, I got on with everybody. As I got a bit older, we all go the pub at the age of 13. Called the Black Boy, with a picture of a black child. Later they changed it to a chimney sweep. We'd go to the door at lunchtime, take our school jackets off, go in, have a pie and a half a pint three days a week and play darts – while teachers were in the other bar – and then go back to school.


That's the most 70s thing I've ever heard

I'm not kidding. I was leering at the girls and drawing mouses with tits on the bar board – it was so wrong it was unbelievable. And just giving you an image of what it was like in the 70s here, there was another pub in the town, The Red Cross Knight, and basically the right side of it was totally West Indian. West Indians would drink on the other side, but it became a reggae pub, you'd get your weed there, and they had a soundsystem that was always playing. So from the age of 14, I was going to The Red Cross Knight as well. And I'd already started DJing at school by then, and I got more and more linked to Joe Farquharson and the Newlands Club. Which turned into a reggae club. The reggae fans would smoke two spliffs, drink two special brews and that was it. Whereas the soul crowd would drink eight pints, have a load of chasers and spent a fucking fortune on the bar. So the one hot summer closed the Newlands Club eventually. But it went up to another gear with the bass.

The reason was, if you went where they play funk and other things, it would be [bang bang click click noises] beautiful great tracks and everyone would be dancing and rocking and then they'd play a slow record for people to hive up to and slow dance to – and then it went back to the reggae. But the reggae went constantly for the whole evening. The predominant driving force was the doov-doov-doov [bass noises] all night and you soon get mesmerised by it. At age 13, I was still into T. Rex and Mungo Jerry, whatever bloody pop tunes were coming, and I had friends who liked Pink Floyd. I said “The fuck? That's rubbish!” It didn't touch me at all. I was forced to sit there listening to Love and Pink Floyd and whatever else people were listening to, Wishbone Ash or Yes or some other awful fucking stuff. OK it's not awful, but it didn't do anything for me. I was like “Turn up the bass and give me a rhythm.” I was getting more and more obsessed with the b-lines. Then the Newlands Club started putting on soundsystems, and I was by now DJing in the afternoons on a Saturday and then a Sunday afternoon.


Playing reggae?

No no no, playing pop music, and maybe four reggae tunes. But before I was allowed in, me and Gilbert and other friends, we would stand outside the back door and all you could hear by now was “doov-doov-doov”. This is when Coxsone came – I could rattle off all the other soundsystems playing in there, but Coxsone was an important one. One of the first ever soundsystems in England. He was Joe's friend, they went to school in South London. The first ever dance Joe promoted was at my father's hotel, the Leigham Court hotel in Streatham, he and his partner owned it. But my dad died and lost everything when I was five. Joe and Coxsone were the only two black lads in their school in the late 50s, early 60s. He then got the Newlands Club. To be honest with you this transformation into a reggae club was the end of it, but it lasted a couple of years, and during that time we would literally stand outside hearing this like [bass noises] and the door was just rattling.

When my mum died last year, I found a book of my bookings at Newlands from this period to a couple years later, 1971-72-73, from when I was 13-14, with the fees and who I played with and what date. We did a couple of weddings. I played in the Newlands Club with Johnny Walker, DLT, Noel Edmonds, they all played there as DJs on Radio 1 roadshows playing pop. But then it went up a different gear because I started playing with Steve Barnard, who was the first DJ on the radio playing reggae. He had a show called Reggae Time on BBC Radio London. He was [slick presenter voice] “Steve Barnard, 94.3 VHF 206 medium wave, and this is Reggae Time.” We all tuned in on a Sunday – he had half an hour and then they gave him an hour and it was massive: “Reggae Time, it's Reggae Time.” Steve played at the club. Dave Rodigan I'm sure did his first ever show there a few years after.

I was in a little cupboard with our little PA. We had our own little system, it was quiet and everything. And the next person I was asked to open for was Emperor Rosko. He was doing like 50% soul and 50% reggae, but he turned up with an orange speaker system that stretched from this wall here to [gestures across his living room] where that picture of Bim Sherman is on the wall. Floor to ceiling of orange speakers. So I finished, me and Steve, in a little cupboard with our poxy PA. He was, “Thank you Mr DJ,” like Wolfman Jack. He put the system on and it was the heaviest thing I'd heard in my life at the time. Rosko was a don, a very big promoter of soul and a very big contributor to the development of reggae. I know people go John Peel, bless his heart, he championed it a lot – but this man took the most fuck-off system out on the road and he was turning up the bass and playing it how it should have been played, mixing it with soul. I sampled a lot of Rosko because I had a lot of tapes of his so I got to know him. I was only like 14, but the impact of watching Rosko, the first person to me playing outside the soundsystem field. Whether he realised it, had a big competitive rig of his own, he was going out doing his roadshows and it was like “Yes, yes!”

Then when Coxsone arrived at the Newlands Club it was wall-to-wall, like all round the room. I think he had the air raid siren from Biggin Hill. He would flick the switch and everything went into skrrrr-skrrr-skrrr-doov-doov-doov [deranged filtered high hat and bass noises]. This all coincided with the whole Rastafarian thing coming along, Garveyism and everything. Bit by bit I personally got drawn more and more into the space in the sound, and then I got my first opportunity by meeting a load of musicians when I was 18-19, my first ever session. All I did was hum basslines to a local bass player and mixed him up with a couple of Far-I's musicians, and got Dennis Bovell to mix my first record. I'm not a musician, I was a chancer really.

Clary [aka Harry] Palmer was one of the founders of Pama Records, he lived in High Wycombe in his massive bungalow on the top of the hill out there. I knew all the family from being 13, Carl Palmer, Jeffrey's got to be 84-85 now, he still runs The Apollo in Willesden, the longest-running black club in Britain. Joe had worked for Pama Records in the 60s, they had a club 67 and Joe worked in promo helping with the distribution, looking after Max Romeo when they had ‘Wet Dream’. After that is when he went to Wycombe and got the Newlands. But he'd worked in promotion and was very close with the Palmers.

Then he got a job working with Pama and when I was 15, I got a job there in my summer holidays. I was going up to Wigan Casino and all over the north on the train, honestly on my own, doing promo for the reissue of ‘Wet Dream’.15 I stayed at my uncle's in Leyland and I went to met Russell Winstanley and all these people, giving them all copies of certain tunes and doing a promotion run for Carl. Then when I was at college, Joe said “Look, let's start a distribution company because there's lots of these labels, it's not worth their while going up north.” So we started JA – which was “Joe-Adrian” not “Jamaica” – distribution, taking Trojan and Virgin. The percentage was so low, it wasn't like 30% distributors make now, it was like 7-8%.

But within a year or two we'd started Carib Gems records with Chips as well, we had about four vans on the road and that went on for a couple of years before that went bust. So when I was 19 I was in debt for about three-four grand – and you could buy a house for 15 grand. So I started off in a stressed old thing.


Welcome to the music industry!

Everyone thinks it's fucking easy, it isn't. I've lost things a few times. The bottom line is you love it – and the bass, you become addicted to bass. By the time we're talking about, it's got a level of super-bass. A lot of the records made now wouldn't sound great if you played them on the systems we had in those days. A lot of the great records made in those days still sound competitive basswise to dubstep or anything else with super sub on, they still sound amazing on big rigs. I think the legacy of those Jamaican producers is beyond anything, it's insane.


It's interesting because the history as it's written suggests that indie labels started with punk, but there were British independent reggae labels well before

If you go back to the 60s, the people I met first was R&B records in Stamford Hill. That was a Jewish couple, Rita and Benny, who had been doing it for years. They were literally putting out a Prince Buster record and a Lonnie Donegan record on the label. The catalogue was very odd, but their customers were Irish and West Indians who wanted music, so they started licensing stuff. A very funny couple – I think they shot off to Israel or something like that. To be honest with you, the whole of the industry was mainly run by Jewish people in that area. Blue Beat was Emil Shalit, Klik was Larry Sevitt, Trojan got taken over by Marcel Rodd. They weren't necessarily into the music to start with, it was a business – and a lot of people held on really dodgy contracts. I remember Ken Boothe was desperate to get away from Trojan, but he was held on some archaic contract. Marcel actually asked me to come and run Trojan when I was 19, when Hit Run started going wrong – my second venture, my third if you count the distribution – and I said, “I'll do it if you'll free Ken Boothe from the contract and let me go to Jamaica and kind of rejig everything.” He wasn't having it because obviously Ken Boothe had been a number one artist for them. Boothe went years and years refusing to record because he felt really badly done by the contract he'd signed, prior to Marcel Rodd getting control of the label.

The only really black label was Pama, and they went bust because they got tied up in the property business, the crash of 1971 brought them down. That's why I got involved in the second phase three-four years later, when they tried to rebuild the label. But you had lots of independent labels – there was Ethnic Fight in Brixton, DIP in South London, Fay Music – on and on and on, all these people manufacturing just a couple of titles and maybe selling 100,000. But not even getting in the lower reach of the charts because they're all controlled by chart return shops. So all these fucking business people were doing payola to get results, then paying off a Jimmy Savile type fucking person to do whatever. Sorry I'm being horrible, but [shakes head] there was no fucking chance. You'd go to places like Baba or Sound 7 – who is actually still there on Ridley Road, amazingly – or Birmingham Bull Ring, Bailey's Records, they would take 500 of one title and sell it between Friday and Saturday.


Where did your own recording sessions start?

Well like I say, I started a distribution company with Joe. And the first release on Carib Gems was ‘Girl You Shouldn't Stay Out Late’ by Bobby Thomas,16 one of Sly Dunbar's first ever productions, pre Sly & Robbie. And I was only there a couple of years before it all went pear-shaped with JA and I started Hit Run. I'd already met Far-I and we'd become mates, and I used a couple of his musicians and he said, “Look, here's some rhythms” [i.e. backing-track tapes]. He'd already signed a deal with Virgin so he gave me a load of dubs, a couple of good ones, but to be honest they were a bit boring. So I took them all in the studio and overdubbed them all, putting funny like [mimics echo] “wuk-wuk-wuk” noises and guitars and synths and backwards bits and everything on it, and we did Cry Tuff Dub Encounter Chapter 1. And at the same time I went in the studio and recorded a Calypso bass player from High Wycombe who I hummed all the basslines to, and I met Bigga Morrison, Clifton Morrison and his cousin Crucial Tony, and I got Sucker playing percussion, from High Wycombe again – another lad I knew from The Red Cross Knight, he did stuff with Osibisa – and I got Eric “Fish” Clarke, the drummer who played with Far-I and the Arabs. And I did my first album for £200 and that was Dub From Creation. And Chips introduced me to Dennis [Bovell] and Dennis mixed it for me.

I was 19. And I put all that out, and it sold as well as the other records I was licensing, and it was John Peel, bless his heart, who really got me going, because that was my first record. I was sat with Prince Far-I on Westbourne Grove, I swear to God, and in those days everybody turned on the radio at 10 o’clock on the dot to listen to Peel's show, and he started and said “I'm going to play you now the best dub record to come out of England” and I thought, “Oh what's that?” And he played three tracks off my album, one after another. Makes me feel emotional talking about it. Before that I'd gone into one of the big distributors and played it to them: “Sorry man, can't really do anything to help you!” So I'd manufactured 1,000 myself, me and Pete Stroud had them, and I sent a copy to Peel. I didn't know he was going to play it. I was sat next to Prince Far-I in the cab and I said, “That's my record!” “Bloodclart!” He played three tracks without stopping, the first three tunes of the show. And from that, I gone back in the distributors, and it was “Oh hey man, it's amazing that album.” The cunt didn't fucking remember a few weeks before I needed the help.


Did other reggae musicians listen to Peel because he was playing their stuff?

No. Bear in mind, one of our partners, my mate Ron Watts, again from Wycombe Lane – he died last year I think, he was an ex-boxer and singer in a band called Brewers Droop – but Ron run Tuesday nights at The 100 Club, and the Nag's Head in High Wycombe and Uxbridge where all the students were. So he basically pioneered the whole punk thing, he put on the first Pistols gigs, he could offer every punk band, all the legends, the Tuesday night at the 100 Club. And Thursday night at the 100 Club was reggae night, which another elderly Jewish couple, Ron and Nanda, ran. So the whole ambience was like that. The 100 Club is a very significant place as well for the development of the punky reggae party – basically it emerged in the West End, with the Vortex and the 100 Club. Sham 69 used to do the Vortex – I got a phone call and said, “Oh look, can you get in touch with Jah Woosh to replace Sham 69?” Sham 69 had a horrible crowd, but he went and did the gig and it was OK. It was a very weird turn around.


There was a few National Front in Sham 69's crowd

Yeah but there was a lot of National Front in The Clash's crowd and in Madness's crowd, so it was contradictory. In my experience there were more active anti-racists in the skinhead movement – more likely to put their fists up and fucking defend people – than there were wrong uns.


Did you like punk?

No, not particularly. I thought it was a fucking horrible din, to be honest – I only appreciated things after. I toured with The Clash in January 1980. I did a tour with The Slits in 1979, that's how I got out of the reggae sphere really. But by now I was so engrossed in the reggae stuff and the bass stuff, and I'd learned about space in sound, not cluttering your productions and your mixes. So then I gleaned stuff from other music, because it was all around. You'd get good ideas. I remember going in Rough Trade and Geoff [Travis] playing Link Wray & The Ray Men. I said “What the fuck's that?” It was a record where the sound effects was twice as loud as everything else. And I remember hearing Jesus & Mary Chain, the drums were like this big [spreads arms] and the guitars were like this [screws up face in appreciation]. And obviously I worked with Mark E Smith,17 and he become a friend, and got into dry productions. With him I got fascinated by having really dry and tight then exploding in reverbs and delays then it coming back to being dry and tight. I become a fan of The Fall as I started realising how good his lyrics were. I became fascinated by things like The Cramps as I got on. At school when people say to me, “Pink Floyd's wonderful,” I just didn't get it. But I'm not really a proper musician, I'm into sound. The sound that emanated from the Jamaican recording studios, that warmth and that space was what captured me. Then along came the message of Garveyism and improvement of life for black people, but it also related a lot to white people: “Let's fight the hypocrites and fight this fucking system. Bomb the church and kill the hypocrites!”


Which is more punk than punk

I didn't at all think of punk in those terms. I was completely engrossed in the reggae world. But then I met friends like Pete Holdsworth who was in the London Underground, who was a big Lou Reed fan, and his mate in the band Kip was a big King Tubby fan. Pete liked his reggae, but he was originally more into The Velvet Underground – that's why it was The London Underground.


So when you started meeting serious reggae musicians, was there ever any issue you being this white kid wanting to play reggae?

Well I actually didn't want to be a producer, I was running a label and distribution company, and I just decided for fun to run my first session, me and Pete Stroud, who was my partner in Hit Run. We got these tapes off Far-I, Pete played melodica so we called him Dr. Pablo – a mixture of Doctor Alimantado and Augustus Pablo – and we tightened up the tapes for fun and everyone said, “This is great, this is really trippy and interesting.” We had a Rolf Harris Stylophone going through a reverb plate on one track, played by Clifton Morrison. People loved those first three Cry Tuff Dub albums.

I mixed them and worked with other engineers, I was learning my stuff. Dub From Creation was my first ever record, when I was 19. And I was releasing it myself and I owned it. I thought, “Fuck, this album's cost me a couple hundred to make.” In those days £40 was somebody's wages for a week so it was a month's wage. Made it cheap, I paid musicians for the studio time, did it in a couple of days and I did Starship Africa18 as well, but I didn't release that for two years after because people thought it was a bit weird. Then I got the bug. The first time I ever mixed, I was actually doing a live gig at the 100 Club. I kept saying to the sound man, “Turn this up.” He started going “You do it, not me! Yeah, you do it.” I balanced it and added a little delay and reverb – this was the Prince Far-I show, the first time I ever did it. After four-five gigs I started doing live sound. You wanted the bass to be just filling the room, the foot drum kicking your tummy, the snare knocking your forehead off, and the hi hat dancing between your two ears up in the air. The rhythm guitar – jang jang – to make your eyes water a little bit, and the voice in front of you. So I saw a picture very clearly where you position the instruments in the space. Jamaican music is my favourite music to this day because it's got more space and tone than anything else, it's uncluttered. Whatever I'm working on I always make sure there's separation in the sonic, space in the tune, and equalisation techniques I use completely from all my life in that world.


So does Hit Run go straight into On-U?

I had a very short-lived label called 4D Rhythms, then it was On-U. I never went bankrupt, mind you, I always paid off my debts. It took me about five years to pay off the debts I had from JA and Hit Run.


And by this stage you were mixing with The Slits

Yeah, I was friends with Ari [Up]. I knew lots of people. Mark Stewart became a lifelong friend. Being with those two is where the New Age Steppers thing came about. I learned a lot from Mark, he had a massive influence on me. His anti-production techniques and his maverick ideas. And from looking outside the reggae world. The beauty of music, if you are lucky and you go into the studio with a really good artist, is you're going to learn something. You pick up a little touch or a spark or a little idea, and they go with you. I'm not a musician, so I've been a very self indulgent person making records to make myself happy. I always looked at On-U like our label, and a second interest to other people, they all had their own things. I never tried to sign. I never was interested in trying to make some big fucking Babylon catalogue of people tied down to contracts. Everyone was free to go do what they liked. Which in hindsight was a bit of a shit idea but that's what I did.


So it's the end of the 70s, you've got the punk, post-punk, experimental rock influence, obviously you were well immersed in reggae and you had strong contacts with the British and Jamaican reggae scene – but when did you start being aware of electronic music-making, people with drum machines, people with synthesisers and stuff?

The first time we heard it was Lee Perry used a drum machine, didn't he? I was like, “I'm not sure if I like that!” Well, I actually did quite like that. Most of my stuff had been live played, then as we got into the early 80s, I could hear drum machines everywhere. Being honest with you, I wasn't really a fan, because I liked the feel of four or five people playing together: get them doing, mic-ing up the drum kit, getting the tones sounding right, EQing it, let them tune it properly, then rehearsing and letting them record is by far the best way. You can make a great album in a couple of days, it's all down to performance, performance, performance. When you're programming, you can take days and days disappearing up your own backside. It wasn't until like 1982 that I recorded a drum machine.


So you weren't into Human League and Cabaret Voltaire early on?

Well, I met them all at Rough Trade – Richard's a friend of mine. I did that Code album with them. I started getting fascinated by the drum machine when I met Keith LeBlanc, who could programme one like a scientist and like a musician. Then a lot of people really liked the tunes I did without drum machines. Real playing and whatever.


But that electro thing, and what came from the musicians who became Tackhead, was the other pillar of what you became known for – your edging into industrial sound

I was doing that, but using live stuff: Head Charge and Dub Syndicate and all that. I was making live drums sound like drum machines, processing the sounds with hard frequencies. I was possibly hearing the sounds made by drum machines and mirroring them on our own records, using trigger samples with AMSs,19 and things we'd discovered. But that was working with live players. The first time I recorded a drum machine properly was with Steve Beresford. We did some recordings with the girl group Akabu, and that ended up getting me a trip to America with Tommy Boy. And then when I was in a studio with Tom Silverman in New York I met Keith LeBlanc and Skip and Doug.


This is post-them doing the Sugarhill stuff?

After that, yeah. Keith was in litigation with Sugarhill over Malcolm X, Doug and Skip had had enough really. It was all gone a bit wrong.


So the hip hop world was just beginning to coalesce, and they were already disenchanted and looking for something else to do

Well I think they'd been not been looked after very well. They'd done a year or two living on a bus. This was 1984, we started really working properly full on from 1985-90, that five-year period, to when Doug met Bernard Fowler. Doug went off and did a Mick Jagger tour where he met Bernard, he could have become bass player in the Rolling Stones in fact, but he'd already joined Living Colour. So the end of Tackhead came. It burned itself out in a haze of cocaine and bad drugs and misery. I wasn't using coke for years and years, it's a horrible drug, but that last album we made was awful. And then Bernard went off and joined the Stones full time, Doug had Living Colour, Keith was doing his Interference stuff, so Skip and me teamed up and started doing more productions into the 90s.


Back at the start of the 80s, how did the collective around you come together? Was there ever a clear delineation of who was Dub Syndicate, who was New Age Steppers, who was On-U Sound?

So everything on On-U Sound wasn't a real group to start with. If you look on the early Hit Run record, it's a Dub Syndicate production before Dub Syndicate existed. I didn't have Style Scott drumming. I had Charlie Fox, Eek-A-Roo and some other people drumming. Style came over with Gregory [Isaacs] but he was my good friend from the Far-I days in 1979. So I luckily had one of Jamaica's best-ever drummers play for me as my good friend, I'd hire him and pay him a good fee. Singers and Players was just a name I had at the time – it was one of my worst-selling records but now those records are a big cult thing. New Age Steppers was Ari's name for her and my project, the idea was we were going to mix everybody up. We had Vicky [Aspinall] from the Raincoats, Mark Stewart, members of Creation Rebel and Public Image all on the same record. The second album was more straightforward reggae, then Dub Syndicate. I made Dub Syndicate records every time Stark came to England, I'd do the b-lines or do it with whoever. Chins from Missing Channel, Head Charge again, Bonjo's project was actually Noah House of Dread. By the end I let Style Scott have the name Dub Syndicate so he could tour with it, and we ended up co-producing the albums from Stoned Immaculate for the next five years. Then for the last 20 he was releasing the stuff himself, I just let him have it.

The first four African Head Charge albums were experimental albums with loose lineups, then by the fifth one it had evolved into a band. We made Songs of Praise which is more coherent and more easy to listen to than the first one. The other projects I had was Missing Brazilians, which is a studio problem record that never went any further, or other ones that like Barmy Army, they were just names I had. I was just basically indulging myself, trying to be successful. Mark Stewart and the Maffia, the first was basically Creation Rebel with Mark singing over the top, which I think to this day is a timeless record. So each thing started off as a name: in the case of Head Charge it evolved into Bonjo's project, in the case of Dub Syndicate, Scott started running with it. I don't mind, if they're out gigging and promoting it, it's good for me. I'd have liked to have taken Singers and Players on the road but it never happened.


That's a very loose collective

I had a very distinct idea for it. When artists like Johnny Clarke were over recording, I liked the idea that they could perhaps do something for me, as a second interest for them under that umbrella.


You started pulling together this loose family of musicians who wouldn't fit in other places – like David Harrow had been in the electropop / industrial world, and he played disco too

Yeah Jah Wobble introduced me to David. By this time, we were cutting a lot of drum machines and he was very good with the sampling stuff.


I'm trying to think of more peripheral people who ended up on On-U. Who's the Scottish fella with the sword?

Jesse Rae. He always used to come to the Tackhead gigs. He'd worked with the Funkadelic boys so he was a massive funk fan – I didn't do that many things with him, but I really liked him, he's a good songwriter and a real character, really talented. But after Tackhead split up, I fell out with Keith LeBlanc – although we're friends now, it's not a problem now – but it disrupted things a bit. I wanted to make a funk version of Singers and Players, Strange Parcels.20 I think the album's good, a bit psychotic maybe. I had Basil from Yargo and Jesse singing and a couple of other people, Bim and everything. It was only short-lived. Then after that we were at a bit of a crossroads. Head Charge was ticking over okay with Songs of Praise [1990] and In Pursuit of Shashamane Land [1993], then Dub Syndicate done Stoned Immaculate [1991] and that was all ticking over nicely. Then the Gary Clail thing happened which was a pure accident. I don't even know how we even recorded him. We gave him a chance to make a couple of records, and we had a fluke hit that Oakenfold put together.21 And to be honest with you, it wasn't the best situation on earth, suddenly making someone who isn't really an artist successful.


He was all over Tackhead Tape Time

We made that one not thinking, just doing it more for fun, leftover rhythms, and put out this thing called Tackhead Tape Time and put him over it. But it's like creating a monster when you haven't got clear identities. It was confusing. People thought Tackhead was Gary Clail, and other people didn't realise this that and the other, so in hindsight that didn't work too well in our favour.


Great album though

Great album. I'm not attacking Gary, I'm just saying all these moving parts didn't work in harmony. Tackhead started going in all different directions, there was a lot of drugs, and this surprise monster hit in the middle didn't help anything.


With Oakenfold on board, the hit came right in the heart of what was happening in the dance music world. Had you been following the acid house explosion?

We used to go down to Dungeons on Lee Bridge Road, which is a great club. The best thing about all that period for me was I'd been witness to a lot of the football violence, this mindless racist bullshit that had gone on throughout the 70s, and I've got to say the ecstasy and the acid house movement seemed to make a major dent in getting people all loved up and wanted to go dancing, hugging each other. It really helped a lot of the aggression people had. I saw that first-hand. After that it seemed calmer on the terraces than it did prior to the acid house movement. Maybe it's me seeing the world through rose tinted glasses but –


Were you going dancing?

By that time I had a kid, this is 1988. I'd go down to Dungeons once a month, my pals were going every week but I was doing my music all the time. I'm sticking to my guns, completely embedded in the Tackhead world – and Harrow came along, we did a couple of things together which merged into Gary Clail house-y boof boof songs. Every time I cut a housey four-on-the-floor dance tune we seem to do very well, but I couldn't bear to be sat in a room listening to four-on-the-floor all day long, to this day that sends me mad. I like the rhythms to be a bit sexier, swinging, funkier. So rolling a tape forward, by the time that all happened it was now 1992-93. I was quite depressed to be honest with you, and I ended up splitting up with my wife [i.e. Kishiko Yamamoto] in 1994, which does take it out of you. It was my fault I broke up the family, but that period coincided with what we do with Skip, because by now Tackhead had ended and the Clail thing wasn't as nice as it could have been. We decided to do Little Axe, making a 20th-century blues record built around Skip and his heritage, because he came from that background, although he was a master funk and soul musician. We thought we'd use reggae tonality in the bottom end and make the album The Wolf That House Built, very proud of that. I wanted to call it The Misadventures of Blind Willy Drug Pig and call Skip Blind Willy Drug Pig, and he said, “You'll fuck right off, you think I'm going to go to customs and say this?” I still think it is a good name. I think Little Axe is really underrated. Some of the records we made have been absolutely brilliant. Maybe not whole albums but tracks. Then I broke up with Kishi and pretty much the whole second half of the 90s was about trying to get my life back on track. She'd been holding a lot of On-U together, and without that I had to do a lot of studio work to pay off my debts and get on an even keel. I did a lot of good albums in that time, mind you! I did Echo Dek with Primal Scream.


Also a particular favourite of mine in this just post-acid house period, when you remixed that Jah Wobble Sinead O’Connor track, ‘Visions of You’.22 And that came off that whole Andrew Weatherall / The Orb axis, which brought dub into that back room thing

Weatherall's my favourite DJ ever. I think he's genius. He has amazing ears, he could mix rockabilly into house into whatever and does. He's class. Absolute class. He's always supported me and he's always respected what I've done. If he wanted, he could be one of the world's superstar house DJs, he was better than all those fucking people and he made his own music which a lot of them in those days didn't. But he'd rather walk his own path than suck the devil's cock for a few quid. The problem is, the house music scene, brilliant tunes – ‘I've Got The Power’ and all these tunes, there's hundreds that have come and I'd be jealous, I'd wish I made them – but to be sat formulaically in a studio trying to make a tune for people to dance to, that I haven't got my heart in doing. He clearly didn't have his heart in it 24/7 either, to be waving his hands behind the decks for a bunch of E'd-up people, he was more creative than that. I'm not saying that's a bad thing, it just weren't for me, and he obviously needed more variety too. We did quite well with the few house tunes we did, the obvious one being ‘Human Nature’. But my head was more in black funk rhythms or dub rhythms and African stuff. I'm not really that hit-oriented. But that's life, you know and, well, here I am. I don't look back. There's little things I wish I hadn't done but not major.

I'd happily cut another house tune if I was with somebody really good. I was going to do some stuff with Carl Craig you know. He's a mate of mine. I did some gigs with him. I got invited by Dubfire, who has to be one of the nicest people I've ever met in my life. Every tune of [Carl's] is at 128bpm, and the movement is so subtle, whereas I'm more drastic. I wanted to do a record with him, me and Pinch. Then his management and mine had a brief communication and nothing happened.


Staying in the 90s, 1994 was a bad time for you but was when rave turned into jungle. Did you catch onto that, with the heavy bass and reggae influence?

The first time I heard jungle was on the pirate radios. I thought it sounded like drug music where they're putting codes out. It sounded frenetically mad and twitchy, like lads from Tottenham shouting drug messages.


In some respects it was

I thought, “This is mental.” It took me a couple of years to get into it and I never unfortunately met anyone that involved at the time. Congo Natty's my good friend now, he lives just down the road, I did my last album with him. I'd have definitely contributed my own sonic, but from afar was listening quite jealously to tunes. I like it when I hear a tune and I'm jealous, “I wish I'd done that.” It leans you towards grabbing a copy to play in your set. But I never actually met any of the great movers until quite a bit later. By working with Style Scott and the Roots Radics, and the Sugarhill boys, I'm with the absolute very very best, so I never looked out trying to go and say “Let's try and leap into somebody else's horse and cart.” If I'd suddenly met – bucked up as a Jamaican says – bumped into one of the great movers in the jungle field and said, “I want to get involved,” I would have done. But by this time my confidence weren't at its best. My life was going a bit mad and it didn't happen. I'd be happy to work with them in their own area if we were introduced and you start working you know. I did that Nisennenmondai album last year, in three-four days, I processed it subtly using a couple of old machines and a couple of new ones, and worked with the girls to get a record that reflected them and just a little touch of me to make it a nice album. But with the junglist movement, it wasn't until years later that I did the first junglist tune I did with Congo Natty, with Little Roy. Which is a version of ‘A Piece of the Earth’, which came on one of my albums.


So you were fairly enclosed in your own world through the 1990s

I'm very loyal, so I've got to stick with the people I like. I still make recordings with Skip, I've got a new Little Axe we've been chipping away at, first for years. Skip sadly had a stroke but he's alright, he's completely OK but he hasn't got the energy he had. He lives down here as well, I spoke to him earlier today. We did a Style Scott record last year. He was murdered, that was fucking dark! You end up just like “What the fuck? Who's time is it next?” I'm still friends with Doug, everybody comes stay here and we do work. If I met somebody from a different area and I started working with them, I know I can contribute to whatever I'm doing sonically and thoroughly enjoy it.


So the first time you took a big step outside your own circle this millennium was with Pinch

Well, first time was with Mala, when I went into the world of Moody Boyz, when we did the Lee Perry album.23 Tony Moody Boyz is a good friend, he's a great man. Then I met Mala on a gig and he and my eldest daughter became firm friends. I know all of those people proper as mates, we all get on well, mutual respect and everything. Mala did a couple of tunes for me. Then Pinch invited me to support him one of his nights at fabric in London, and we got on pretty well. I had an On-U night coming up in Paris so I invited him to come join me. We said “Why don't we do a little bit of recording, make some dubplates together?” And before you knew it, we're making an album. It's fucking mental, it's a wicked album, very happy with it.


Out of anyone in dubstep, he had your music running through his veins. He told me first time I met him that his brother gave him tapes of the Pay It All Back compilations when he was 12

I love Rob so much, he's like my son. We're very tight close. So here I am now, grand old age of 58. I know I've got a load to offer. I've been amongst very good people, I steered the records how I want them to go myself – or I've let people steer me on their own things – and I've had a very very good journey through bass land to be honest.
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WITH his emphatic, slightly Jaggerish cadences, his casual anecdotes involving inhuman quantities of LSD and stand-up fist fights, his effortless dropping of names like Paul McCartney and Dave Gilmour, Martin Glover – Youth – is the archetypal rock star. Even though being in bands has only been a small part of his career, the fact that, when we meet for this interview, Nik Turner ex of Hawkwind is kipping in his spare room, says it all. And of course, playing bass onstage with Killing Joke, the band he co-founded at the end of the 70s, he's still visibly the real deal. He also bears a resemblance to The Fast Show's Paul Whitehouse, which can make conversation with him slightly discombobulating when the light falls at the right angle: occasionally you may think you're talking to a Whitehouse character.

But that's not why he's included here. He's here because – as a bass player, remixer and producer – dub has been at the heart of everything he's done since his teens. Killing Joke's first experiments in the studio were as vital as anything The Clash, The Slits and PiL did around the same time, when it comes to injecting the bass, space and deep dread of Jamaican dub into post-punk. His next band Brilliant – with Jimmy Cauty, later of The KLF – were beloved on the live circuit for their heavy and virtuosic dub funk, even if their over-polished recorded output never quite captured this. Then, along with Cauty and his old schoolfriend Alex Paterson, Youth rode the acid house wave with aplomb, infecting that too with dub, as the trio embarked on the paradoxically tranquil and fractious chillout room experiments which settled out into The Orb, The KLF's Chill Out album, as well as his solo work producing pop dance hits for Coldcut, Blue Pearl, Zoë and even Bananarama, plus dubbed-out remixes for everyone from U2 to Björk to Malcolm McLaren.

Since then he's maintained multiple musical personalities, producing mega-albums from the likes of The Verve to Crowded House, while also keeping his hand in with the globalised psychedelic trance scene and maintaining creative ties with his further-out post-punk contemporaries: Mark Stewart, Current 93's David Tibet, and PiL's Jah Wobble and Keith Levene. And the soundsystem inspiration is a constant, whether that's periodically reuniting with The Orb or producing lush lovers rock for Hollie Cook (daughter of Sex Pistol Paul). And just as with his rockstar anecdotes, once he has a bifter on the go he really knows how to wax lyrical about it all.


Potted biography first. What part did music play in your upbringing?

It began in Africa. Born in Nairobi, left when I was one month old, moved to Gerrards Cross near Slough. Lived for a couple of years with my grandmother in the Midlands, a real old fashioned thing – outside toilet, mangle in the backyard, surrounded by this quite stern Welsh, working-class, chapel vibe. After that grew up around Slough, Stoke Poges, until I was starting secondary. We were quite upwardly mobile, it was quite an idyllic 60s semi-suburban kind of dream. Parents split up, moved to London, living in a little flat in Paddington with loads of step-brothers and sisters. Started going to secondary school in Kilburn, being introduced to music culture there because if you weren't good at sport, you had to be into music. Or you just had to be a good thief or you'd get beaten up. Started learning trombone. I'd get grief at the bus stops for it, but it got me into music a bit.

Then the last three years or so of school before I left at 15, my mum managed to get a grant and I was at Kingham with Alex [Paterson], which is a boarding school in North Oxfordshire. There were a lot of scholarship kids like me there, and a lot of RAF kids. It was a very Christian-based foundation, Quaker. They had a music room there, which was like a coal cellar. Me and Alex just used to play music all the time. We wired up all these Dansette record players into a bit of a soundsystem. We'd listen to whatever: Pink Floyd, T. Rex, Isaac Hayes, stuff where you could really step through into that stereo world, into the production. Prior to that I had been going out in London, I was a soulboy from the age of 14, going to Global Village, Countdown. But when I left school, it was 1976-77 and punk was just happening.


What was the soulboy scene like? What was the mix of people and clothing and stuff?

The birth of multiculturalism, before punk, really. Still mid 70s, but in London very multicultural. In my school in Kilburn, being white you were definitely in the minority of a class of 32 kids, I was about one of six white kids. Rest were Asian or West Indian. So you're exposed to multicultural music cultures early on in London. The scene as a young teenager was going out to soulboy clubs: soul and funk, Fatback Band, the British-based ones like Hi-Tension, James Brown of course, but also disco and the northern soul hangover. Disco was rapidly taking over, and it was great because you'd have a big mix of people, lots of people dancing. Like Saturday Night Fever, but with a South London casual twist, you know? Actually when Saturday Night Fever came out, everyone was like, “Oh yeah [laughs], that's what we're doing, but we're all a bit embarrassed by this”. That killed it, really [laughs]. But it wasn't far off, the same way That'll Be The Day and Stardust are pretty accurate for rock bands.


Did you have first-hand experience of soundsystem culture at that point?

No. And to be fair I'd not heard of them either. This was 1974-75, they must've been going on, but I wasn't aware of them. There was a kind of soundsystem culture around the discos and the DJs, the soul ones, but it wasn't really about soundsystems, it was about the music. Then you had the soulboy all-dayers at Purley and around – coaches from all over the countries would come, like 5,000-6,000 kids all dancing. You'd meet loads of people, it was a good gathering.

For most of us it was about meeting girls just going out and having a dance. In the London clubs like Countdown and Global Village, it was hot, sweaty, and some of the dancers there were amazing, dancing up the walls and doing flips. It became a thing as how much someone could show off individually. And also the look: for a while it'd be a military look, then it'd be more jelly sandals, Bowie look. Then suddenly it was punk. And with punk came dub and reggae. Predominantly because Don Letts was playing it at the Roxy, I think. So every other DJ that came after that would play dub.


The story he tells is that they needed someone to play between bands and there weren't any punk records at that point

That's right. But why dub and not disco or whatever? Because I'd say predominantly most of the people [were] coming from a soul-boy thing. That was their introduction to dub – not all but most. By 1977 I was squatting in Ladbroke Grove, I was quite exposed to the dub soundsystem culture that had emerged in the previous two years. And that was quite a revelation, where you'd have shebeens or blueses in some private house in the basement until four-five am, sometimes later. You'd pay a fiver on the door, couple of quid even, and it was just wall-to-wall, you could hardly move. You'd have a little bar at the back and the place would just be full of smoke. And wall-to-wall speakers, so the whole house would shake. The physical bones in your body would shake in there, and you'd be compressed up with everyone else.

The journalist Vivien Goldman introduced me to the first ones I went. She lived on Ladbroke Grove, she used to come round the squat. I met her at John Lydon's, I'd already been working with his brother [in the 4” be 2”s]. Don Letts was going out with Jeannette at the time, before Keith Levene, who later joined PiL. They were a face couple, you know? And dub was always playing. I originally got to know Vivien when I was living up the road in Earl's Court with Alex in a bedsit. But then later I moved to Ladbroke Grove and started seeing her a lot more. She took me to see incoming reggae acts that I hadn't heard of like Prince Lincoln and stuff. And she took us to shebeens, me and John as well. And it was never any hassle for him, even though he was living in a siege mentality in [his house in] Gunter Grove. He couldn't go out there without being attacked for being a Sex Pistol, or an ex-Sex Pistol at that point. Going to a shebeen no one would give a fuck. There were so few white people there. Often me and him would be the only white guys, lots of white women [laughs] but very few white guys. Jaz Coleman swears the first time he ever saw me was a shebeen in Ladbroke Grove before I joined the band.

And there were always some Asian cats there. So even in that black-centric world, it was already multicultural. It wasn't segregated. When I was going to New York for the first time in the late 70s, I was shocked how segregated the communities were – not just geographically, but they wouldn't socially hang out. That wasn't the case in London. The way the city was spread, there's no specifically rich or poor areas. There's council estates next to expensive areas, or right in the middle of them. It just mixed it all up. And of course with immigration, Ladbroke Grove, Holland Park had been a des res kind of modern development that hadn't sold 20 years previously, so had become run down, and cheap for incoming immigrants of the time, which were West Indians. As had Brixton, you know, which 50 years earlier been very chi chi.

And that mashup created an interesting musical culture, and ultimately multiculturalism. And that was great to see that emerging as a kid, because I remember in the 60s being in Birmingham and my grandmother being like, “Don't talk to the people next door, they're Irish,” I'm like, “Well, we're Welsh, so what?” [laughs in disbelief]. ‘“Oh, they're Irish!” Then when the first Indian couples came in the street, they were still quite divided and racist, and ingrained in a very working- class way. And there was elements of that in London, especially North London. But in some parts it had begun to dissolve and dissipate, and people were making new communities out of all those communities.


And subculture always chips away at that anyway, because people on all sides are hungry for music and drugs and interaction

That's right. But honestly, those early soundsystems were a revelation, never heard bass like that in my life.


This was when you were first picking up the bass guitar, and also learning to be a producer

That's right. As a band with Killing Joke – our little workers’ collective – we had a rehearsal room in Frestonia, the free people's state in Latimer Road up the road from our squat, which was an amazing social experiment where they tried to create a free state out of a squatting community. Almost got away with it, applied to the UN for autonomy status and almost got it. This was John Hopkins, Hoppy – he had started UFO Club in the 60s, the first psychedelic club, and put on Pink Floyd at the Tabernacle in Ladbroke Grove, with the light show. Then he started the London Free School and The Arts Lab, and he was a very community-based activist of the counterculture. Amazing photographer, amazing promoter. He started a free college for immigrants and people with no money who wanted to get educated – got some of the greatest minds of his generation in the area to do free classes. Still a massive inspiration. We all bow our heads in shame for we haven't done, compared to him. A great inspiration.

So they had this free peoples’ hall where you could rehearse, but it had been appropriated by this guy Phil who had a pet fox that stank the place out. So he only let three bands in basically. The Clash had the first floor, that was their base of operations – it was right next to the Westway, so perfect for them. And we shared a room with Motörhead, and that was it. We could leave our gear set up, it was only us and Motörhead who used it. My ambition then was just, “I want to be louder than Lemmy” [laughs] because they were the loudest band I'd ever heard of that at that time. And Lemmy had the loudest bass rig. Even though his bass sounds more like a guitar than it does a bass, it was still really loud.

And at the same time I was going to these blueses and shebeens round the corner, and listening to dub nonstop – and just loving the space between the bass and the drums. And I'd only being playing bass myself a couple of years, and it wasn't an intentional thing. I saw an ad for a bass player for a punk band. I thought, “I could do that.” I thought, “I want to get in a band, I don't know if I'd get away with it as a guitarist.” I was suddenly really being drawn by the bass, it kind of chose me, and gave me this education with soundsystem culture. And it was like, “How can I replicate that with the band?” We were doing very dub-influenced early singles, stuff like Turn to Red.24

So I had a deal with this bass company called Trace Elliot, they also made PAs. I kept blowing up their speakers. I'd go down to their warehouse, and they go, “You can't blow these speakers up, we just gave two of these to Led Zeppelin and they don't blow them up.” And I'm like, “Look, I'm rehearsing with Lemmy from Motörhead. I'm having to listen to him play afterwards. He's louder than Led Zeppelin and I want the extra bass.” I kept bringing back these blown speakers, still under warranty, so they'd have to fix them. These days I'm sure they'd find a way of getting out of that, but those days they prided themselves on making bass rigs that didn't blow up. So if you blow them up, they'd try to fix them. And I saw this half of a PA rig – this massive bassbin and a 2x1225 on top, a big old thing – so I said, “What's that?” They said, “Oh, that's a £10k PA rig.” I said, “Can't I have that for my bass speakers for my rig? Let me hear that.” I plugged into that and I was like, “Yeah, that's it”. All our roadies and techs cursed me from that day because it took four people to lift the bass thing.

Then I got it into the studio where we were with Motörhead. I thought, “Lemmy's going to be really pissed off now” [laughs]. We're waiting outside their studio and he comes out and I said, “Oh, did you see the new bass rig?”, he goes, “Oh, I thought that was the new PA,” I said, “No, that's the bass rig,” he goes, “Oh” [grunt]. Just shrugged and walked off. But the week after, they were waiting for us to come out and he heard it playing, he was going, “Bloody hell!” He was impressed with it. And of course everyone in the band loved it except for the singer. And at that point I started taking a lot of LSD. I bought a fretless bass so I could sort of slide the notes, and they'd be slightly out of tune, which would give you this sort of bass wobble resonance. If you hit the note you get that resonant standing wave. If you don't hit the note, instead of going “Wommmmwommmmwommmm”, it goes [much faster] “WOMWOMWOMWOM…” If you're by a big system like that, it'll literally shake you around.

I'd met Holger Czukay in Cologne with Jah Wobble, who I knew from John Lydon's house. Wobble had just left PiL, or was just about to. I was still only 18, he was 21 – but he was out there doing an album with Holger and Jaki Liebezeit from Can. I thought, “Fucking hell, he's only been playing the bass six months longer than me and he's already doing an album with one of the world's greatest drummers. I better catch up!” And he was such a good bass player as well.

Holger was bass player in Can – and he'd built the world's biggest bass guitar. He took us out to this wooden barn, and he'd made this bass guitar out of it, where the barn was the sound box. He connected it all up, and he'd used telegraph wires as cables with these pulleys and wires, and you'd pull this lever and it'd make the note change, and these other things for plucking it because it was so big. You'd pluck it and the whole thing would fill with huge booming bass. We were like, “Wow, this is as far as anyone's gone with bass. No one's gone further than this.” They were making an album, and I said, “Is this on the album?” and Holger goes, “No, there's a flaw in my plan. The bass is so big, there's not a microphone invented that can record it.” They just couldn't get those tones.


How involved were you with the drum machines and electronic stuff in Killing Joke?

A little bit. Paul would do the programming. But he had a little clap track, he was as into dub as I was. And we're all trying to get an authentic sound. We'd gone to a studio John and Wobble had recommended – Gooseberry, with this young engineer Mark Lusardi, who'd trained up with Dennis Bovell. He and Neil – Mad Professor – were the two serious studio dub heads operational at the time. I thought we'd just produce it, because I wanted to be Lee Perry, you know. But I didn't have the knowhow. Dennis was busy, so we went for Mark, who was incredible.

We did the first Killing Joke EP there, Turn to Red, which had dub elements. Two tracks were totally dubbed out. We did the next single [‘Requiem’] there as well, but it didn't work out so well, so we went to Marquee Studios to do the album, which was more of a rock-based thing. We used Phil Harding, who was in-house engineer then. He became a big dance-disco producer in the 80s, and mixer. He understood a bit about dub and disco, and he could get the qualities we were looking for, mixing it with big post-punk loud shredding guitars, as well as rock drums and shouted vocals. That's more straightforward song-mixing though. The next album we went to Townhouse with Nick Launay and a big producer who'd only done The Police and ‘In The Air Tonight’, Hugh Padgham. And we got this great drum sound that was like Kate Bush. I was experimenting with the fretless and the bigger sound rig, and the basslines got dubbier and heavier. I mixed that album on LSD, and on the mix we'd take a lot of stuff out and dub it up, and leave big reverbs on the drums. You can really hear the dub influence coming through.

At the same time I was starting to do productions for other people, working with Mark Lusardi again. For the next ten years I did lots of stuff with Dave Harrow, and [Adrian] Sherwood and loads of stuff. I did sessions for them just playing bass for the experience, plus Alien Sex Fiend. Then when samplers came out, in the mid 80s, I could have a bedroom studio, and start writing and programming. And that's when I reconnected with Alex. He moved into the Coach House and we started making British dance music records, indie dance, which had a lot of disco, electro, New York and dub influence.


I just want to pause on that mid-80s period before dance in the modern sense kicks off. What filled the gap between post-punk and the arrival of hip hop, dance, house?

Well, it is a funny climate there because there were few tangents coming out of punk and post-punk. One was new romantic, where a big underlying element was club culture which became underground warehouse parties, and a big part of acid house – including the Wag Club, Blue Rondo à la Turk, Spike and Neville, they were all part of Blitz, Billy's new romantic Bowie scene, you know? The other side you had the Batcave a little after, the same guys, same crowd, but it brought in a more gay, S&M fetish crowd. And also a punk crowd, which became goth. It was phenomenally successful. Everyone was there, you know, Boy George, everyone. Everyone at Rusty's Blitz gigs would be at the Batcave as well. Rusty too. So there was a lot of cross-fertilisation of scenes.


And there was always a cross-fertilisation between goth and industrial as well

Industrial was just beginning. I'd just started working with Portion Control and Executive Slacks, and doing remixes of 23 Skidoo, 400 Blows, Tony Thorpe's early project. Round a Chelsea-based label called Illuminated. They pioneered a kind of industrial goth arthouse post-punk thing.


Funk-influenced as well?

Yes, a big part of post-punk was funk. When I left Killing Joke in about 1982, I started Brilliant with Jimmy Cauty, which was a kind of post-punk funk collective. Punk funk, really. We had two drummers, two bass players. We were attempting to play what I was hearing on the radio in New York, Shep Pettibone-style mashups: electric hip hop, pre acid house techno elements. Two other bands that were trying to do that then – but they were more or less the same people, Rip Rig & Panic and Float Up CP. I was mates with Sean Oliver, we were coming from the same place, we would do gigs together. And Neneh Cherry was their singer. Sean also worked with The Slits, actually, and they had a bit of a disco influence. But none of us could play that well. Probably Brilliant were the best musicians, but [Float Up CP] had the drummer, Bruce Smith. He'd been in The Slits and he's still in Public Image now. So there's a lot of entanglement there – a family tree.


Not just funk but jazz-funk

We were all based in West London. The third band from that little scene was Funkapolitan, who prefigured Jamiroquai. In a way Jamiroquai was the popularisation of that West London soundsystem-meets-funk culture. Soundsystem culture was Soul II Soul, Camden, North London. The West London scene was Float Up CP, Brilliant and Funkapolitan – and that had a different edge. It's the same ingredients – dub, funk, disco – but I think the West London scene had a more post-punk attitude. 23 Skidoo, that was West London as well. Very funk-based, but ultimately a much more white scene. And there were other West London soundsystems emerging, like Manasseh, coming from a white middle-class angle and doing the business at parties and stuff. I was then living next door to The Mangrove at the time, on the front line, on All Saints Road. By that time we'd stopped squatting, but me and Jaz Coleman had a little basement flat. His girlfriend at the time was a bit of a dealer, she had a deal with a couple of guys in The Mangrove. It got quite heavy. He'd have guys with guns coming in there cutting up the hash to sell next door. And if you were white in that area, the police had a policy to pull you on sus, because the only reason you were there, they argued, was to buy drugs. So eventually enough residents made a fuss and you could get a resident's card from the police station to say that you lived there, with your address on, and they wouldn't search you. But as soon as The Mangrove gangsters found out I had one, they want me to do their bloody runs for them. They're going, “You can take this bag up the road for us.” That's when I thought, “It's time to move out, it's getting too heavy.”

And there were soundsystems left, right and centre there. We used to go to them all the time. I never had a heavy vibe from any of the black kids, even when I was the only white kid. I did look a bit dishevelled and stuff, but it was always really cool. There was a lot of muggings at the time, but it wasn't just black on black or black on white, it was all mixed up. A very poor area, a lot of squats, but generally it was pretty cool. And then by the late 80s that had just gone. It was in and out really quick. By that time I'd moved round here [Wandsworth], and by 1984-85 I'd got a sampler, I had a bedroom set-up, and I was using all of that to make music. That became the first label we did with Alex – WAU! Mr. Modo – which also had big soundsystem/dub influences.

There were a few cats who bridge divides between scenes. Between 1985 and acid house, the predominant scene was the rare funk warehouse scene: Spike and Neville, Norman Jay, lots of West End, North London-based stuff. Sade had parties in her house in Islington. Coldcut – Jon More and Matt Black – did parties in Southeast London. My mate Spencer and a couple of other promoters pulled in a few different scenes, even Philip Salon's Mud club, though that had been around for years. Spencer was part of Delirium, the first house club here. He was the first person to bring Todd Terry over, they'd be at Brixton Academy or the Astoria – really big gigs – but they'd bring in the warehouse crowd, the Titanic, Funkapolitan crowd who were more arty West London. They'd bring in people who were about to become the acid house crowd. It all moved so fast. a scene like this might exist for a year, then it was utterly changed again! Alex and I lived in this council flat in Battersea, and upstairs I had Andrew Weatherall, a young DJ from Windsor doing the Boy's Own thing.26


OK so now we're getting to 1987-88

That's right. And it all starts changing. Weatherall's upstairs, I've got Nancy Noise, who's a receptionist at a studio. Everyone's talking about Shoom. This must be 1988, but we've already made a lot of tracks for what became WAU!, which we'd started in 1986-87.


And you'd done Heavy Duty Breaks27 even before that?

We made that maybe 1983 , that's well early!


Before you had a sampler?

Very much so. We did that with a guy who had a sampler, I didn't have one. We were playing around with a sampler with Brilliant as well, a Greengate.28 I used that on Heavy Duty Breaks, I think. Eddie Richards knows, he has got an IBM-type memorybank of a filing system for his memory. He knows all the dates, everything. He even sent me a digitised copy of some of the KISS FM cassettes we were collecting and swapping at the time. But in the mid-80s we were just making bedroom dance music, 12”s and stuff for WAU! A lot of that was coming out in 1987, and naturally coinciding with what was happening with acid house. Weatherall was already playing our records a lot, and we started going down to the Shoom and stuff, like, “Oh wow”!

The first ecstasy I took was in 1986 with my then girlfriend Josie Jones – RIP now. She'd been in Pete Wylie's band, and she was a real mover and groover in London. She took me to a party at Paul Rutherford [of Frankie Goes To Hollywood]'s flat in Canary Wharf and she said, “We're going to try this new drug, ecstasy, and we're going to lie down. He's got a magic carpet, it's going to be great.” So we lay down. All these cats there taking it for the first time, half of Frankie, George Michael, June from Brilliant was with Josie – they ended up bodypainting my leg while I was blissed out. The Wapping printing strike was going on, the strike blockade was round the corner. You could hear them with riot police while this weird party was going on, it was a real juxtaposition.

So when acid house kicked in and Nancy said, “Everyone takes E and dances and gets on one,” I'm like, “You can't, you have to lie down and have soft music playing and it's really beautiful.” She's like, “No, no, it's not like that at all.” And it wasn't. And that changed the whole musical culture immediately. Very, very open music policy, the Balearic aesthetic included funky dub, indie, acoustic and world music. It was the beginning of so much, but it also really reflected that multicultural thing, I think. Acid house was going on too, but it was more specific: beats, bleeps, techno.


Shoom was Balearic, or – ?

Both, both, both, both. But certainly the Balearic thing had a big impact.


And Weatherall was playing the darker side of Balearic, closer to industrial?

He'd change his set. Sometimes it'd be dubby, sometimes more techno. Now when he does sets he has a techno set, a dub set, whatever – but then he'd mix it up a bit. But still mind-warping, especially on fresh new psychoactives. And that was also the demise of the tribes: the MDMA explosion completely dissolved North/South/ East/West London, football divisions or anything. Everybody's just, you know, distilled down. And very quickly that emerged into the rave scene and festivals, which then suddenly had more of a soundsystem influence, because there were soundsystems there, not just club systems.

And very quickly that became part of festival culture. Interestingly at Glastonbury, from 1982-85, 86-87, the only all-night dancing tents were soundsystems. And there were two – one was Saxon, one was Shaka – and they were always there. That was the only music you could go dance to all night long that wasn't acoustic around a bonfire. And that was enough to glue everyone together. Everyone got it. I think that embedded dub into our national DNA those few years.


The reverence people in the club world of a certain age will speak of Shaka – even if they're not the kind of person who'd have gone to reggae dances – may well be partly to do with Glastonbury!

Right! But now Glastonbury at night is a whole city of different niche genre-based dance music, isn't it? Interesting to think that then it was just one or two tents.


And you jumped on it and really very quickly made your name as a producer, with stuff that crossed over massively: Coldcut and Blue Pearl

Yeah, that's when I started having hits.


There was this feeling that there was nothing stopping this underground culture being pop at the same time. Big underground records would become Top 10 hits

That's right. And a lot of the records we were hearing in the clubs, like Marshall Jefferson, his production for Ten City, and things like with strong vocals, or definite obvious radio singles. But it was already leading up to that. Prior to acid house you'd have a couple of Chicago-based dance records that were house, which would blow up in the charts and had a strong vocal.


‘Love Can't Turn Around’, being 12 and seeing Darryl Pandy on Top of the Pops was a mind-blowing experience. There was nowhere to mentally file that performance!

Indeed. So house music had been around in America for a while, but in a fairly niche-based scene, big in Chicago, and New York maybe, but not nationally. But how it was appropriated by young British kids opened it up into something else. Plus the whole Todd Terry side of it, with early sample, house-based tunes. Which was more the sort of the sound of Boys Own and Shoom as well. And of course what came with that was the emergence of the chill-out room and ambient house, which was again very dub-centric, with deep booming subs, but much more on an ambient level. Of course if you listen to Tangerine Dream on a big system, it sounds as big and vast as King Tubby. Maybe without the beats, but the synths, wow!

So we were enjoying experimenting with that, that whole German-kosmische- krautrock-electronic influence of the 70s, coming back again via ambient music into dance music culture. And that's what Jimmy, Alex and I were doing in the Land Of Oz chillout room, which would become The Orb. Soul II Soul were blowing up, Nellee Hooper had moved up from Bristol, Cameron McVey, all in London now, hanging out with Neneh and the West London crew, all taking Massive [Attack] into another area and bringing a Bristol perspective on bass dub culture – which Londoners just adored and really, really went for very quickly.

I was working with Jon Baker at Gee Street Recordings in 1987-88. He was distributing some of our early WAU! Records, he was one of the first UK-based hip hop labels, he was working with the Stereo MCs and DJ Cesare – and he first brought in Jungle Brothers, De La Soul, and that whole emerging psychedelic hip hop culture – hip house and all that. This was more of an East-South London-based scene, and Soul II Soul were more North London. And all coexisting along with the Bristol-based guys. Smith & Mighty had a great version of ‘Walk On By’, and at the same time Gee Street had their phenomenal version, by what became Stereo MCs. Those two tunes were massive at the time. The Smith & Mighty certainly exemplified Bristol bass culture, as a fusion of white with black subculture, and again it had that pop element.


At exactly the same time there was Fresh 4 ‘Wishing on a Star’, which was Smith & Mighty plus Krust and Suv, who would go on to be part of Roni Size's crew. Pop records but with all these underground elements of hip hop and dub and so on –

And of course Massive Attack and Portishead exemplified that in the 90s. Real songs but underground sound. It wasn't until the mid 90s really that all that was firmly placed in our collective unconscious, as “There's a whole new music scene.” That stuff with breakbeats and dub was also the emergence of jungle and drum’n’bass, the beginnings of bass culture, what we see today with grime and trap, and hundreds of sub-genres with that.


And you were launching into very mainstream production work, plus The Orb

The Orb was essentially Alex working with dozens of different people – different ideas in different studios, running between them like some mad scientist checking on his projects. Before Alex and Jimmy fell out, we had the Land Of Oz chillout room: the White Room. And the KLF had Trancentral studio, with people doing god knows what musically for days on end. Alex continued all that ethos on into The Orb, so that was very fertile to say the least [laughs].


Then not long after you had your trance label running through into the early and mid 90s. How much did you stay in touch with jungle and developments like that?

Jungle I struggle with, because I had two experiences of it. Rage was the legendary jungle club at Heaven, which was on at the same night as Nancy Noise's little Balearic club Future, which was in the back room. And [Future] was always fluffed-up Balearic hippies having a bop. Then you'd go into Rage and it was, like, intense, man. It was [wide eyes], and predominantly male. You didn't feel like you could look anyone in the eye there or you'd get beaten up. It was really hardcore. The music seemed really aggressive and I was, like, “Ooh…”

Then there was a Glastonbury where one of the travellers had set up a soundsystem, which was the first time I'd heard jungle at an outdoor rave-type situation. Everyone was on the sloping field, and they all had their hands up in the air. Like a scene out of Quatermass. It was like zombies, they weren't really dancing, just moving a little bit, and the music was really fast [imitates maniacal scrabbling sound]. So I said to my mates, “What's everyone taking here?”, and they went, “Oh, it's this new drug ketamine.” And I was like, “What the fuck's that?” I just thought it's a real dancefloor killer. But it seemed to work with the speeded-up beats and vocals. And that speeding up became happy hardcore.


And gabber

Yeah, which I still struggle with. But it's funny, isn't it? Some of those early sort of jungle records – like peak-moment main-dancefloor full-on things – you can now only play in a chill-out room [laughs]. Things have changed so much in a weird way. But I must admit I struggled with jungle and drum’n’bass. I found it so male and aggressive. Even though I'd come out of Killing Joke and stuff, this was different, there was this aggressive complexity. Some of that jungle, I thought it was quite jazz. At the time I was quite anti-that, now I like it a lot more – because I'm more into jazz, I suppose [laughs]. But then I found it too clever or something. I really liked the simplicity of house music. It's got the simplicity of dub. All of that was Zen for me. It wasn't about how many notes you played, it was about how many you didn't play. About the space between the notes, about grazing the rockface of the now, and how tight you can lock that bassline into a drum.


What about when dubstep came out ten years later? That was really stripping everything back

I thought that was interesting initially. I still do. You'd have the jungle element where it'd go double time in full-on, I like that. I like how these things have a kind of conversation with Jamaican dancehall. And it's dramatic and it's big. But a lot of it is just noise as well, I suppose [like] any kind of music. That was certainly a great appropriation of heavy sound by a younger generation. I've got teenage kids, and they're right on dubstep straight away. They were quite happy it was their thing and not mine, and they can hijack the car stereo and put their booming – OK, what I love about it is that it's a booming bass. I mean, dubstep has changed the way people make PAs now. I recently went down to Tony Andrews, a legendary speaker designer from Funktion-One, Turbo. He's designing a new rig, and one of the first tunes he put on to demonstrate it was a dubstep tune. And you can really hear the difference in bass.

I was in a new mix suite in Elephant and Castle last week and they had these behemoth new large speakers. I forget the name of them, but it's become the premier mix-room in London because of these speakers – and it's particularly good for hip hop. Kids can just put in their laptop and “BOOM!” You hear things on those speakers in the bass that you never hear on any other speakers. And that's why people make records today. Ironically, most kids listen to music on their iPhone where there's no bass [laughs]. Maybe you have to mix bass so that you can hear it on an iPhone today, I don't know [laughs]. But definitely our ears and our sensibility have changed through the influence of dub in our culture.


Definitely. And for you, the one constant from the acid house period on has been ambient dub. From stuff you've done with Paul McCartney, your own remix tracks, your Malcolm McLaren remix, The Orb of course, through to everything you're doing with Jah Wobble and Dub Trees

That's an interesting term for it, I've never tried to define it in that way. It is ambient dub – but it's also representative of my journey. I mean, it's very Balearic. That Balearic sensibility as a DJ – where you can go from one genre to the next seamlessly – is very much part of my make-up of musical soundscapes, you know? Quite happy to throw in a bit of loud guitar dubbed up over something mellow, to juxtapose styles a bit. But the one continuing style – which seems to be a good medium for me – is the more chilled-out electronic world-fusion dub-based tune [laughs]. I just keep coming back to it. But that's already expanding into a sort of ambient jazz label, and ambient post-rock and all these other genres. I spent 35 years trying to break out of being pigeon-holed by a very limited colour palette: descriptions like rock, indie rock, dance. And now I'm in a culture where everyone understands that they can calibrate their preferences in a new way. Artists, musicians and producers are making genre-less music that covers so many different boundaries.

And I think that's the underlying political message of dub and underground musical cultures: to dissolve these boundaries of difference, which we somehow perceive, that aren't really there. And celebrate the diversity of them, and enjoy that as well. As a result, the Britain we live in is one of the most progressive countries in the world – it has some of the most tolerant, compassionate people, and a multicultural community and make-up that's the envy of the rest of the world. For all that there's plenty of bad and injustice, we've achieved a lot of harmony too. And I think that can be directly put down to having shared diverse musical cultures and celebrated and lived as communities together.

So I think it's a beautiful thing. We can enjoy the fruits of that through the diversity of music that's available, from Djrum all the way back down to King Tubby and Joe Gibbs, the pioneers of it. And of course Lee Perry. If I really think about it, that's what music is capable of isn't it? It can bind people tightly together around a single identity – can reinforce your prejudices like a nationalistic anthem – but if you play with the boundaries around these identities, you can do some really powerful things.
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TONY Thorpe is the most deadpan man you'll ever meet. His Moody Boys (or Moody Boyz) name isn't unearned: his demeanour is dour and Eeyore-ish at all times – but it doesn't take long talking to him to realise that behind that are a ready sense of humour and the kind of delirious passion about new and obscure music you'd more expect from someone a third his age. On first meeting him I got his back up telling him I'd loved his remixes of The KLF's biggest tracks ‘What Time is Love’ and ‘3am Eternal’ – he immediately bristled, protesting that he wasn't interested in raking over past achievements. But I quickly discovered that he doesn't cling onto offence, and also that he was perfectly willing to go back through the labyrinth of his musical history.

The KLF work alone is enough to make Thorpe a memorable producer. Not only did he do gloriously weird and whacked-out remixes for them, but he co- produced The White Room album (credited as “breaks, beats and samples”) and the chart-topping ‘Stadium House’ reworks of their singles, still some of the most glorious and disruptive moments in 20th century pop culture. With The KLF's backing and occasional co-production from Jimmy Cauty, he also cemented the Moody Boys alias that he'd by then been using for a couple of years, releasing on the then-brand-new XL Recordings and Dave Dorrell's Polydor offshoot L.O.V.E. His first XL EP Journey into Dubland still stands as a classic of acid house era drug-dub; I remember vividly lying on my back on the grass at Glastonbury 1990 as the sound engineer tested the system on the Pyramid Stage by playing it over and over, the repetitions of the opera vocal sample and super-simple bassline never getting tired.

But this was just one episode from a career in which he's never rested on his laurels. From his early days in post-punk band 400 Blows through releasing the UK's first ever acid house compilation in 1987, to running multiple labels, doing beautiful dubstep remixes of Amy Winehouse and Erykah Badu, up to his current mission – to bring the still-extant The Last Poets together with the heaviest British bass wranglers – he's hustled, he's built an implausibly huge discography and network of collaborators, and he's never once settled into any one groove. This interview was done in two sessions early and late on in the process of putting this book together, both in the office in Shoreditch he's run the Studio Rockers label from since the early 2000s. This isn't the now-standard open-plan shared space generic “creative industries” spot full of interns, it's old- school, full of vinyl shelves and old rave posters, and is clearly Tony's own habitat. His conversation is as rambling and tangential as his career, but it's also as full of gems.


When someone asks what you do, do you say musician, producer, A&R or label boss?

Musician, really. Producer? I don't know. I don't go round saying I'm anything. I'm a music lover that got lucky – and that's why I'm still doing it after all these years. That's why I went beyond ‘What Time Is Love’. That's why I've still got enthusiasm for it, and why I'll still be doing it until I end up in whatever old people's home or nuthouse they stick me in.


You grew up in Croydon, right?

Yep, that's my hometown, the grimy streets of Croydon [laughs]. It started in a place called the Old Barn in South Croydon. I grew up with a West Indian background, soundsystems, heavy all-night parties, always music in the background, soundsystem in our front room. I remember just being really into the equipment, getting my first gramophone, my first single, all that. It was just the culture of the time, following whatever was around. The first record I bought was bloody T. Rex, I was just like any other kid born and bred in Croydon. After that I was a punk, I was a rasta, bloody new romantic, skinhead – I've been through the lot. I followed Pete Tong and Chris Hill, went the Caister weekenders, northern soul gigs, Wigan Casino, Goldmine – we were the South London Soul Patrol crew, and we were heavily into dancing in those days, places like the Horseshoe with Paul Murphy on Tottenham Court Road where they'd have absolutely amazing dancers every night, mate. Like ballet dancers, twisting, spinning, bending, always really original in their moves. It was great going around challenging people to dance-offs, go down to Sutton Scamps on a Tuesday night and have a dance-off with all the Sutton lot, another night we'd go down to Caister. It was a constant “Waheyy!” fun thing, but also releasing your aggression on the dancefloor, challenging each other with dancing where these days you'd do it with a knife. So yeah I was into black music, all the American stuff of the time.


What about electro? Was that part of it?

In the late 70s, early 80s it was funk, then rap came. I remember someone on the radio when ‘Rapper's Delight’ came out going “This is never gonna go anywhere.” We were sat there going “No! This is the future!” If you knew what you were talking about, you knew that in the Bronx this stuff was there for real, it was a lifestyle? I think I've always been open-minded, but that really started to open out was when I got into 400 Blows.


How did that come about?

Well I started off as a DJ, we did this club in Croydon called the Swamp club, and [laughs, looks disbelieving] it was a rockabilly thing. But in them days you could play anything – I'd be playing Animal Nightlife with King Kurt, mixed in with James Brown and Kraftwerk! All over the fucking place – and all these people in quiffs and suits having a good time. Bauhaus, B52s, James Chance, Bob Marley – that's when I used to really enjoy DJing because it would just be “Right, what am I going to play today?” and it could be anything. And you drop the right classic and people just go fucking nuts. I did Dr Jims, a classic old jazz-funk venue where all the soul guys played, Sunday night jazz-funk fusion-type place, teamed up with my mates Rob and Andreos, who was [laughs] George Michael's cousin. He was in Croydon too, the whole bloody Wham! thing had its seed in Croydon, we used to play them and Animal Nightlife, all that kind of soul pop of the time. Haha I'm a bit embarrassed, this ain't doing my bass music credibility any good!


But George was a proper soulboy too, wasn't he?

Oh mate, you can't knock him! He's someone who loved his music, and I love the way he constructed his whole success without trying to rip anyone off and developed his own style, which is what it's all about in any kind of music. No, George was a wicked guy. A mate of mine, Mick Maguire, started this thing called the Forum in the Whitgift Centre – just a pub right in the middle, and we'd hire it out. And his dad did HP [i.e. hire purchase] with us to buy a soundsystem, so we'd pay him every month to buy the soundsystem, which was top-of-the-range, the sound was like phwoooarrr! Everyone else was on these silly little mobile disco things, flashing traffic lights and the lot, but we had decent Citronics turntables and proper bassbins. We called ourselves Midnight Groove.


That is such an 80s name!

Yeah [cheesy grin and wink] “Midnight Groooooove!” We had t-shirts made and everything, “Midnight Groove” with stars and glitter. This was the early 80s, era of bad perms, horrible, mate! But the music was fucking brilliant, so who cares? And all sorts: hip hop, soul, rare groove, jazz, jazz-fusion funk.


Was there any DJ mixing as we now know it?

It was probably lot more just about song selection, with the odd terrible mix, but we tried our best! I mean there was an appreciation of that culture but things take time to filter through. British people were still rapping in American accents too, not quite getting it right. But hip hop was just another musical element in my life that taught me about being open and trying new things. So anyway, I was DJing and that was going good, then someone came up to me and went “Oh you should meet this guy called Andrew Beer, he's got a record out.” And he gave me this 7” single, white label, ‘Beat The Devil’ and I thought “Oh this looks interesting.” I took it home, put it on and was just like “Nah mate!” It was like it was actual devil music, some white voodoo thing with backwards loops and trumpet solos. But I could tell there was something going on, even if I wasn't into it.

I'd see him around, he'd come to gigs I was playing at, him and his partner in the band put out their first record, ‘Keep On Fighting’, on a label called Illuminated. Then they had a tiff and the other guy left, and for some reason Andrew rang me up and said “Do you want to help us out on a tune?” I'd never been in a studio, I wasn't a musician at all, but I was like [nervous chuckle] “OK…” The nearest I'd been was with mates at school who had a band, I pawned my stereo to get them in a studio, we didn't know what we were doing, made some stupid track, just clueless. But there was always the mysticism of listening to records and going [hushed tones] “How the fuck do they do that? Wowwww.” When I first heard Kraftwerk, I was like [jaw drops, dumbstruck expression]. I had no idea how that had been done.

So I went with Andrew to the record company and the guy there, Keith Bagley, was like “Alright Tony – who would you like to work with?” So I said “Mad Professor!” – he was just like a god to me – and Keith just went “Alright, we'll get him in.” I had no clue you could do that! But we got him in the studio in South Croydon, and we did a track called ‘Declaration Of Intent’. Mad record, I listen to it now and wonder how the fuck I did half the things on it. And it's got me singing on it too, terrible! But yeah, it's some nuts stuff, off the wall. That was end of 1983, beginning of 1984.

And we went on to make two albums, something like 20 12”s, I dunno. It was like school days, two mischievous boys playing with toys in the studio – who weren't really musicians, but tried to make music by any means necessary. I remember doing tracks one snare drum at a time, one bassdrum at a time, and just making this mad thing. Tape loops, too – I know this sounds prehistoric but get a reel-to- reel tape, record the beat on two-inch tape, transfer it onto the reel-to-reel, pull it out with a massive broomstick so you've got a big loop going through the machine, that'd be your loop, that's your break.


Did you know about previous electronic music when you were doing this, like the Radiophonic Workshop at the BBC?

When I got together with Andrew, I was the soulboy, the jazz funk boy, the reggae boy – that was my roots. Andrew came from more rock, punk, the post-punk mentality of anything-goes. So I was learning from him and he was learning from me – we were exchanging our musical heritages. These days you'd probably get a sampler to do that for you, but listening to our first album now, it's pretty all over the place, pretty mad. But that was all the musical knowledge we had.


If you chose Mad Professor to mix you, then older dub like King Tubby and those original producers must have been an influence?

Oh yes, I had my soundsystem, and I knew about soundsystem music. But Croydon wasn't the dub centre of the world, and the UK side was still in its infancy. For me the post-punk thing really opened people up, to dub, reggae, funk – The Clash, Cabaret Voltaire, they drew from all that stuff. It was an amazing period, some of that type of crossover stuff was amazing. I still play it out now, and people go “What the fuck's this?!” That was a time of just trying ideas and seeing what worked.


Did you tour?

No stadium tours, it was more of an arty thing. We weren't really a performing band, we weren't into touring or seeing our faces anywhere, the limelight – we were trying to make music that we couldn't hear anywhere else. And when Illuminated gave us a platform – like “There's a studio, go in there and do what you want” – I wasn't thinking about business or fame or money, it was just “Wow!” Doing something I've always wanted to do. I've always done it for the love of music, bruv, that'll probably be on my grave. It's great I can make a living from it, but that's not the motivation. A lot of my so-called peers get to a point where they say, “I stop here, I can't go any further, I don't want to go further.” But personally I feel I'm still trying to find something different, to search, to experiment, to evolve.


So what was the next step? How did you jump from a post-punk band to purely electronic music?

It wasn't a jump, it was more of a crawl. It was a long slog! We had our albums out, and we decided to start our own little labels up, Warrior Records and Concrete Productions. At the time the Streetsounds compilations were everywhere, Morgan Khan was killing it man. I had this idea of “Why don't we get all this post-punk music and package it really colourful like the hip hop street stuff, and see what happens?” So I approached Morgan Khan, and at the time Andreos – George Michael's cousin – was working for him, so I had an easy way in, but he was umm- ing and ah-ing, so in the end we put it out ourselves and that turned out to be the Funky Alternatives.

And that was brilliant, we got to meet lots of people we were really into, like New Order did a track for us, an exclusive thing. I did two of those, then left – we had this horrible thing where we became like two leaders, when there's not enough room for two leaders. I was always the one who went out to all the clubs, giving out records to DJs. I gave Pete Tong a copy of ‘Declaration Of Intent’. Was he ever going to play it? No – but it was just “Here man, here's my first record” ’cause I felt I had to! So yeah I went off and started my own label, BPM Records, just when that massive UK surge of underground music was happening, Bomb The Bass , the Rough Trade period, Rhythm King, Coldcut, all that British, sample-based electronic dance music. Dave Lee – Joey Negro – was in charge at Rough Trade distribution, and he said “I'll give you a distribution deal” so I was just “Oh bloody Norah, yeah mate!” So I started BPM, knocking out hip hop, acid house, anything I liked, and I did my first Moody Boys track on there, ‘Boogie Woogie Music’, I put it on some compilation album. It had a sample from some fitness programme, just stupid; but I always had that mentality, where I can be really childish then become very serious again straight away.


And this was pre-1990, before the dance music industry had set its rules and formulae in stone

Yeah, that's right. So at Rough Trade, around that time, before I left 400 Blows in fact, I was listening to John Peel, and he had this fucking record on that sampled the Beatles. It was all samples, totally mad, and I just thought “Who the FUCK could be idiotic enough to get these crappy Beatles records and chop them all up?” 29 And Peel said “Justified Ancients Of Mu Mu” at the end, so I thought “I have GOT to find out who these people are.” Not because the record was any good – it wasn't – but how could they have the idea to sample crap records. I mean at the time I was sampling James Brown, Muhammad Ali, cool funky shit, you know, so I thought “I've got to find out who these idiots are.” At the time we were doing Funky Alternatives 2, and they had this track ‘Don't Take 5, Take What You Want’ – so I said I wanted to do a remix of it for the compilation. They were like “Yeah OK sure wicked,” and I did a mix, thought it was great, lovely, gave it to them, they said it was shit. I think Jim actually threw it in the dustbin in front of me, like “This is shit!”. I was really “Rmrrrmrrrmrrr” [scowls] about it, but it was funny.


What did you think of Cauty and Drummond?

Quite hippie for me, but really nice people. That rejection really got me, though. But we kept in touch as mates, I went to some of their mad warehouse parties in Stockwell [at the infamous Trancentral squat / studio]. Those were the days when people were partying man, 1987-88, the whole thing was starting to move, the whole acid house bollocks. So we became friends, and at some point they approached me to do a mix again, I think it was ‘Kylie Said To Jason’ 30 for some house compilation… Now that record wasn't a big hit, although they meant it as a pop single – by that time I was meeting up with them a lot, Jimmy and Bill, Alex Patterson and Youth, this whole Brixton, South London thing going on. [He is lost in acid house memories for a minute] where was I? Yeah, then we did “‘3am Eternal”’ with a Moody Boys mix and an Orb mix, then suddenly they had a hit with ‘Doctorin’ The Tardis’.31 I remember them playing that to me, “diddy-di-dum diddy-di-dum” [Dr Who theme]. I went “This ain’t very funky is it? This is rubbish, this isn't going to do anything” – and of course it went to number one, so I was just “Oh fair enough then!” I can't remember how it went after that exactly, but I ended up doing the mix on their new version of ‘What Time Is Love’, the first of that batch, and somehow it just became like a day job. They'd had the Pure Trance ‘What Time Is Love’ but this was the Stadium House version,32 and from there it just became a well-oiled machinery. A really interesting way of working. They had their mad concepts of how these records should be, and we had this slick machine for making them and getting them into the charts.


Going into the 90s, the studio work with the KLF was your main output

Yeah, the White Room album, ‘What Time Is Love’, the Tammy Wynette thing,33 doing videos with them, Top Of The Pops. That was the perfect mixture of what I was talking about, being really serious in the studio but being totally childish with it. And I had studio time for myself in Jimmy's studio, in Trancentral. Which was just a 12-track studio. I did all that on 12 tracks, playing the basslines all the way through with one hand: 12 tracks is crap, bruv, know what I'm saying! But at the time we thought it was – ooh – quality. So ‘What Time Is Love’ gave me a platform for myself, I was able to take the whole remix idea and evolve it into something else. It didn't just earn me money, it gave me more freedom, ’cause Jim and Bill went “Do what you want” and meant it. It's not often someone says “Do what you want” and pays you, trust me!


So you made Journey Into Dubland with Jimmy and that came out on XL, which was starting to be known as a big rave label

I was signed to them already – to City Beat, their subsidiary – for ‘First National Rapper’ and ‘Acid Rappin’ in the acid days, before rave and hardcore came along.


Where did the Moody Boys name come from?

All I can say is that people used to accuse me of being a really, really moody git, “Ah-ah-ahhh you're a moody boy!” Pretty tacky and cheesy but I got the name and it's never gone away. And it's always been my one platform that I'll be able to twist and alter and experiment with to do what I want.


It's rare for someone to stick to a project name or identity for than 20 years!

I've had millions of pseudonyms in that time – but that's always been the main thrust, the thing that had an identity, that more dubbier direction. You get people now who just sound like a mixture of everything, and I wanted to make sure that I had something that was flexible but also had a quite specific identity, just me and my funky, hip hoppy, reggae side.


Did you find kindred spirits? There was some rave with dub influences, and obviously The Orb and Andrew Weatherall were taking dub influences into the mainstream

I was talking to Andrew not long ago, and he said 400 Blows records were really important in inspiring him to make music, so I was like “Wow!” 34 But obviously there were people at the time, like Smith & Mighty and the Bristol lot – but I've never been much of a socialiser out with musical buddies. I've always been a lonesome cowboy. A moody boy. Hidden away from everybody in a dungeon, mate.


You didn't feel the need to play to a scene or fit into an emerging sound?

I've always had one foot in any scene and one foot out. Obviously I've always had a love for drum’n’bass and jungle, I've always promoted it and pushed it. I was making prototypes: there was that point when it was always 4/4 with breakbeats behind it, and people began to chop up the breaks to support the 4/4, and out of that you had hardcore, rave, then jungle, then drum’n’bass. And it goes on and on and on. What I love about music in this country is that in five years it'll be somewhere else!


When that change was happening, how did you feel about the change in atmosphere in the raves?

There was a point when you had that Spectrum, the acid house thing, it wasn't black or white, you couldn't tell who the people were behind the music. Those gigs were really multicultural in a really good way. Then something happened, it all became very European and the soul was taken out, or just got smaller and smaller and smaller. And then there was a point where I thought that kind of music – I don't want to say trance – was going to take over the world, and I just don't find it very soulful. Trance, progressive, tribal, they called it, but it was just monotonous. Music by numbers, you don't need any imagination to do that. I did one track you could call trance, with Steve Hillage, ‘7:7 Expansion’, it got to number 20 in the charts, bruv! We did that, me and Youth and Steve, and I didn't feel too bad – but as soon as I see people wearing tights in clubs, I'm out of here, that's IT! I mean I was playing breakbeat at trance clubs, at the Butterfly parties, Youth's thing in his garden, I played breakbeat just to get away from that European… thing.


But those early hippie/trance rave nights like Megatripolis, they could have hardcore rave DJs or experimentalists like Autechre. And hippie bands like Eat Static could play at hardcore clubs like Rage!

Yep, totally – it's all relevant to where we are now, music is all shaped by those influences even if you don't want to admit them. But the rest of the scene was all starting to get a bit too corporate, too soulless, too music-by-numbers. It was really horrible, I don't care what anyone says. I thought it would never end, I was sat there thinking “Look at all these DJs making all this money and just milking, milking, milking this soulless music, this music that you make just to assist your drug high.” I find that just totally immoral. And it's still there now, I don't think it's ever really progressed at all. I've never heard anything from that scene that's made me go “Wow, yes, this is a new music”. It says “progressive house” but it's not progressing one bit. And I think that killed the togetherness, the cultural mix, it killed the unity, the family kind of thing, it really did, man.

People went with the money, that's the problem, went where the big bucks were and fuck everything else. It's like they forgot about black music and just went “Oh we're making money now, fuck that.”


So what did you do in the mid 90s to keep from stagnation? You started releasing on Guerilla, which was a big progressive house label?

I did techno stuff. I've always had love for techno, Detroit, wow, that's always inspired me. If you sat me down in the studio and said “Make a Detroit record” I couldn't, but I could straight away make something with the inspiration of Detroit in it. The point was definitely to make some techno.


A lot of the left-field techno producers in this country were moving towards jungle and breakbeat influences then – so it was almost perverse for you to go towards techno

Well no, because all of those sounds are all relevant to each other. Look at The Black Dog early on, say: they were messing with breakbeats, and to me that's prototype jungle. A lot of prototype jungle was just techno, and it went the other way: I heard Underground Resistance doing stuff that sounded jungle-influenced. Kenny Larkin: prototype jungle. If techno wasn't involved with the ongoing development of British underground music you wouldn't have any of them b-lines. ‘Mentasm’ 35 isn't even the start of it, those b-lines are from techno. A lot of people who've grown as producers were a continuation of techno. Listen to early Andy C and late Andy C and it's insane – those people have developed and moved on as producers. To think it's separate – experimental and mainstream, techno and jungle – that's bollocks mate, it's all part of the same thing.


So what was your involvement in garage? Did you produce any music in that style?

A few little garage bits, nothing I want to talk about. A track called ‘Lift Your Fist’ remixed Guru garage-style, using breakbeat with the swing of a garage vibe. There was a thing Miss MC, kind of a heavy garage. I had distribution through a garage company, so I was knocking out these little whites.


Who were the producers that floated your boat in that scene?

Julian Jonah, 187 Lockdown, all that stuff, because it was so reggae, ragga. I loved Horsepower Productions for the same reason. El-B,'s bad, an amazing producer. I spent a lot of time in Big Apple in Croydon. That was dubstep right there, the first time it was something with reggae influences that wasn't jungle that you could play. And they could change tempo, I mean Horsepower could throw it down bwoy. Anyone who had the time or the inclination could join the dots between all those things. We're a small island, we live on top of each other, we're multi-racial, totally multicultural, it could really not be any other way. I didn't see any difference between Horsepower and the Black Dog in that way. I helped Black Dog get their first record out – Ken Downie was a friend of Jimmy Cauty's back in Stockwell, and Jimmy introduced us and said “Ken's got a few tracks, can you help him out with them?” That track “I stay in my room… and think of the future…” I got that out for him. Like Squarepusher when he did that first record on Spymania. I think I was the first person to play that on radio, on Coldcut's show, and they were like “what the fuck's that?”


People will be horrified to hear you mention Squarepusher in the same breath as UK garage

This is the problem you insist on pigeonholes, you get that artificial separation – you listen to “intelligent techno” so you must be intelligent, you listen to grime so you must be street. It doesn't work that way. I could never just be into one type of electronic music, I wouldn't be stimulated enough. And with kids now, the technology makes it so much easier to be into a whole range, and trace the connections between them.


There's a school of thought that says that's what went wrong with drum’n’bass at the end of the 90s, the scene started to only refer to itself and not to music outside it

Woah, don't be slagging off drum’n’bass to me! I will always slap down anyone who slags that off because I have so much love for that music. Obviously it became a formula like anything else, but you have to look at the growth of that music, particularly the production and the way that evolved.


What about the other thing going on around the turn of the millennium: broken beat? You did an amazing mix of it a couple of years ago, so it clearly left a mark.36

I was doing A&R for Play it Again Sam, Wall of Sound and a label called Genuine Records. Play It Again was based was opposite the old Virgin building on Harrow Road, and Goya Distribution was over the road, I spent all of my time in there picking up white labels, talking to Gilles, talking to people coming through. Bugz In The Attic's studios was there, all in the same complex. Label and distribution, all in one place. It was like being in a sweet shop, just walking into people's studios and being like “oh this is coming in.” I used to go in and ask people to do remixes for me.


A lot of them had a background in the jungle, drum’n’bass scene – did you know Dego from then?

Dego didn't really share that facility, he had his own little studio in Dollis Hill. Those guys were already separate from everything else. Everyone else was in west London – Ladbroke Grove – doing their thing. When the broken beat thing was happening, the dubstep thing hadn't broken yet. I was telling Michael Goya [i.e. Mike Slocombe], “You've got to distribute dubstep.”


What period of dubstep would that have been?

Those 12”s Mala put out with the tiger on the label. He put them out with Soul Jazz records?37


This is 2006, just as dubstep was breaking out

By then people said dubstep's already dead because there wasn't any hits. They were trying to kill it off already. Broken beat and dubstep were happening at the same time. I would play out and play broken beat and dubstep together and people couldn't tell the difference. The two scenes never really met though.


There were a couple of crossovers early on, like Artwork ‘Red’ 38 and Zed Bias in the middle of it

Zed Bias was always in it anyway, part of garage, part of broken beat. He's a soulful producer, isn't he? He just likes music. Obviously the dubstep thing blew up. I must admit I'm listening to retro stuff from that scene now. A lot of the new stuff, it's just alright [frowns].


When did you turn your hand to it yourself? You made a few tracks that are more or less dubstep, 140bpm and bass heavy

At the time I was at Wall Of Sound, and the dubstep thing was happening and I was sitting there frustrated doing A&R seven days a week watching indie bands. I really wanted to make dubstep. I was getting Mala remixes, I got Scuba a remix when the label were saying “Who is Scuba?” People always wait for a sound to blow up before they want to work with it. I hear something and get on it straight away if I like it.


It's a mystery that the mainstream industry never understood dubstep. Look back at the Mercury shortlists: these artists were packing out raves, making great albums, but there's nothing

That's the problem when things come from Croydon! Well, number one it's about making what you make and not caring about all that. You're only as good as your last record. The amount of artists I've seen come through and win the Mercury prize and then only last a year. America damaged dubstep though, it made it popular and killed it off.


That's a whole other can of worms. Keeping this on track, you had that flush of remixes, you did Amy Winehouse…

At the time nobody was using full vocals in dubstep.39 I thought, OK, I'm gonna use the basis of that music, I've always used bass and reggae and sonics in everything I've ever done, it's nothing new to me at all. I'm gonna go out there and do some remixes. I think the first dubstep thing I ever did was a remix of Mr Hudson. I liked the vibe of it. I started doing loads of vocal dubstep remixes.


How many did you do?

About five or six? It was just good to hear vocals in the context of that type of beat. It was a matter of balance and getting that right. Obviously everyone's on that now.


Aside from commissioning remixes, you were friendly with the dubstep lot then?

Like I say, I'm not really a famous-buddies kind of person. But I've always been friendly with everybody, from drum’n’bass to jungle, everything out of breakbeat culture I've always been somewhere in the background, plugging, pushing, playing their music. For me, DJing isn't some kind of superstar hobby. I love seeing people having a good dance. When I first started, a DJ wasn't a star, the music was. Then obviously everything changed. There's some DJs you think, “What are you playing? In 20 years time no one's going to play any of those records.”


Like with the acid house generation, Superstar DJ culture came along with all the cocaine, generation after generation

Acid house was colourless, I didn't know if the person making it was pink, purple, green or whatever. That's the only youth movement I can think of had that. But then dubstep had that too. You've got to thank drum’n’bass and dubstep for that. Without it [dubstep] coming partially out of the black ghetto thing…


…which people had been pushed into by the egos and economic privilege of the white acid house DJs, but which maintained something of that rave spirit…

Yeah that's right. The whole mentality, everything feeds off everything else. It's just going round in circles. To me it's how do you do something that's been done before and add an original twist to it. But maintaining what's been done before is important, right? I'm sitting there worried about the skills of songwriting because I'm from that period of time where I like songs. Are we just going to end up with loops and nothing else? That's why I was doing dubstep and adding vocals to it.


Where did Studio Rockers start? Did you give up A&R?

Like, when I first heard acid house and thought “Shit, I've got to get a 303!” I was overwhelmed. I forgot about all these types of music and was just in that alone, nothing else. It was the same with dubstep. I'm sitting there doing A&R at Play It Again Sam I just wanted to make some music! I'd already started Studio Rockers, got the name and all that, it was a matter of, “Oh one day I'll have some time.” It was when I got made redundant that it made a lot of sense to go, right, full pelt into Studio Rockers. Came over here [gestures around office] straight into the label, playing whatever I liked, talking to people, getting shit done. Just trying to build a sound and put things down!


Fairly early on with the label, there was a world music angle, and complex beats. It was dubstep or post-dubstep or future garage or whatever you'd call it, but you had those distinct angles

A label can only reflect somebody's taste. Maybe people don't like it and don't want to buy it? Fair enough. I'm just expressing my musical taste. If somebody signs to Studio Rockers they're not just signing to a label, they're signing to me, my ideas, my input. From BMP records to Language to Studio Rockers it's always been the same ethos: just evolve, help producers evolve, show them how to make their music better.


I've witnessed the process up close: you'll send a track back 15 or 20 times for revisions

I'm better with other people's music than my own. I'm crap deciding with my own music whether it's good or bad. With other people's I can rip it to bits, refix it, rebuild it, rearrange it. My own stuff, I'm lost. I suppose I raise my bar too high sometimes, I can never reach that perfection point.


Were you listening to grime as well in the dubstep breakthrough years?

For me, grime was like techno, UK techno. That's the way I've always seen it. I've always been into the production. Some of the lyrical content, not 100% my cup of tea, but I can understand where it's coming from. If you're living in that kind of environment, brought up that way, talking about where you're from, I totally respect that and the culture around it. It's like NWA, look what they did when they came out. The grime and the drill stuff. I remember when British hip hop was a laugh, it was jokes. I remember being in the studio with some artists, asking why they were acting like they were from America – you gotta act English bruv! But London Posse, they did it right, Demon Boyz, you've got to pay those people respect, respect the roots of it. They think it's their own so they don't actually do the research. If some of these kids did their research they'd be better producers.


After dubstep and grime broke out, from 2010 onwards, you've had this thing of genres melting down, with no predominant club genre. There's Afrobeats, and drill in the way of vocalist-led sounds, but there's no one club genre like the new garage or the new dubstep

I've been saying this from day one, that you're never gonna get another new dance movement. Things can't build physically anymore. When it was vinyl and DJs travelling the world, it took years for it to build. Now, if I had a new sound and I stuck it on the internet, within two minutes everybody would know it. It's never gonna grow. The press would say it's a load of shit, and then it's the end. Nothing ever gets the chance to grow quietly, slowly, time to build.


The counterpoint is the new jazz movement, because people have to learn to play, to physically meet and play together, and that takes time

It's great to see youngsters picking up instruments, learning how to play, getting on stage and just performing, it's so refreshing. And you're right, it isn't just people in their bedrooms playing with a computer – you have to go see ’em, you have to perform, you have to play, back to the old ethos. For people from my generation, it's brilliant. I can go out in a crowd full of kids and really enjoy the music. I'm seeing parents going clubbing with their kids. I could never go clubbing with my mum! She'd say “Turn that horrible jungle music off! That's horrible!” It's so weird that our generation is still raving. It's brilliant, it's great.

Some band is gonna come along out of this current scene, some great singer writing great songs, and the majors will be on it eventually. But jazz is easy to sell. The majors should have supported grime and drum’n’bass. I can't understand why this country just never supports our own: it's that Loose Ends, Soul II Soul syndrome, the public loved it, but the industry didn't. We're never the first to applaud it or support it. That's why I love grime, they didn't need the record companies. Out there, you and your mic, make money, absolutely brilliant. Everything changes, grime isn't going to stay the same. You're going to get a grime De La Soul at one point.


Novelist's coming close. Like a grime parallel to Gang Starr or something

He is the closest. He talks a lot of sense, very intelligent lyrics. But it's almost like grime is pop music now. Or the mainstream of alternative, like Reading Festival music. And then everything else is underground.


Yet to be pop music, grime had to leave behind what the majors tried to do, all the fizzy dance beats, and go back to being more gritty. Even Skepta tried his hand at dance pop, but it took him going back to being pure grime to have hits

Yeah, but it can't be the street sound like it was when it was all kids doing it. Why do you think drill's evolved? Grime wasn't saying what the street wanted to say. Grime's part of the establishment, those guys all doing festival tours and that. Saying that, I do like Stormzy. He's an intelligent guy and you've got to take your hat off to him. I like the way he uses his power to change things.


With a tiny team as well

It's him and his mum! Taking over the world. Not every artist is like that, he's clever, and he's with his mum, he's grounded! Drill is just a reaction to grime being accessible to everybody. I was watching some documentary talking to drill MCs, “We can't get any gigs in London.” That's exactly what happened with grime! Abroad I bet they can play. Drill will become accessible at some point. give it another five, six years. Nothing stays underground, everything is now overground. Because of technology, because of the internet. Unless you're not on the internet doing DIY at home and selling records on your bike, then you're underground. If you're talking about entering the realms where you have to sell records and play the game, it ain't underground. Underground is a state of mind.


Talking about things going full cycle: The Last Poets. Is this your full cycle moment?

Obviously I was a massive fan of the Last Poets growing up as a young black kid. Hearing that for the first time [shakes head], totally blew my mind. I never heard that kind of [again lost for words].


Where were you hearing it?

You're talking about the 80s, when I was just starting 400 Blows. Post-punk, Rough Trade, everyone listened to the same thing. I went to go see the Last Poets, and there was 23 Skidoo, Cabaret Voltaire, all people like that in the crowd. Poetry transcends all types of music, and you get all types of people into spoken word. I remember when they did “Niggers are scared of revolution” and I had to turn it down, I was shocked, there’s a lot of swearing in there! I did say to the Poets, “Thank you for turning me into a militant young black person.” I said, “It's your fault!” They made me militant. They made me read books, look for knowledge, search for my blackness and where I was from. So obviously after buying all their stuff I could find, to have them on my label years later, it's an honour. One of the highest accolades someone could bestow on me. Also because the timing was right: Donald Trump, all this bullshit racism and crap that's happening – everything's relevant, they're relevant.

I mean, I was thinking of packing up doing Studio Rockers and calling it a day. Then I got a telephone call from Mike Pelanconi, Prince Fatty, who was like “We want to play you something.” He wanted my advice, so I went over to his house, his studio's there, pressed play and I was like, “Shit. That's Last Poets isn't it?” He played me two, three, four, five tracks. My hair was standing up, I'd never heard the Last Poets in that format: heavy reggae, jazz. It did my mind! He said, “What label do you think?”, and I gave them a list, Soul Jazz, Damon Albarn, massive list. He said cheers, I was walking down the road, and I thought “Wait a minute, the fuck? I should be doing this record! I should sign it.” I got on the phone and said “Mike, listen mate. That record ain't going anywhere, I want to do it.” He said “You know what Tony, I'm so glad you said that. Because you are the perfect person for this project.” A week later, I'm in Harlem drawing out thousands of pounds out of the cash machine to give the Poets cash-in-hand to sign contracts.


How have these older guys responded to dubstep and broken beat remixes?

They like the stuff, they trust in what I'm doing. They really loved the Mala mix, they said they loved the Dego & Kaidi downtempo mix. The hilarious thing is that to them, reggae is new, “Yeah man, we're a reggae band now!” I'm sitting in Harlem with all these yanks. They do this famous rap session on Sundays. This kid takes out his ghetto blaster and puts it down. hits the play button, rapping away, on to the next person, going around in circles like wow. I spoke to someone who was 35, he'd been going there since he was 18. You're bringing these kids into your front room for the last 20 years every Sunday to do these little bits. Incredible. I've heard about the sessions, but to actually be in the room, it was like spoken word rap, having a conversation, going all of a sudden an old dude would be rapping to this backing track. I just hope when I'm that age I've got the same amount of energy, knowledge and experience, and the same drive they've got for the youth. They're old men but inside they're kids, they're lovely. To me, The Last Poets is just a progression: people might say “What's he doing? This is crazy.” But reggae has always been the basis of what I do.


Nothing's changed since Mad Professor. Your ethos is still “Can we combine these things? Will this work?”

I've always been a melting-pot person, you throw everything in and see what you've got at the end. When I was doing African tribal house, people thought “Oh yeah whatever” – but everything I was doing 30 years ago is now normal. And now I've got all these new ideas, other artists I've been looking at, heroes from the 70s and wherever. If I can get my hands on them and reinvent them it's not rocket science: Gil Scott Heron, Bobby Womack, that new Chaka Khan album. Reinventing old artists is nothing new, but it's how you do it. If I'd put out that Last Poets album with a load of cheesy trance… doesn't work, does it?


Look at that Paul Simon remix album: they did a tech house Graceland

[Grimaces] But then sometimes it works. You've reminded me of that Kraftwerk remix album. It's Kraftwerk, cutting-edge, so you stick with cutting-edge artists. There’s a skill to remixing, blending two separate minds that complement each other. There's certain things you don't mix, certain things you do. The wonderful thing about this little island, we're so squashed together. Everything's on top of us, you just can't get away from it: all these different cultures, African, Indian, reggae, ska, the way that techno evolved in its own way here and made hardcore and jungle. We're forever reinventing old ideas. It's so great now that grime has a language that can sell across the world. It's just a matter of where do we go next? I've always been into new music, trying to find something different. It's hard.
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THERE’S a bashfulness to Rob Smith that's out of kilter with his status in underground music, alongside his creative partner Ray Mighty. This is plain when he tells how the younger Bristol producer Pinch had to twist his arm to get him to make his pitch for a Smith & Mighty 30th anniversary album. He doesn't seem keen on the publicity game at all, either: he turned down the chance to record a podcast for Resident Advisor because he doesn't like hearing his voice in recordings, and in conversation he seems to regard the spectacular ups and downs of his musical career with a slightly detached bemusement. Spoken in his none-more Bristolian burr, everything becomes a succession of matter-of-fact anecdotes: this happened and this happened and so and so said this then I said that, then a quizzical chuckle at the result.

Which is not to say Smith is unaware of his achievements. He just seems devoid of any sense of stardom; like the reggae producers he fell for as a kid, his approach is essentially that of an artisan, at his happiest when he's building rhythm after rhythm and putting them out into the world. In one sense that's a shame, because it's hard not to get carried away imagining a world in which Smith & Mighty fulfilled their pop potential. Their breakthrough singles – as well as their production work on Massive Attack's first single, on Fresh 4's ‘Wishing on a Star’ and for Bristol singer Carlton – were absolute magic, a perfect distillation of the futurist electro- funk of Mantronix, the cavernous space of soundsystem dub and a special kind of understatement. Had they been a bit more savvy, or just more pushy, could they have avoided the major label and management shenanigans that tied them up in knots just as their influence was being felt most strongly?

But perhaps this is foolishness. Because once they escaped from their major label contract, back to Bristol and the underground, they blossomed again. Their connection to jungle was immediate and fruitful: it had never occurred to me before this interview (perhaps another symptom of their allergy to self promotion?), but the first More Rockers release was in fact the first jungle LP ever made. And Smith, with Mighty and in other permutations, would continue to casually excel at new soundsystem developments: in particular his RSD dubstep tracks stand up as the very best of its breakthrough period, netting him a whole new level of recognition on the international circuit. Few musicians in Britain have such a distinctive synthetic bass tone, and indeed such an instinctive understanding of how low frequency can evoke powerful feelings in listeners and dancers. Perhaps Smith & Mighty could have become successful mainstream producers, but in many respects it does seem that maybe things worked out for the best.


So you grew up in Bristol. Were you aware of something special about the local music scene?

I always felt there was, but I was looking at it very locally, I didn't have anything to compare it with. Up until punk, I felt music was something an elite set of people were allowed to do and I probably wasn't part of that. But punk's “Do what you want, think for yourself” attitude, and seeing your mates grab a guitar and start singing, it was like “Oh, alright!” That made it mentally seem possible.


What were your tastes as a fan back then?

Well, I did like punk a lot. I was a big reggae fan. Pop and guitar stuff and Jimi Hendrix, until I found reggae when I was about 11 years old – and that struck me as being more important than everything else somehow. And then when I got into it deeper and started hearing dub, that's when I really started to get excited and feel it's something that I needed to get involved with personally.


Was reggae something you heard around you?

Well, I grew up in a mainly white area in the north of Bristol, in an estate, but in my school there was quite a big black community. All my mates would play football in the lunch time, so I just wandered round the school with nothing much to do. But one lunchtime I discovered a room that older girls were allowed to use, with a portable record player. So I sneaked in, and they were playing reggae 7”s, 7” singles. What fascinated me was that they were turning them over, to the version on the other side. So that was the first time I saw about there being a deeper side to reggae. This mate was older than me and had a bit more money because he had a part-time job. He bought all the albums, and he'd play Dreadlocks Dread.40 That had a big effect, because of the production. It was like nothing I'd ever heard before. Like punk, kind of real, quite rebellious, and not sticking to any rules I'd known before.


And what stage were you aware of the natural home of reggae being     the soundsystem?

When I was a kid, I had a nice record player, but it wasn't anything with bass speakers or anything. So at the very beginning I was more interested in the rhythm patterns, drum patterns and guitar chips. Then when I left home, I went to a place called Trinity Church in Bristol where [Jah] Shaka used to play. Now that's where Stryda does his Teachings in Dub sessions. It's always been this popular venue for soundsystems. That was one of the first times I heard big boxes. I remember thinking “Wow, my god, the room is actually shaking!” Then I realised it's my eyeballs in their sockets giving that effect. I got a job in Rolls Royce – I was like electronics engineer for four years, doing an apprenticeship, but I really hated it because it was just sitting in a factory. So I left and went grape-picking, and while I was away it occurred to me that I really needed to get involved with music. So when I came back I bought a guitar, hooked up with some people, mucked around a bit trying to make a sound – and then I joined this thing called Arts Opportunity, when the YOP schemes [i.e. Youth Opportunities Programmes] were going and you got like £23.50 a week to do training in something. This particular one involved theatre and music – the guy who put it together wrote a play, and the whole scheme was about rehearsing and performing it. It was a reggae musical called Freedom City – and I had a spot as guitarist. A guy called Leroy was playing for Talisman at the time, and he taught me how to do the chips properly [he mimics the off-beat guitar rhythm] “chick mm-chick”. I toured with [that show] for a while, and learned a hell of a lot about being in bands, about reggae, soundsystems and everything else. And then when it folded, the band stayed together and we toured for about five years as a reggae band. And shortly after that I met Ray.


What was this band called?

Restriction. We did a single with Mad Professor, which was the peak of our achievements. We did this 12-inch for Ariwa,41 which was amazing. We had Vin Gordon on trombone, who's sadly not in Bristol any more – he got deported unfortunately. But it was really good.


What about post-punk? Were you plugged into that social scene?

The Pop Group were amazing for me. Mark [Stewart]'s message was bringing across things I'd never thought about – about microwaves and all kinds of stuff. And punk bands toured with reggae bands a lot, so you'd get a really good cross-section. There was this club called The Dug Out, just a youth club-type place, but it was open every night and it was cheap. As everyone was on the dole, most people went there: punks, rastas, soul boys, jazz people, all those polymerisations in that club, people exchanging ideas. There was a lot going on in Bristol, bands would change personnel, people would switch it up and keep changing. And The Wild Bunch were starting up their thing.


The Wild Bunch and people like that were trying to do hip hop culture in a British-Caribbean soundsystem crew format? Where, other than The Dug Out? At house parties?

The first time I ever saw Grant [Marshall], Daddy G from Massive Attack, DJing was at a student party up in Clifton, in the posh part of town. There seemed to be a lot of big house parties in those days. It wasn't real soundsystems, more people grabbing whatever boxes you could find and stringing some sort of system together. That scene was really good actually.


Did you meet Ray at the Dug Out?

There was a Rock Against Racism thing in London, with all kinds of bands playing: Matumbi and The Ruts and stuff. So we got a train to that, and on the way back Ray was in one of the coaches with some of his mates. We all got really drunk and got to this pretend fight, like “Heyyyy!” “Heyyyy!” Messing and mucking around. That was the first time I was aware of him. Another time there was a blues club across where I was living in St Paul's. He just reminded me yesterday, they were filming for something, Grant was playing, other people, and Ray was behind the bar with another guy. I went to buy my drink and the other guy tried to rip me off and I went “Uhh, oh well,” and walked away. But Ray ran after me to give me the right change, I don't know why. That made a good impression. The next time was when friends asked me to join a band called Sweat, and Ray played synthesiser. When that folded we had a similar interest, stringing synths together. MIDI was new then, and we were super into it.


Did your electronic engineering time feed into that?

I guess it did. I hated the job, but I really liked mucking about with wires and that, understanding the way things are routed, this connecting to this connecting to that. We borrowed a lot of bits and pieces, people were just starting it and don't really know what to do. Ray was part of the Three Stripe soundsystem as well. And I'd be like, “Well try that into that, and that, and that,” and they'd be like “Oh! oh, right, yeah that seems to work”. We had an old reverb unit, put that on the end of the beat machine and it just sounded like, “Powwwww!” “Oh yeah, that sounds good!”


Were you listening to other kinds of electronic music, like experimental stuff or synth-pop or American electro?

Well, reggae was the predominant sound in Bristol. There was The Pop Group – but even they were leaning towards reggae or dub. But I do remember when Kurtis Blow played, I can't remember what year it was, but people went mad for it. The very next day everybody was getting two decks wired together and cutting bits of newspaper out to make slipmats. It's like the whole city changed, literally overnight. I was sceptical, because I was still just really into reggae and a bit reluctant – but I could see people getting very excited. And there was like a lot of electro sounds. We was doing reggae but with a hip hop beat, or other stuff from a perspective of dub and reggae. So even when the Three Stripe things were housey or whatever, we always made them as if they were reggae tunes.


Were you making tracks to play out on the soundsystem?

Not at all [laughs]. We were just selfish, we just enjoyed mucking about. On the soundsystem we just played old reggae tunes. Or there was a time they bust into Glastonbury and set up somewhere in the corner of the field and that was just pure 12s, pre-release 12” singles. We didn't have the confidence to think other people might ever want to hear our stuff. One very early thing we did was a thing called ‘Brain Scan’ which Naoki [Iijima] in Tokyo pressed up on a 7” [in 2003], and a track called ‘Tumblin’. That was us saying, “OK, yeah yeah, I think we might have something that seems to be working right. We've got a balance.” Then it got to ‘Anyone who had a Heart’, and we were thinking, “Oh my God, we could put a record out!” That was literally the only ambition: “Cor, imagine having it on vinyl!”


‘Brain Scan’ doesn't have the heavy synthetic bass of your later work, but it locks into a lot of other elements of your sound – the way the echo plays off the drum pattern, prefiguring jungle. Anyway, by ‘Anyone who had a Heart’, other people were combining dub, electro, soul and so on, doing stuff with vocalists in soundsystem sets, people singing or rapping over different beats

Wild Bunch had their thing, someone else had their thing. I'd met Jackie [Jackson], the singer, as an actress in that theatre company I toured with, and we were still friends. Fast forward a few years, I met her one day and she said, “What you up to these days?” I said “Oh I've got a little studio you should come up and have a look.” So she came up and asked to have a go. I think she started doing ‘Walk On By’ first, actually. Recorded probably on some crappy little eight-track Fostex reel-to-reel. I got some random beat up sequenced onto the multitrack. She did ‘Walk On’ then ‘Anyone’ on a different track on the same beat. We ended up with two vocals on the same multitrack tape, sung to the same beat. We thought ‘Anyone’ was the one to go with, but it took us ages and ages, like seriously probably a year just changing the beat and mucking around. Then Grant heard it pretty much finished, and said “Yeah, you should put it out!” He introduced us to Lloyd Harris at Revolver Distribution. We were just discussing this yesterday, Ray and I, how it was kind of chance that it happened at all. We went to the warehouse, the other guy working there, Mike, came out and said “What is it?” We said “we've got this track”, he said “Ahh I'm not interested, go away.” “Oh, OK,” and we turned around and were about to walk out, but then Lloyd came out of the office and went “What is it? What have you got? Come in let's have a listen. OK, this is good, let's do it!” We were like “Oh wow.” Two or three minutes earlier or later and it might not have happened, I don't know how it would've gone. Lloyd was really supportive, and he just wasn't really interested in making loads of money out of us or anything. So we got the Letraset out, the photocopier, got a label designed, then 3D from Massive Attack did a logo with another guy called Ollie, and that's the label we've stuck with all these years.


And the distributor did P&D42 and you became Three Stripe Records. Where does the first Massive Attack single come into this – because you produced that as well, right?

Shortly after ‘Anyone’, Grant came around with Carlton and maybe Tricky, I'm not sure. And he said, “Yeah, we're going to do this track, could you record it for us?” “OK, how's it go?” So Grant literally went [semi beatboxes] “Shewww shewww shew- shew.” He said “That's the beat,” and Carlton started singing ‘Any Love’, we started mucking around, I got a beat together. I remember saying “Shall I put a tambourine on?” and Grant going “No, no tambourine!”, then I did one anyway and he went “Yeah, put the tambourine on!” Then Carlton started singing, I thought “Yeah this is alright,” locked it down, then Tricky came in and did the last couple of bars at the end. That was that.


So there was no sense that any of this was going anywhere?

Not at all! [laughs]. I was just completely in my element, the fact that you can record these things on one track and drums on another. Just wow, it was all my Christmases at once, and Ray too. We'd just got a record out and a friend of ours, a guy called Dizzy from City Rockers, he'd been to London for the weekend, he came back, came in the studio and he's just got this shocked expression and he's like “You know what's happening?” We went “What?” He went “Oh my god, oh my god, I've been to this party and they played ‘Anyone who had a Heart’! Oh my god, it tore the place up, oh my god, oh my god!” We looked at each other like, “What? What's he on about?” We had no idea.


This is the beginning of acid house breaking, Warehouse parties, things starting to go crazy?

We were doing bits of house as well, of course, the b-side was a house thing as well. But people didn't pick up on that, they were just locked into the slow stuff.


So did you get bigger label interest straight away?

No, no, we were just happy how things were going, so we did ‘Walk On’ as well. That was towards the end of that year, and in between we did the R&R thing, ‘Acid off a Way’. That came purely from hearing stuff and thinking “How do we do that? How do we get that gated effect on the vocal?” You try this, you try that, you trigger something with a hi-hat, put a vocal through it, and it's “Yeaaaah!” Lloyd says “Yeah, let's put that out.” Then he was interested in ‘Walk On By’.


Did you go to any of the early acid house raves?

A lot of them actually [laughs]. We went to this one, I couldn't tell you where, London's a mystery to me, it was by a market. Halfway through this amazing party, all this kind of 120, 130bpm music they just drop ‘Wishing on a Star’. Oh my God! Just a really slow tune in the middle of a rave, and people were going “Wooooo, wooooo!” That was really nice.


But you just kept working, with no particular aim?

We had a lot of singers queuing up, like Carlton, Jackie and her friends, Kelz and Krissy Kriss, the 3PM guys. We were getting a bit overwhelmed, actually! Everything had to be set up on a mixing desk: you couldn't leave it and then do another tune and then come back to it. Now you can just leave the track, save it, and come back to it any time. Then you had to work on a track at least to a nearly finished stage. Everything took quite a while! And we weren't really interested in having a record deal, we were very very wary, we'd heard a lot of stories. But in the end, we thought OK, we've got to accommodate all the stuff going on properly. That's what clinched it in the end, forcing us to do it properly with a label. Yeah [long pause], probably the biggest mistake we could have made at the time, looking back.


What was the crux of the problem? Did it become apparent quickly?

It was all like champagne and “Rayyy!” – we were really happy with the sound we had in Bristol, but then as we were submitting the stuff for Carlton's record, the manager we were dealing with saw things on a much broader picture. He was placing us among the artists that he was involved in, and he persuaded us we needed to be recording in London – which we really didn't need to do at all. It was stupid money, plus it turns out he was sliding his own artists in for studio time as well, lots of dodgy wheeling and dealing going on. The plan was, first the Carlton album, then a Smith & Mighty album, then the 3PM one – like, the rap album. And we thought, “No problem, we can roll all that out”. But as we submitted the Carlton tracks, it was “No, make it more like this,” or “No, it needs to sound like that.” It was kind of “Oh, OK, this is how it works is it? Why did they even sign us, if they don't like our sound?” And it all went downhill from then.


What were they trying to make you sound like? American soul?

Well, yeah I think so, a bit. No one's ever come out and said, but afterwards we wondered, “Maybe they thought they'd signed another Soul II Soul?” Ray had these big locks flying everywhere! But they clearly want something more polished, more commercial. Then Pete Tong said “Why don't you do some house music?” It was clear that this is a bad marriage, stuck in it and can't do anything else.


But the music that we got to hear was amazing! The Carlton album is regularly mentioned as a lost classic, the house stuff on there sounds really great

But that was a struggle. It took much longer than we anticipated because they just kept rejecting stuff. And then we fell out with Carlton. Then it got a really bad review in Echoes and it stiffed! Now people say it's great, which is nice. I heard it back not too long ago, and I thought “What's the problem? I can't see anything wrong with this! It's quite exciting.” But it was painful at the time.


Tell me about Fresh 4. Krust and Suv came from a hip hop/breakbeat/breakdance background, right?

Those guys were brilliant. They were always trying to do something different – bikes, skateboarding, music, DJing – and they really worked hard trying to make all that work for themselves. They even had a bike courier service, although I think that was too much like hard work in the end. So the first rave I ever went to, way before the marquees in the field and all that, was something they did, out where there was like four or five houses in Bedminster in Bristol. Like a little bit of a community and they shared the back garden. They'd taken down the fences and made an open space and the guys put up a marquee and got a soundsystem in there. This must've been 1986, they were playing that really early sound, ‘This Brutal House’, mixed up with hip hop and everything. That was definitely one of the first warehousey raves, though we didn't know what to call it at the time. So we got in with those guys and one day Flora of Flynn & Flora said, “Yeah, we've got this idea for a tune.” They'd given it thought, picked the breaks they wanted to use – and we just thought, “Yeah, that's a great idea,” so we did it and we were all really really pleased with it. And that's where [laughs] our dodgy manager comes in. We played it to him and he obviously could hear something immediately, and kind of incorporated it into his way of scheming things. Apparently he phoned up Virgin records when he knew there'd be an answer machine, played a bit of the record down the phone and then just said “If you want to learn more about this tune, give me a call” Next thing they were signed. Before we were signed to FFRR. That was his way of showing us, “Here, look what I can do.”


So did you get paid off that record?

Oh, yeah. Proper paid off it. You don't get things like that these days!


Then not long after Massive Attack ‘Unfinished Sympathy’ comes out, and the spotlight turns on Bristol. Did that add to the pressure?

Yeah [rueful laugh]. It really did. But fair play, you can't argue with that first album. They deserved that success. I prefer the early stuff. I thought Blue Lines was great though.


The releases started drying up through 1991 – there's just Carlton stuff, no Smith & Mighty – then suddenly in 1992 there's Stepper's Delight EP, which was a really influential underground record. Rave DJs were picking it up, it captured that moment when rave breakbeats were turning into something else, which would eventually become jungle

The Smith & Mighty album we were really struggling with. A lot of the things we were submitting was being rejected, and what we were ending up with was much more compromised. It was a real struggle, but in-between we were in Bristol, in our own studio, and we just put some other stuff together and not exactly forget about it but just start enjoying it again. A bit of fun with stuff which wasn't album- related. Someone came down from the label and said “You should put that out in the meantime.”


Was that one directly inspired by raves as well? It definitely taps into the sound of the time

Like I say, we're still trying to do reggae. To us, house music was like steppers’ music, steppers’ reggae. We just said, “Let's do some four-to-the-floor reggae” – but then the ravey feeling came naturally. We were still really into breaks just from listening to hip hop. It was sticking with what we liked! Not reggae really, but hopefully reggae-ravey. I dunno!


One influence I always heard in Smith & Mighty, particularly early on, was Mantronix

Definitely! Blatantly, the beat patterns in Mantronix were just fascinating for me. And he was a good example of moving with the technology. If you made a chart of tracks with when the gear came out – Roland gear, samplers, whatever – you'd see it clearly. Mantronix was coming out the same time as we discovered we could link up these boxes and make one trigger another. A lot of time in Mantronix you can hear he's using the beat pattern to trigger the vocal samples or whatever – and yeah we were very much into that! But with Stepper's Delight, we were still after that driving, boomy, stepping sound. Obviously it was a joke playing on ‘Rapper's Delight’, the name shows where we were coming from.


The legend is that DJs like Grooverider were playing it at the wrong speed in the raves

Oh yes [laughs]. I think I was at the rave when it first happened! I was outside and someone came running up and went “Rob! Rob! Rob!” I went and heard the tune going really fast and everyone was going completely crazy, jumping up and down. I thought “Wow!”


So going back to Krust and those guys, you all moved towards jungle together. When did you realise this breakbeat rave stuff was more suited to your way of doing things than what you were trying to make for the Smith & Mighty album?

So the story I always tell is about Krust and Die. We had this big seven-seater Citroen which they named The Ravemobile, we'd pile in it and go off to Oxford or wherever these free parties were happening. This is before any of us were anyone really. And I was wandering round with Die at one of these outdoor parties, and he was going “You notice, some of these beats are flat beats, right, but some of them are jungle beats!” And I was going “Yeah, yeah, totally!” At the time you had Frankie Bones and all that kind of stuff, people doing house music with breaks in. Then ‘We are IE’ came out and it was “Oh fuuuuuuck off! Oh shit, here we go, here we go!” We were raving a lot – pretty much every weekend – and you could really see the difference. Some parties were only playing this kind of jungle, though it wasn't known as that, and others were playing the four-to-the-floor kind of thing.


This was the crusty / traveller / DiY / Circus Warp-type parties you were going to?

Not at first. First it was the £25-to-get-in ones. That's when all that Frankie Bones type stuff was really popular, but I'm guessing it was more like when you got to the free raves, the travellers’ kind of things when the music started getting more jungly. Then you had ‘We are IE’ and ‘Radio Babylon’.


Those tunes – and ‘Satin Storm’ – were when the breakbeats started getting edited off the beat

When you cut up a hip hop break you'd start from the snare, not on the bass drum, because it's easier to trim a sample or break from the snare, because it's got that sharper attack. So you play your break from the snare just to improve your tightness, and I think that just started off a lot of the way jungle edited the breaks, purely from that technique. It grew out of hip hop ways of working.


But hip hop wasn't cutting the beats into those intricate patterns that ended up turning into hardcore, then jungle, right?

No, sure, not at all. Not at all. But you ultimately got stuff by mucking about in the studio. We had a competition one time – the winner would get to record a tune in our studio – and this girl Glenda won it. She was really nice, great voice in fact, and we did this track with her and we had the sampler laid out playing the breaks on the middle C, then I start putting it on the next C up – an octave up – at the same time. She was just like, “Oh my god, what is that? What is that?” Just mucking about on a keyboard you discover you suddenly can get this sound.


So this was helping you escape the nonsense round the album?

Yeah. To be blunt the whole thing was getting boring. Not Smith & Mighty as such, but the London Records thing was so tedious. Ray and I would look at each other and be “Oh my god, this is just like any other job!” Talking to Ray the other day, we were remembering going up to London, going in the studio for a late one, back to this house we were renting, up again at the crack of dawn – my god, it was a real slog. A lot of time doing the album and getting nowhere. It wasn't until we got dropped by the label and got into the More Rockers thing that we started taking it more seriously again.


How did that come about?

Well, poor old Jackie. We got told she wasn't good enough and we'd have to get someone else in. Against our wishes really, but we tried out different singers and got to this very compromised album's-worth of tracks, which everybody decided we were going to go with. Well, we did a track called ‘Come Fly Away’, but a week before the release date we got a call saying the Radio 1 placings weren't good enough and they were shelving the album. Then the second call was the manager, saying “That's it guys, bye” – and he just chipped off like a rat leaving a sinking ship. We were shellshocked for a bit, like “Oh fuck” – then we just thought, “Let's go back to doing it the way we've always done it.”


So after all the work you'd put in, you couldn't do anything with the album?

Until it leaked out. I got this call from a guy I knew in Australia, he'd heard this album, Bass is Eternal – not Bass is Maternal, as we'd always intended it to be. We'd show them the cover we wanted with the small boy, and the response was always “What you on about?” They just didn't get it. So we went back to work in our studio in Bristol. And back in the day, Simon Gough was quite a fan of ours. He wrote for Echoes at the time, a column called Gough Mixture. Any time we did anything he was all over it. So we give him a call, and he said, “All right, what's happened, OK, I see.” He came round, put sticking plasters on our wounds, said “Play me some stuff, play me some stuff.” We played what we had, and he went “Well, what's wrong with that?”, and we went “I dunno, they just don't like it”, and he went “Honestly what's wrong with that? I don't see the problem, there's an album there.” So we started the More Rockers label, realised what we were doing was fine, we were happy! Eventually we re-did the album, called it Bass is Maternal as we'd always intended, suddenly it was just “Phew!” [mops brow]. I was about to give up music, honestly, go and get a job in an office. So meeting Gough was probably the best thing that we could possibly have done.


More Rockers ended up putting out a variety of stuff, but when you started it was the height of jungle. Was it conscious that this would be part of it?

We kind of played it by ear. The very first More Rockers single, the first 12”, was ‘How can a Man’, again a steppers-y reggae thing really, with Andy Scholes from Two Kings singing on top of it.43 Then the first jungle release was when Peter Rose and I did one together, ‘The Dream’.


Plus street soul, rap, quite a few different things. Did you still see it all as essentially reggae?

It's dance music from a reggae perspective, a British perspective. The styles are constantly changing, but that's still the heart. Way back when I was trying to experiment, even before I met Ray, when I had a four-track cassette thing, I was just listening to King Tubby and unpicking it and piecing it together. That's how I learned, and everything since has come from that angle.


Was your stuff accepted by the wider jungle scene? Obviously you had Roni and Krust on the remixes – but did you feel part of the British scene, or was it still essentially Bristol-centred?

[Laughs] We went to cut a dubplate once, and we were hanging round – and one of the big jungle DJs was there, I can't remember who… and Peter come in, he knew him, we're chit-chatting away. We mention we're cutting our tune and ask if he wants one. It was just [super gruff ] “Nah.” We thought “Oh fuck, OK, hmm.” But we cut our plate anyway. But we realised we had this other thing going on, more of a reggae-based roots sort of jungle. Really the only other people on the same kind of thing was Congo Natty. I knew him from a long time before because he did a remix in a mate's studio. Not to brag, but everybody talks about Goldie's album being the first jungle album – but our Selection 1 came out way before.44 Just thought I'd throw that one in. It's not as good as Goldie's album, but y’know.


More Rockers takes you through the mid/late 90s. Could you make this your career untethered from the big label?

I became a single parent and a few years later so did Ray. A variety of different dramas, not something I want to go into here – but with one thing and another, we ended up with a few kids between us! Looking back it was really, really tough. I'd have to get the kids up, get them to school, get an hour's kip, get them back, get them to bed, in the studio all night doing remixes. Before that period we were functioning quite well, putting a lot of stuff out, fending for ourselves, doing shows here and there. Then things got a bit more stressful, but fortunately we got signed to !K7, because Pete Tong asked us to do an essential mix. I think about 80% of it was Bristol tracks. !K7 heard it and said, “Yeah, we're doing a series called DJ-Kicks, similar to this.” So we did that and we got on really well. They really sorted us out, !K7.


They have a strong record with individualist artists – including British ones that weren't fitting in, Tricky, Nicolette. Horst the boss ended up managing Tricky?

Yeah, Horst is cool. But it was the other guy – Stefan Strüver – that we worked with. He was a real music lover. He knew what we were about and what we were trying to do and was 100% supportive. They didn't question anything. Honestly, it was really great.


Towards the late 90s, garage was happening. Were you keeping track of it?

We had a festival every year, St Paul's Carnival – it's a big thing for Bristol. And Ray's mum's house is right on one of the main streets, Campbell Street. So every year you go around, hang around outside Ray's mum's house, sit on the wall, drink Red Stripe, and soundsystems are going off. Then one year – I don't remember which – I was really puzzled, I heard this tune, and I just didn't understand what it was. I couldn't make out the tempo. I was like “What's all this?” And one of the younger guys went [dopey voice] “oh yeah garage, mate, 2-step mate,” Well, fuuuuucking hell. I liked the sound of those beats. By this time I was sick of the same house four-to- the-floor rhythms. It was so nice to hear something fresh at those tempos .


So straight away you had a go at it

I probably did ‘B-Line Fi Blow’ 45 not that long after that. Then a couple of years later Niji was looking for something to voiceover, so I give him that and gave it a mix up. He's a funny guy Niji, he'll phone at five in the morning and go “No no put the phone down!” – so you put the phone down and he'll do some mad bars on the answer machine then hang up. So ‘B-Line Fi Blow’, some of that is from the studio, some of the lines are taken off the answer machine.


That came out early 2000s. Were you aware of how garage was starting to break into dubstep?

Not at all! I knew the popular chart garage tracks, but I wasn't in touch with the London scene at all. We were obviously going out less and we couldn't get out to raves, with bringing kids up. We were touring and that, but mostly in Germany. We did a couple of US tours with !K7, some European tours. And in-between I did a solo deal with Grand Central Records, so I was focusing on that. And then I met Pinch. I was shopping in Rooted records which Tom [i.e. Peverelist] used to run. I was still into jungle, I think I heard some Horsepower and stuff like that. I really liked it – I didn't know it was anything that these Bristol guys were involved with though. Toasty's ‘The Knowledge’,46 that just killed me. The b-side as well. It really excited me. Then I was doing some tracks and Flynn came round and went, “Oh how long have you been into dubstep then?” I was like, “What you on about?” To me I was just doing the music I'd always been doing, reggae bassline, loads of echo [laughs]. Then Tom said “Pinch would like if you'd go along to one of his nights.” He'd been doing Subloaded – three people turning up on a Wednesday night – and stuck at it and it was starting to happen. Then Tayo asked if I'd like to play at fabric with his Acid Rockers thing. I'd done some remixes for him. I was on before Mala and Digital Mystikz. I'd heard of them but I didn't know what it was about. At the end of my set I saw more people running down the front, and Mala and Coki jumped on, and I was just, “Woaaaah fuck, oh shit, oh lord have mercy!” [laughs]. Then I was talking to Mala afterwards and he said “Oh yeah, you know Pinch?” And I was all [embarrassed] “Oh, uh, no not really.”


So you hadn't even done the RSD stuff at that point?

I'd started doing the Blue & Red thing off the back of Grand Central, the Rob Smith album. I'd gone back to remixes I'd done under the name Blue & Red, for the Dubhead compilations with Iration Steppas and people like that. Flynn said, “You should call yourself RS Dub. No, you should call yourself RSD.” So I did, and it worked out well. People didn't connect it with Smith & Mighty or anything, so it was on a fresh footing. The music had the chance to breathe in its own right.


Have you been fairly steadily working since the dubstep breakthrough?

I have. For the last couple years I've been really involved with this AMJ Project, oddly enough it’s with the bass player and a drummer from my very first band, Restriction. And another guy called John who is very connected with Colombian and Brazilian artists. A kind of a world reggae thing. He knows people at Real World [Peter Gabriel's label and studio], gave me a bunch of things that hadn't been recorded to a click track and I sorted them out. That came out in 2016 as AMJ Meets RSD.47

Smith & Mighty celebrated their thirtieth anniversary with a tour, and the release of Ashley Road Sessions (1988-1994), a special one-off double-label partnership between Pinch's Tectonic and Peverelist's Punch Drunk.
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THE first time I ever interviewed George Evelyn – in 2006 – he handed me a bottle of brandy from his rider, and went “Right, lad, that's yours.” This was backstage at the huge night-time segment of Sónar festival, and the entire Nightmares On Wax live band were present, including the mighty reggae singer-deejay Ricky Ranking. (Once the brandy kicked in, Ricky would lecture me in gnomic terms about Ethiopia's extreme altitude, setting my head gently rotating.) Later I found myself with them watching Kenny “Dope” Gonzalez spinning funk classics in one of the venue's cavernous halls, as George and a mate threw down some proper b-boy moves with way more coordination than anyone who'd drunk as much as them has any right to have. Purely out of politeness, I tried some moves myself, and bruised myself terribly.

I was extremely glad to find him so genial in person, because the warmth to N.O.W. records always feels like it's from the heart. I'd felt it the time I first heard the monumental bass of ‘Dextrous’ at the very first rave club I went to, and continued to feel it all the way through his luxuriant stoner-indulgence albums of the late 90s. It was still there when a colleague and I danced like fools as he played DJ funk, disco, dub and downtempo house for hours on end in a little club at Amsterdam Dance Event in 2016, and it was there in shedloads in 2018's Shape the Future album – which is up there with his best, super heavy on the bass, with a righteous sense of mission, and a remix of the lead single ‘Citizen Kane’ by Chicago house legend Ron Trent that has as much dancefloor frisson as ‘Dextrous’ did nearly 30 years before.

Evelyn grew up on reggae's sonic power and the b-boy's pursuit of excellence, and in the heat of acid house was able to forge these together into something completely original. But even within the more comfortably chilled-out chillout zones he found himself in after the enormous success of Smokers Delight and Carboot Soul, the key influences – hip hop, soul, electronica and British-Caribbean soundsystem culture – were always still actively at work. The smoothness of those records was closer to the tradition of Sade and Dennis Bovell's lovers rock productions than to the plod of generic trip hop.

He's a big star now. He has a lovely villa in Ibiza where he can sit and have spiritual thoughts while his friends play bongos and acoustic guitar, his Boiler Room DJ sets get millions of views, and he only had about five minutes to do the photo for this book: we had to grab him as he dropped his stuff off at a hotel in transit between two festival gigs on the same day. But for all the transcendental feelings and big, populist reach of his music there's still something extremely direct about it, and thankfully about him too. And once we finally organised this interview on Skype it was instantly clear – as it is every time I'd talked to him – that you can take the boy out of Leeds but you can't take that much of Leeds out of the boy.


So where were you born?

In an area called Hyde Park in Leeds. When I was younger everyone called it Burley, as I got older everyone calls it Hyde Park. It's all in Leeds LS6, super multi-cultural area, lots of Irish, Scottish, Asians, Caribbeans, a real mixed bag. Obviously lots of English. A very student-populated area as well.


Growing up, what were you culturally surrounded by? Was there music in your house?

We had two gramophones, one in the kitchen, one in the lounge. We were never allowed to touch them but my dad listened to a lot of jive music, rock’n’roll, a lot of Duke Ellington, but also reggae, then soul and funk. But most of my influence came from my elder sister Dolores, who was a disco dancer. She used to do dancing competitions and come back with mix tapes from the DJ, or she'd win a 12”.


We're talking late 70s, the height of disco time?

From 1976-79 she was out there doing that kind of stuff. I remember her and a friend Debbie having matching raincoats but they were yellow, they were going out disco dancing in yellow raincoats [laughs]. I remember that so vividly, that was their way of being outlandish and fashionable.


Were you aware of any local musical culture with that? Obviously Northern soul was still in existence. Did you have any sense of Northern dance culture?

If anything what filtered through was more jazz funk. Disco was happening. Northern soul I didn't know too much about, jazz funk was definitely seeping through – and things like Pigbag, Hi-Tension, The Real Thing are suddenly on Top of The Pops. That was your late 70s, I was six or seven years old. But from my circle of friends, their brothers were into reggae soundsystems, so I had that happening on the outside as well. That was probably the outside thing that really massively grabbed me.


Can you remember when you first experienced a big soundsystem?

I was at Royal Park Middle School, so I would have been 10 years old. Right across from our playground there was this backstreet, and as you went down it there was a basement where they stored the speakers from a hired soundsystem. One day after school my mate Dennis Smith said “Come over, my brother's over here” – it was his brother Cliff's soundsystem – and we went down and seen the big speaker boxes they built and repaired. That day they'd just got an octapad,48 which was like from the future, all these sound effects, like “pewww pewww pewww!” [goes into a reverie for a moment].

Me and Dennis used to look at the Greensleeves records, on the right side of the sleeves was all these cartoon people, people at carnival, people at soundsystems, you had skinheads, police, all these images. People who were in our social culture, we used to pick each other out, who we were on the cover. The most prominent release I remember, the one that really got me, was a track by Little John and Billy Boyo called ‘One Spliff A Day’.49 The kid that was MCing on it was 12 years old, which was Billy Boyo. To hear a kid toasting on this record was mind-blowing for us.

Scientist's album sleeves were always caricatures, Space Invaders or Scientist Wins the World Cup or Scientist Rids the World of Evil Curses.50 I was really attracted to that, learning really quickly that bigger was better, bigger speakers bigger bass meant better, and that's how you were going to get your respect. So Scientist ended up being the first artist that I ever really collected. Now when I look back, I'm like, “Wow, this guy was an engineer, this guy was a producer, this guy was a beat maker. This is a guy who used to build the transistors in the studio who got an opportunity to mix an album and ended up making all the dub albums.” Was Scientist drum’n’bass? That's what it was.


Totally. Scientist bridges the gap from that raw and dusty dub of Augustus Pablo and Lee Scratch Perry and that clean, shiny dancehall sound that took over in the 80s

We used to get so excited about the way he would make things echo. It'd go [sings] “he said said said said…” Like oh my god! It's like what a drop sounds like to a kid at a rave now [laughs].


The magic of just that one bit of technology. For a DJ to see a DJ control booth is the cab of a spaceship, that whole Dread at the Controls51 thing. It's a position of power, it's a thrilling place to be

Exactly, exactly. Obviously I wanted to build my own soundsystem. I got into listening to Radio 1 stuff like Robbie Vincent on a Sunday night. which gave me a bit of the soul side of things. Radio started to tap me into wanting to be a radio DJ and present. I bought my first record in 1977, but actually started getting really into soundsystems in 1980. Right up until 1982 was mainly that, and a bit that dripped down from my sister. But 1982 was when I heard ‘Rapper's Delight’, and that blew my world apart.


Were there pirates in Leeds when you were getting into reggae and dub?

Maybe there were but I didn't know about it. For me, pirate radio definitely came later, 1983-84.


So… ‘Rapper's Delight’?

Well, obviously this connects with the disco thing as well. I remember my brother bringing it home and going, “Wait till you hear this!” Hearing it before it was on the radio, then a week later it was top ten or something. It was just everywhere. Everyone was trying to learn the rhyme [laughs]. It wasn't a hip hop moment at all, it was like who can learn the rhyme first, just “Wow, what's this, this is something new!” My background was telling me it was somebody toasting over a hip hop beat, it wasn't rapping. It wasn't clocked as that. If I talk about the electro and hip hop side, to me “the one” was ‘Buffalo Girls’.52 Because you had the video with it and it was all descriptive. It come like a lightning bolt, bam, it was like wow, scratching, breakdancing, rapping, graffiti all in one video. It was like from another planet. That hit every one of us, everybody in our neighbourhood. I remember going to school the morning after Top of the Pops, that Friday morning, and everyone was trying to break and pop in the school yard. It was like everybody had been hit with this tidal wave of something, we just didn't know what it was. That infamous first time it was aired. There was never another day after that Thursday evening that was ever the same again.


People think of the Sex Pistols as revolutionary but that was Malcolm McLaren's revolutionary moment

Totally, and I've got nothing but respect for him for doing that. He even managed to inspire the BBC to do a hip hop history documentary. That was on Arena,53 that was something else. Getting the VHS ready to record it so you can watch it again and all that stuff. Very very poignant times they were.


How quickly did it go to having a crew and dancing and the rest of it?

Basically I'd bought a speaker from the jumble sale at school, and that was the birth of our soundsystem. which was called Echo 45. Then all this hip hop thing was happening at the same time, and there was something wrong with the speaker and I didn't want to lend it to the crew. They come out and said “Lend us a speaker.” I'm like “I'm gonna go out, I'm gonna go to the Teen Scene, there's something wrong with the speaker that needs fixing.” I was going to this Teen Scene night, where we'd go break and compete on Monday nights. Next day I went to school and basically, my mates wouldn't speak to me. These are people that had been from primary school right up through middle school, most of my life. I was like, “What the fuck's going on here?” They just blanked me.

That last couple of years in middle school were not the best years of my school life. But I ended up joining a [breakdance] crew in Bradford through my sister's boyfriend's cousin, and that's how I met Kevin Harper who was Boy Wonder. So I became part of Solar City Rockers and became part of a serious crew practicing and competing twice a week, and travelling to compete. At the same time, I was really getting into DJing, rapping and scratching. It just became an obsession, I was going to school exhausted, the school thought I was on drugs. They were getting in touch with my mum.


Were you called DJ E.A.S.E. at that point?

No, my first name was Spider G, because I could do this spider [i.e. scratch DJing] move, then for quite a long time my second name was Dynamite G [laughs]. Then my name became EZE [pronounced “Easy E”], from 1985-89 when Eazy E came out of NWA, then I had to change. I went to New York in February 1989 and got myself a gold with my name on it. I've still got it, it spells EZE.


When you were travelling, were you aware of variations in culture between different cities?

It was mainly around the north. The biggest variation was the fact that we were urban culture and we were going into 100% white neighbourhoods. Our manager got us a tour of all the youth clubs all over Yorkshire. And sometimes it was not welcoming, it'd be like “What are these black dudes doing here?” We'd do the performance and then we'd get in the mini bus and get bottled as we were leaving. The depths of right wing Yorkshire, so culturally that was a massive eye-opener. But growing up in Leeds there was a certain part of town you couldn't go. I knew about the Service Crew54 for Leeds United and the skinheads, I'd been jumped by the NF before. These were part of life.

We just wanted to do these gigs because we wanted to break, but that was the biggest cultural shift and difference I can remember. But when you break against another crew from Huddersfield or Manchester and they come with some new moves, you're like, “What the fuck is that?” And they'd come with some shit because one of them had been to New York, then it'd be like, “Oh this guy's come back from New York, he's got a WVLS tape, oh please get me a copy!” You'd get a tape then you'd try to find the tune, which was a massive mission. We'd listen to John Peel, he'd have his two-hour show and he'd play three records from across the Atlantic. I remember hearing John Peel play ‘Fresh Wild Fly and Bold’ by Cold Crush Brothers55 and I had to try and find that record. At least I had the name. When we listened to it off a tape, we had no names. We'd listen to Radio Caroline. Radio Caroline would be my earliest experience of pirate radio.


Yeah and it wasn't exactly grassroots UK urban pirate radio [laughs]

No, not at all, but it was radio at sea on a boat! They'd play the odd electro track or hip hop track. You'd have to wait, you'd be listening and waiting set on pause for hours, then something comes on, you take pause off and get a clip of the track. Then I'd take the cassette to Jumbo Records, which was the only real independent record shop then, and play them it and say, “Have you got this? Have you got that?” Then you'd find out it was an import, £5, crazy crazy money, and you're like “Shit I can't pay that for a record!” The search for music then, it was beautiful but it was really difficult.


What about other people doing stuff with DJing? At that time I guess in Manchester, 808 State and Gerald were just starting their experiments, and they were involved with breaking crews. Were you aware of anyone like that?

Well no, that didn't come until the back end of 1988. The first time we got in a studio was a crew track, because Rock Steady Crew did a tune, then there was Break Machine, and then all these break crews came out with their theme tune. It was like “OK we need to make a tune.” We got an opportunity to go in the studio in Bradford and we recorded a tune, I wish I had a copy of it. I wish I could remember how it went! I remember finding out later that the guy who owned the studio tried to shop our tune to some record labels in London without us knowing. Obviously didn't have any success with it, but that was the first experience of shit like that. Then there was a UK electro album that came out, and Broken Glass from Manchester56 had a breaking tune on there. Then there were guys called Mastermind from London, with a bunch of UK stuff on the album. For me that was the first sign of music from the UK coming out that had been influenced from America, that was connecting to what we were doing. I never really thought about this before, but realistically that was the first electro dance music being made by UK artists.


Were you aware of stuff happening in Bristol, the Wild Bunch thing, mixing electro and soundsystem culture?

Again, that came later. I didn't hear it until their records came out. The first time I heard about Wild Bunch was probably 1987. I'm trying to think of the 12”s, Carlton, Smith & Mighty, Three Stripe. And Richie Rich was dropping shit from London. I've still got the stuff, they're all really badly pressed, like bootlegs that were coming out. The combination of hip hop and street soul was what Soul II Soul was born out of. But it also derived out of lovers rock. When English artists try to do American soul, they'd use lovers rock singers, Caron Wheeler, people like that. So that was the connection, the bridge between soundsystem, hip hop, reggae and soul.


It's such an under-told story, how vital lovers rock is to the British story. That's why I've started this book with Dennis Bovell, he's right at the heart of it. It ties so many things together – and the British love a bit of smooth music. There's a certain snobbishness about smooth and slick production, it's seen as less authentic than sounds that are rough and rugged

It has such an important place in the musical history because it was born in England. It didn't come from Jamaica, it's an English-created thing. Obviously with Jamaican and American influences. I see it was an attempt to do a reggae track or a soul track but it just came out as lovers rock.


Totally. So that pretty much gathers together all the crucial influences. Were there warehouse parties happening in Yorkshire at that time, as well as pre-acid house?

Once we started DJing, me and Kevin became co-promoters of a club night called Downbeat, and started to get known outside of our circles. We were hated by so many crews because we were DJing in town. No kids like us got the opportunity to DJ in town, there were two black DJs, maybe three. Everything was your normal white Mecca disc jockey bullshit. So we were 16-17 and everybody was like, “How the fuck have you managed that?” We got in through the student angle, DJing at student nights. Obviously the fashionados and trendies that worked in some of the cool shops wanted to do parties – these are guys travelling to London and going to the Wag and all these places. And we were playing some of that music, so those dudes'd be like, “Yo I want to organise a party, will you guys play?” The first party we did was called Ad Lib, in the basement of one of the shops, Occi's in Leeds. This was 1987. That was the first after-hours thing we did. We were used to doing after- parties but they were all blues, all heavily reggae-influenced, always in the hood. This was in the basement of a clothes shop in town, only about 100 people or something like that. Then we did another one, then this guy called Leslie let us use his space, above a printing shop, literally a warehouse. This was totally officially the first ever illegal warehouse party in Leeds that me and Kevin did, for a Bank Holiday weekend. There must have been 4-500 people, the place was heaving. That was the first time I recognised people taking ecstasy. That was probably the end of 1987.


So just when it was starting to kick off in the Haçienda

I didn't know about the Haçienda until 1988, me and Kevin supported The Age of Chance there. We did three shows with them, the Haçienda, Leeds Polytechnic and Sunderland Polytechnic. But that print shop party was the first illegal party. One of my friends walked into the DJ booth and his face was really red, he was huffing and puffing at me. I was like, “You alright man?” He was like, “I've had an ecstasy.” I was like, “What's that then?” Like, “You're mad.” It was a no-no for us, we smoked a bit of weed and maybe had a bit of mushrooms. But for people in Leeds it's still an iconic night, because people were dying to get in. The building was steaming from the outside. I was playing Big Daddy Kane ‘Set it Off’, Mr Fingers tracks, Adonis, Trax records, loads of hype hip hop. Hip hop and house together, there was no border at that point. A lot of hip hop tracks would be like 123bpm.


You once said to me that when you first heard house, you thought it was a different type of electro

That was the transition for us. When you look at how Gerald made music, how the Forgemasters made music, how we made music, you could still bridge the gap between electro and hip hop. It's not an accident we all came from the same background.


The other place house started to seep in already nearby was Jive Turkey. Did you ever go?

Of course I did. Jive Turkey was a very amazing event. You went there obviously for the music, but people also went there to dance, to compete, as a jazz dancer, a foot-worker, a breakdancer. I give a lot of respect to Winston [Hazel]57 and Parrot for the time when they brought that. Pre to that, going back to the break-dancing, we all had a lot of boundaries. Because it was all competitive, nobody really liked each other if you were from an opposing crew. In the Jive Turkey times, all that had disappeared.


Then in 1988-89 it all went mental

We were dropping our demos at our club night, probably from September 1987. Our first demo was ‘Let It Roll’, Gerald and ‘Voodoo Ray’ might be October 1987 or something. We heard Gerald and we were like, “Right, we need to make something to match that.” We even sampled a bit of ‘Voodoo Ray’ – and made ‘Dextrous’. We were dropping that on cassette at the club and it was going off, and we were like, “We need to try and get a record deal!” End of 1988. Then in February 1989, me and Kevin went to America to go record shopping, because a friend of a friend invited us over. We saved some money, “Right, go to New York and buy some records.” We also had these demos: “Right, let's try and get a record deal.” We'd been sending demos to everybody, Jeff Young and all the people at all the labels, and being turned down flatly by everybody. Went to New York, we went to Select Records, Electra, a bunch of them – then we came back and I said to Kevin, “I'm going to borrow the money from my brother and we're going to press it up and put it out ourselves.”

On ‘Let It Roll’, I'd sampled Big Daddy Kane ‘Set It Off’, “Let it roll, get bold, I just can't hold” – that's the track that we shopped in New York. We came back, literally two months later Doug Lazy had brought out ‘Let It Roll’.58 We were like, fucking hell, we've been bitten! I couldn't believe it. That made us even more determined, so I borrowed a four-track off my brother. Steve Elvidge from Age of Chance let me use his studio and I mixed it down on four-track cassette. We had a hip hop track called ‘Stating a Fact’, ‘Dextrous’ and ‘Let It Roll’. I found out about this pressing plant called Making Records based in London, they were like if you want to press the record, you need to get it mastered. I'm like, “Mastered, what's that?!” They were like, “We'll book you a session at this studio, you come down and master it and we'll get your record pressed,” so I go down, totally clueless, to get my record mastered on cassette – and that studio was Abbey Road Studios. Which I had no clue about, I didn't even know what Abbey Road even was, totally oblivious. There I was, this jumped-up 19-year-old kid getting his record mastered in Abbey Road just telling the engineers “I need more bass!” He was looking at me as if I didn't know what I was doing. I probably didn't. We had a four-track cassette demo mastered at Abbey Road Studios, then got it pressed at Making Records. I remember the whole thing cost £400.

I remember me and Kevin lived together at the time and the boxes of vinyl arrived at the house. As I'm unpacking it I'm like, “Right, let's do this,” and I literally hired a car, borrowed my friend's driving license, and drove to every record store in England that I could think of. Distributors that came to Leeds, I'd find out which record stores they went on to. They were taking boxes off of us as well. I went down to Red Records in London, I remember Trevor Nelson buying a box off us. I remember Paul “Trouble” Anderson walking in, Dave Dorrell going, “We heard about this tune, can we get a copy?” It was all timing, timing was amazing, we got it to all the right people at the right time. Then Manchester, Gateshead, Newcastle, Glasgow, we went everywhere. It were just flying out, it was ridiculous, 25 boxes flying out. It went in two, maybe two-and-a-half weeks. One store we had walked into, FON Records in Sheffield, the guy working behind the counter was Steve Beckett from WARP. He said he'd heard DJ Martin from Leeds play it down at the Warehouse. He was like, “I heard this record. We should exchange numbers, we're thinking about setting up a record label.”

That was July 1989. In September, Steve rang me up, they'd released ‘Track With No Name’ by Forgemasters.59 He rang me up like, “Yo would you fancy remixing ‘Dextrous’ and putting it out now?” Kevin was like, “Yeah, why not, let's do it.” They invited us down to Sheffield, to Rob Gordon's house. Before this we just used the Roland S8, a Casio SK1 sampler. This time we had had a proper computer and all that stuff, and basically redid the track at Rob's house. It was like another world to us even having the access to do something like that. That got released I think 12th December 1889, and entered the Top 75 on 12” alone – which was unheard of at the time. And I remember being sat outside an abattoir in Blackburn with one of my mates because he was off his tits, and hearing our track start, and going back inside and seeing the crowd of 10,000 people going mad to our record and going “Oh… my… god.” That was New Years Eve 1989. Or early 1990, depending what time it was.


Did you have a sense of what it was you were making then? I bought that record when I was 15 or 16, and it was a rave record as far as I was concerned. In 1989 we were calling it “rave”

For me and Kevin, hand on heart, it was just like we were representing our crew. Gerald had dropped his tune, Forgemasters had dropped theirs, we were representing Leeds. The ultimate aim for us was for another DJ to play our record, that was success for us. And to have that happen so many times, that was ultimate respect. We were on cloud nine. We were going out, we were partying, everything was exciting. We thought we were building something new, something worthwhile – because of what were going on socially, the whole Maggie thing, the recession and all that bullshit. We didn't really belong anywhere but now we felt we belonged somewhere. In hindsight when I look at it now, there's so many things that encapsulates at that time that are not just the music, it was definitely a movement, a time and a shift we were part of. Some people call it the time of rave but I call it the time of wave, because we were part of a massive wave [laughs].


The mood of high streets changed, everything changed, it was ridiculous. You'd see people walking down the high street in the daytime with that look in their eye and you'd be like, “Oh yeah?”

You go to a club and you'd see football fans at the club dancing next to the guy from the ghetto. With their tops off and all that kind of stuff. Suddenly it was like forget about all that shit. What are we on about? I think it's documented, even football violence dipped massively. Obviously you'd still get idiots who get off on that buzz, that whole hooligan scene, but it did diminish. That happened.


The whole WARP thing really snowballed. It went insane through 1990, ‘LFO’,60 ‘Aftermath’.61

‘LFO’ was another next thing. Forgemasters was the launch of it. We rode off the back of that, we were like bam! ‘Dextrous’! Then ‘LFO’ rode off us and they went even bigger. Every release went bam, bam, bam. The excitement was “What are we going to do next?” We had ‘Aftermath’ as a demo. When we came with that, we rode the wave of ‘LFO’. When we charted, we were like “What the fuck is going on here?” Everyone says bad things about that, the good things are just, “Wow we got a record Top 40, never in a million years.” The other side is if your next record is going to be in the top 40. It's like, “Fuck, we've done it now.” And then the explosion of the after-hours thing really became prominent. Obviously the illegal warehouse party thing was happening, then the government started to clamp down, random people started to die from partying, people were getting busted for selling. All these different dramas, but the music was still coming. Then some European influences start to happen as well, they started to sneak in. I remember that scene really weird as well, all the Italian piano house thing. It wasn't Chicago garage any more. It was all starting to get a bit watery. A bit giddy.


Especially across the North. The piano rave caught on like crazy

We were like “That's not really us, though, is it?” When that era came, it came like a storm. We found that difficult because what we were doing was quite dark and dirty and heavy, but then everyone wants to be jolly and DUH DUH DUH. The euphoria of the bass took a back seat in some clubs.


You and LFO and the whole Northern bass thing had a huge influence on breakbeat hardcore and jungle, along with the hip hop influence and the reggae influence on hardcore and jungle

Yes, I'm missing out breakbeat. But we never really called it that at the time. It's like when people reference The Scientist, “Oh, there's drum’n’bass on there, there's techno on there.” But we would be lying if we said we called it breakbeat at the time. People call that period the bleep period now, but there's no way we called it bleep back then. Probably someone can find the journalist that called it bleep, I remember Parrot's response to that was to release a record called Clonk.


Clonk's Coming! Such a great release, a really strange record though.62

That's how ridiculous things had got. At the time, we didn't pigeonhole things. It wasn't important to give a sound a new genre because it was all part of the same hub for us. Obviously over time that's changed, people talk about the breakbeat era and so on. Then you've got Prodigy, that came into its own, ‘Charlie Says’ and all that stuff. 4 Hero and ‘Mr Kirk’.63 A guy called Scientist B64 [on Kickin’ Records]. That's when it all became definitive of breakbeat. Pre that it weren't really centred on that. That was mainly happening down south first.


It's funny you mention 4 Hero, because they were sampling you lot from Yorkshire. Sampling the bleeps and adding more breakbeats. They even did one called ‘The Last Ever Bleep Tune’ 65 because they were so fed up of people calling it bleep

There was definitely a North-South divide in a lot of things going around at that time. Anything that happened up North, the NME would write it as being something separate from down south and vice versa. We always believed in this North-South divide because we were like if it's not happening down there, nobody pays us any attention. There was always that thing: “If you want to make it music you have to move to London.” That's what it was decreed had to happen.


As well as building their thing in Sheffield, WARP achieved real life-changing stuff, not just successful 12”s, they then really quickly turned it into an album business

I remember Steve asking us if we wanted to do an album. We went from a one single deal to three, then Steve asked Kevin if we wanted to do an album and we were like, “Yeah!” Like, “We're probably not going to get this opportunity again so let's just put everything and anything that's influenced us into this record”. That's what A Word of Science is, it's an experiment. First and Final Chapter, there wouldn't be anything like it again. That's why within it there's all these influences, whether people want to call it downbeat or trip hop or techno or electro or drum’n’bass. There are samples of all the things that influenced me and Kevin had sampled from our record buying and from our upbringing.


Did you get to the point of “This is a complete album,” or was it a matter of throwing it together? Obviously you didn't have a clear end vision when you were putting those influences together

I think when we did the shout-out track – which me and Kevin and a friend recorded in Square Dance in Nottingham, called ‘How Ya Doin’ – that's when we knew the album were done. We were going for the unknown obviously, but it went completely over people's heads. It wasn't until years later that people were like, that album was this, that album was that. James Lavelle said to me – and also has been quoted as saying – that it's what inspired him to set up Mo’ Wax. I think we sold 18,000 copies worldwide, which now I think is really good for the time but we definitely hit a bit of a lull after it. There was all this giddy piano house coming on and we were coming with this deep and experimental stuff, an EP called A Case of Funk – which was proper out there, proper tech-y and that went completely over people's heads too.


What were you doing from that point on?

We were still DJing. We was getting booked for raves in Scotland, or DJing at Southport Weekender. We were doing quite a lot of gigs, then we weren't, then we were, then we were broke, then we'd work our way back. We were selling mixtapes, we'd have odd things with WARP, go to Germany and do little tours, then we hooked up with a keyboard player by the name of Robin Taylor-Firth. We wanted to get more into song-structured stuff as well as just being experimental. We really didn't have any knowledge, we were experimenting all the way, we'd never been taught anything. I went to music college for two weeks! So we brought in Robin and we made a track called ‘Set Me Free’. Like a New Jersey garage track which – I hold my hands up – had pianos in it. But we were coming more from the Chicago/New York / New Jersey side of things, not banging rave riffs. We worked with a vocalist called Glynn Pool, then we did some dub versions of that. There's one called ‘Piano Dub’ which got loads of heat, Graeme Park made it his record of the week in the Mixmag update. Then things started to blow up again.

We followed it up with ‘Happiness’, another garage-based track. Kevin were going through personal problems, though. I was already making Smokers Delight in the background, I started making it around 1990. I was going to do it as a separate project, which is why ‘Nights Interlude’ is there, and a track called ‘Playtime’. A couple of downtempo tracks, a track called ‘E.A.S.E.’

Kevin were doing a few odd tracks here and there, but it weren't really popping to be honest. We weren't clicking like we had been. Kevin rang me up one day and said he didn't really want to do it any more. I was really surprised. WARP were like, “What are you gonna do?” Steve said, “You're doing the Smokers Delight album, why don't you do that as Nightmares?” I think I finished it in 1994 but we couldn't release it until 1995 because it took that long to clear the samples on it. I went really really deep on it, a really amazing time: I knew what I was doing, no one else was doing it. I was living in a really crummy flat in a place called Meanwood [i.e. a suburb in North East Leeds]. When I went upstairs to my studio, I had to wear a couple of jumpers, a jacket and sometimes gloves, it was that cold. I was up there every day and every night, losing myself in it, and incorporating Robin Taylor- Firth, who was a great part of it.

It's obviously heavily sample-based. Robin had his contribution. I done a PA for the opening of Space Terrace in Ibiza and I met a percussionist on that, Shovell. I was just back from India, he'd just come back from Gambia and I was like, “We should do some music together.” So he ended up playing on a couple of tracks on Smokers Delight, especially ‘Gambia Via Vagator Beach’ which was quite an important tune on the album. I'd gone super sample-based but also introduced some live playing, guitarist Hamlet Luton on bass, Chris Dawkins on guitar. And all of a sudden my perception of making music was just opened wide. I really had an idea of how I wanted it to be, so I got a guy by the name of Monkee / Monk1 and LSK (Leigh Stephen Kenny) to sit in my living room and draw the artwork together. So two people drew the artwork together at once and connected it all. I remember WARP going, “We're going to do 4,000 of this album”, then DJ Mag wanted to do a front cover, which I was amazed about because that was totally against the grain of what was going on at the time. The response was just incredible and Steve was like, “Are you going to take it on tour? Are you gonna do it live?” I said “Yeah” without thinking about it. Then I was like, “Shit, I'm gonna have to put a band together and then I'm going to figure out how to do it live with a band and MC.” We took it out on the road, but it wasn't until six months later that it really kicked off. We didn't have the money to promote it, but it was insane how people started getting it. And ultimately it grew into something incredible. It's definitely something I'm super super proud of.


And in the vision for it, were you thinking about that lovers rock / street soul tradition we talked about earlier?

It was all the things that turned me on: reggae, soul, and through sampling and digging, hip hop was the backbone. That's why you've got the dub influences on there, and the lovers rock soulful influence in there. That album is the DNA of everything that turns me on musically. If A Word of Science was me and Kevin's journey, that one was me. At the time people used to say to me, “You've definitely got a Nightmares sound,” I'd be like, “Really, what do you mean?” But where I am now today, I think I understand that from a vibrational and spiritual point of view. I'm more in tune with what my heart feels and what I'm connected to when I'm making music. I know when I'm in that zone.


At the time a lot of UK music was catching a similar wave. Mo’ Wax was going big, Portishead were coming out, Massive Attack's second album. How did it feel getting tagged in with trip hop?

Well I was always against that. I even wrote a quote for the back of Smokers Delight album: “This is not trip hop!” Hip hop is hip hop, this is not trip hop. That was a quote from some guy from Mixmag,66 and I was like, “Here we go again!” [sighs, despondent]. I was listening to instrumental hip hop tracks back in 1989, Hip Hop on Wax volume 1, 2 and 3 are all instrumental hip hop tracks made up of samples. There's so many classic hip hop tracks like that. They were galactic-sounding and were never perceived as trip hop – so I never got into bed with this being some new thing. It is what it is, things stick, then you have compilation albums going, This Ain't Trip Hop.67 I understand from a journalistic point of view – you need to describe what it is and what's going on. How do you describe something you've never heard before? “Sounds a bit like this, sounds a bit like that”: they bring two words together they think puts it in a bag. I don't mind the accolades. I still think I'm too young to be a godfather of anything. But being a part of what was happening at the time was beautiful. I was like “Oh my god, I can sample my own musicians, I can tell them what to play and I can sample them.” That's what inspired Carboot Soul, so it really opened things up for me from a creative and a producer point of view. Getting to grips with this craft. If you look at the discography, I can see what is experimental, you can see where you're searching through music. I mentioned the wave of being in the dance culture and the scene and the rave – but the music's super-experimental and left-field, the self discovery of what turns you on and what is your soul, opening up all these infinite possibilities to make music, it brings me to where I am today.


Did you resent when people bracket grassroots dance music that's purely DJ / sample-based as more authentic than something smooth and accomplished?

I never really pay mind to that stuff. I was in love with what I'm doing. When it's experimental and you were searching and you were buzzing off the vibe, we definitely got affected by the criticism, or by where you were on the buzz chart. Which has got nothing to do with making music. Between Smokers Delight and Carboot Soul, things were changing in my life massively – I was becoming a father, I had money I'd never had before, I was moving into a house, I was travelling. I was loving what I was doing so I didn't give a shit about what people were saying. Rightly so! To be annihilated in the press or to be slagged off is so not relevant, there was so much more important shit going on. I've found my craft and take it to another level, now it's blowing up and there's all this heat. My life's changing but who the fuck am I? You've got to try and find yourself, there's no one to coach you.


Right, and there's a fundamental practical thing there. The hip hop thing about “knowledge of self”? If you aren't sure of what and who you are, you end up unbalanced and you just tip off

Exactly. Don't get me wrong, there's definitely been times throughout my life where I have been unbalanced, when you've let the outside become the determining factor in what you're doing. It's hard for that to happen, especially when you're getting accolades and things are going good – but when you put the importance on that too, that's a very tricky place to be in for any musician. I only know this now through experience, but try to remember what it is you're in love with and what you enjoy, and stick with that because that's where the truth is. The truth is not out in what everyone is saying, it's in what you're connected to and what makes you feel good. I didn't know that when I was going through them tough times, but I know now.


Have you kept track of the younger versions of bass culture, of two-step or dubstep or whatever?

Well, obviously I'm still DJing, I've still got my ears to the dance floor. The early stages of dubstep I was really into, Iration Steppas and all these guys – then America got hold of it and I didn't want anything to do with it. Glitch hop and all this sort of stuff. It's funny, I tour across America and I hear the influences of where we came from. Like a double-back, because we've been influenced by the US and hip hop culture, twisted it up and created what we created then it's gone back there and they're feeding off it. That part really really fascinates me. But you talk about bass culture now, there's so many derivatives. I don't think I can keep up [laughs]. You say to somebody, “Is that grime?” They're like, “No it's drill.” I'm like “Right OK. Is that dubstep?” “No no, it's something else.” It's this, it's that. And that's always been around, and with the power of the internet things can move so much quicker. Things can change in six months, so you'd be a fool to pretend you could keep up.


Do you plan into the future? Since Carboot Soul, it's been steady refinement, building your sound

I think I've opened it up a lot more with EPs I've dropped lately. The way I'm DJing now, the influence is going back to funk, disco, house obviously. Some of the tough bass tech stuff I'm combining in with all the influences when I'm DJing, so that's influencing my productions as well. DJing is super-important for production, because it keeps you closer to how your beats should feel. Thinking from an album point of view, I want to expand my productions, doing stuff that's more orchestrated. I'm still on this mission of creating this perfect marriage of analogue and digital, where I take my hip hop mentality and my production skills and put it in the arena of orchestration. I find the excitement in manipulation and how can I manipulate something. How can I bring something that feels classic but has been manipulated?


The same feeling you had from those Scientist echoes then?

Exactly [laughs] We come full circle.
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NICOLETTE Love Suwoton is possibly the most individualist musician in this book. The producers and DJs in other chapters adapt club and soundsystem music for new contexts, discovering new twists and tricks as they go. But Nicolette's first records sounded as if they were beamed from the distant past and an alien future at the same time. They were both more rugged and more sophisticated than just about anything around. On the 1990 debut single alone, ‘School of the World’ / ‘Single Minded People’, you could hear hardcore being born out of house, hip hop and techno. But at the same time there was heart-stopping songwriting decades deep, Nicolette's velvet jazz voice harmonising with itself: “I can be as bad as you and then some” or “Single minded people, they can always find a way”. Inspiring and energising while also intimating deeper, weirder depths than your average rave hymn to positivity and energy.

The beats were by Shut Up And Dance, the East End rapper/ producer duo PJ & Smiley, who had been MCs for the Heatwave soundsystem they ran with DJ Hype and PJ's brother MC Daddy Earl in the mid-80s, doing warehouse parties around North London. They set up their own label in 1989 to release their own hip hop records, but when their faster instrumentals were picked up by the rave scene, they began to cater for this with a relentless production-line of tunes. With vocalists from the London reggae soundsystem scene, notably The Ragga Twins and Peter Bouncer, they came to define (along with 4 Hero and names like Satin Storm and Lennie De Ice) a new UK rave sound, via immense sub bass, bleeps and rolling breakbeats. Their style was rough and ready, with a magpie approach to sampling: unceremoniously strapping huge chunks of Prince, Whitesnake, De La Soul, Eurythmics and whatever else was floating around in the collective unconscious, to their breaks. (Sadly this approach got them into legal trouble at the peak of their success.) But any sense this was slapdash or merely instinctual was given the lie by the Nicolette tracks: as tough as anything in the SUAD catalogue, these were a perfect illustration of how deep the smooth soul-jazz streams in soundsystem culture ran, and how those streams were not antithetical to the rougher, darker sounds around them, but part of the same cultural machine.

Yet for all that they brought together existing strands, the Nicolette singles did sound like nothing else, with the album Now is Early (1992) collecting them and encapsulating it all. Perhaps its one true predecessor was Carlton's The Call is Strong, a single vocalist LP produced by Smith & Mighty in 1990, combining hip hop, reggae and soul with post-acid house influences. These two records created a blueprint for how an artist album might harness the creativity of the rave, proof of concept for a singer-songwriter forging a distinct identity in this very British, very grass-roots format. But if The Call is Strong retained distinctive licks from electro, house and so on, the Nicolette tracks were British breakbeat rave through and through, with her deep jazz undertow and the mischief and philosophy of her lyrics absolutely infused into all this.

This fusion has been the spine of her music ever since. Through the 90s, she released on Gilles Peterson's Talkin’ Loud, collaborating with 4 Hero's Dego, German noise beast Alec Empire, WARP's melodic electronica mainstays Plaid (on whose records she also appeared), and appeared on stone cold classics by Massive Attack. She was remixed by such masters of their craft as DJ Krust, Dillinja and Mad Professor. Acknowledging the Bohemian gem that it is, both timeless and utterly of its time, Now is Early was repackaged by the Berlin !K7 label (also home to Smith & Mighty). Her work since has been more sporadic, but never been less than entirely individualistic. If anything, she's gone ever further out: her self-produced third album Life Loves Us from 2006, is another masterpiece, essentially electronic jazz of the most “out” kind. There's still that mischievous defiance – if there's one theme that runs through her songs it's anarchic self-determination – along with an ability to weave her songs into electronic beats, not sing over them. And always that love of fearsome bass.


Even when you're covering Simon and Garfunkel68 or doing off-beam salsa,69 you still have that soundsystem influence. Is that fair to say?

Heavy bass is really important to me, not just as a maker but as a consumer of music. I love dancing, so I'm totally immersed in the consumption of music. Bass for me is just the direct connection.


I've been getting my head around what is so important about bass for the intro to the book, and it's precisely what you're saying. You can't fake it, you're either there or you're not. Whether you feel the bass or not tells you whether you are there in the middle, having the full experience

It roots you – literally, in one place – and it's very earthy and sensual, very close to the body's feelings of enjoyment, the feeling that it's beautiful to have a body. It connects us to our sensuality and sexuality and there's a very important beauty in that.


Can you remember when you first experienced big loudspeakers?

When I started raving, in the early days of rave. And working with Shut Up & Dance as well, they had these amazing speakers, like really vicious bass. Also because I went to university in Nigeria, there were parties there where they'd have quite a lot of bass. But I don't think there was an emphasis on it as such – it was just the music played was quite bassy, without it being “bass music”.


What was the first music you experienced growing up? What was surrounding you as a kid?

My dad used to play. Not professionally, but he was a very gifted musician and he made us play, record, compose and sing all sorts of kinds of music. A lot of classical and jazz, but also country and bits of George Formby. And my mum had good taste in Motown. Then there was James Brown and some African stuff, like Fela and King Sunny Adé. So quite an eclectic mixture. When we moved to Nigeria there was stuff that was playing in the streets. Reggae was very popular at that time. It wasn't a big influence on me in terms of my music directly – but there was a sort of a lyrical, emotional aspect to it that I enjoyed. Then there was the Beatles. There was just was so much.


Whereabouts were you before you moved to Africa?

I was born in Scotland and there till I was about nine. Then we moved to Nigeria and I was there until I was 19. I finished my degree, and then I came back to this country.


Did you feel Scottish? Did you feel Nigerian?

I didn't feel Nigerian until I got to Nigeria. I mean I did to a certain extent because my parents – especially my dad – exposed us to artistic and cultural aspects, in terms of folklore, music and so on, And of course they talked about our culture, and also we spoke Ibo at home. So there was an awareness, but really it was just us and what we did. At that time in that part of Scotland we were the only black people around, so there was an awareness of just being “African” above all else. Because we were a curiosity? I definitely internalised that, I felt African in this generalised way.


Did that extend into outright, hostile racism?

Oh there was some absolutely. I don't think any person in that situation, in that time, would have not experienced racism – but it wasn't as vicious as the stories I've heard about other people's experiences from then. There were more subtle forms as well, from teachers and so on, like patronising or singling out. But on the whole what really tempered it was that the friends that I had, and that we had as a family, were so outraged by it as well. It gave the sense that it was wrong, and that people knew it was wrong. That really helped. Then when we got to Nigeria I became very aware that I wasn't seen as Nigerian there, because I had an accent and a different way of seeing the world. So even though I feel Nigerian now, I don't feel it in the sense that I guess a typical Nigerian person born and brought up there would feel. I'm a bit of both. I do feel kind of British, and kind of Nigerian as well. Both sides have informed my creative process quite a lot. I'm really proud of being both. I love that.


What did you study at university? Did you have ambitions at the time? A life plan?

French. And yeah, I thought I was going to become an academic like my parents, a French lecturer or a writer or something like that. And obviously it didn't work out like that, because the music was calling me. But anyone that knew me at that time would be astonished I became a performer because I was very shy. I didn't want to be a performer, it was really the music that dragged me into that space.


What was the first time you recorded or performed?

We used to record all the time as kids, just for ourselves. My dad has loads of us performing as children. He used to make us perform for neighbours or relatives. But it was 100% never expected to be a career choice. It was really after I did my degree and I came to the UK that I just felt that that music was calling me somehow. I was resisting it – like “I can't possibly get up in front of people and sing,” and I didn't know what I wanted to sing anyway. I'd never written songs before, even though I'd always written poetry and novels or whatever as a child.

When I came to the UK I came to Cardiff because my mum lives here and my dad lived in Nigeria. So I went to live with my mum, and afterwards I went to live with my sister and got my own place. Before that I went to France with the intention of becoming a jazz singer. But I was so shy that I just did other things instead. I was about 23 when I got back, and I felt this music calling me really strongly and I thought, “If I don't do this now, I'll never do it.” So I dragged my sister into it and we formed a group called Les Voix Jumelles (“twin voices” in French) and we started booking gigs in Cardiff. I wanted to make her do it with me because she's a really good singer. The first time we actually went onstage I thought to myself, “If it doesn't go well, I'm never going to sing again.” But it did go well. So I thought, “This is great, I'm going to continue.”


Were you singing with instruments?

My brother would make us backing tapes, we used them first of all. Then I formed a band with friends and we started playing jazz funk around Cardiff. And I started doing jazz gigs in restaurants.


Were you connecting with any other mid-to-late-80s scenes? Like acid house or rave?

Eventually I started hearing it. People in Cardiff were dissing it really badly, but I was enchanted by it – it just sounded like jazz to me, like a new kind of jazz. Because jazz is all about invention and creation: these people were making music that was so good because they didn't have any preconception about what it should sound like. And they were creating their own sounds rather than using existing instruments – so all my creative instincts were drawn towards it. It was bass-heavy, it was innovative. And I loved dancing to it. I used to go to London all the time, because my best friend lived there. I decided I was going to move to London and get a record deal.


Can you name some of the raves or clubs you went to?

Oh god I can't remember now! I remember High On Hope, wow that was really ancient.


That was like real joyful house music, soulful American house, right?

Yes. But there was the hardcore scene as well. At that time they were playing the same sorts of music, but it all started to split off into little things, the more garagey sound and then a more hardcore sound started to emerge – which I really preferred. But I liked it all. At the time I was really into hip hop like Public Enemy, so my dream was to do sort of element in a house or a rave context.


You couldn't have picked better than Shut Up And Dance then!

Exactly. But I just thought, “Let me just see what I can find,” and it came together really fortuitously.


What did you think of the social milieu? They were crazy times in many respects

At that time it just felt normal and right. It was just really, really fun. As soon as I moved to London I had the most fun and it went on for years. I was expressing myself, so I was really, really happy. I was going out and doing all sorts of things I hadn't really been doing before.


Did you get a sense how the different preexisting scenes were ? Reggae soundsystem and gay culture and football hooligans – all these different people that came together into that

Now I can see it, but then I didn't really think about it. What was beautiful to me was that everybody came together, people of different races and backgrounds. I suppose the drugs helped in the sense that it brought people together but it was a social movement as well. To me it was very much a heart-opening movement, and I think the music helped. The music was quite tribal, it had this appeal to the heart, this heart-centred, ritualistic thing that I think is almost shamanic.


And again the bass experience, you can't fake being there. You're either in the middle of that ritual or you're not. You're either in it for eight hours or you're not

I went to a lot of the gay clubs later on [such as Trade]. Still the early 90s, but there were lots of gay clubs playing one strand of that music, the more kind of uplifting kind, going right through the night. That was another version of the ritual. We did that quite a lot, and I also played at them a lot as well.


How did you meet PJ & Smiley?

OK [laughs]. Well when I came to London I was just asking around, asking random people, “Oh, I'm looking for a record deal.” One of my friends saw this ad in the paper, they were looking for a singer. It was a strange ad, like for a dance troupe, but my friends thought it sounded really good. I was like “No, it's electronic music and they're not going to want me because my voice is jazzy,” and she was like “Oh, just go!” She gave me a glass of wine to relax me, and I went there and it turned out they were really fun. They set up a mic in the middle of the room and just played dance music – and they were one of my favourite artists of the time, but I didn't realise it was them. They played all these dance tracks and I improvised over them, jazzy stuff, Billie Holiday, over these house and rave tracks. And they said “Oh OK you're cool, OK, we'll sign you.” And that was it!


Did they have any musical background in jazz?

Not that I'm aware of. It's possible. I know they had a background in soundsystems and hip hop stuff.


Someone told me they sped their breakbeats because they wanted hip hop fast enough to jazz-dance to

I certainly remember they were saying that they wanted to make fast hip hop.


They were essentially a rap duo at that stage

They'd had a couple of dance hits then, but they used to rap a lot over their music.


Coming from a hip hop background, so slightly outside, what did they think of the raves?

On one side they really wanted to innovate, because they thought a lot of the stuff sounded the same. They didn't just want to make stuff that was anthemy or hands- in-the-air. I thought that stuff was great, but they were totally not up for that at all. I wouldn't say they were ravers per se, although they would go out – but it would be more to dance or to DJ or to do gigs.


What was the first thing you completed with them?

They gave me this backing track for ‘School Of The World’ based around a loop by Adamski. The first single was a double a-side, with ‘Single Minded People’, so they gave me those backing tracks. And I remember I didn't give them anything for about four or five months, I didn't know what to do with it. I was just like, “OK, I'm just going to do what I feel.” A whole process that goes through my mind where I think there's a logical way to do this but I can't think of what it is so I just have to do whatever comes. So I just scatted over it and did stuff like that, and eventually it turned into something.


The approach of their production is so simple. Sometimes it's just a loop and a few variations

Yeah, but they do that in such an innovative and compelling way. They have this sense of making things click. I don't know exactly how. I learned a lot from them. They're very, very musical.


Part of it is the importance of the enormous bass cutting through – but then getting the fine balance between that and the detail

What I love about bass is that my voice is so feminine and the bass has a more masculine energy, if you like, so I love that contrast. They were really brave because in a lot of songs in that genre, you'd get vocals in the breakdown, then the bass and beats come in, but you don't have them together. So what I like was that I sang over the bass and they kept that. That was exactly what I wanted: I just really wanted to sing with the bass.


So when did you first experience one of those tracks out in the wild as it were?

Well at raves they were played quite a lot. The first time I'd not long since moved to London, and the song had just come out, and we went to this club and my friend was like, “That's your song!” I think she went and told the DJ, and they were like “Yeah, whatever”. They didn't believe her. But what's beautiful is just seeing how people get happy from it.


Did you do PAs? Because it was a whole different connection to an audience

Yeah I did loads. That taught me about performing as well. The Ragga Twins were on the same label as me. They come from the soundsystem background and they were old hands, that was serious training. Watching them I was like “Wow!” I was quite timid and I thought, “They can really engage a crowd.” I realised how they were just being themselves but amplifying it. I found my own way to engage a crowd – just getting into the space of becoming natural with that.


That's got to be a baptism of fire for a performer. You're talking 10,000 people in rave's heyday, blowing whistles and horns at you

It doesn't really make a difference how many people. It's more frightening to play to a small amount of people. Once I start, it's fine, whether I was just doing a gig in a restaurant or that, it was the same feeling. It's so exciting! I loved that energy you can just join in and be part of that wave of beauty.


Once you'd got those two tracks, did the writing process get quicker and easier?

Yeah, they just kept giving me tracks, so I just kept writing stuff in a very casual way. I was partying a lot. It was very low-key, there wasn't any pressure. They put out three singles, I think. I can't remember, it was so long ago! It just happened organically. They were like, “Hey, it's time to put an album out.”


It seemed such a natural thing at the time – you've had some singles and here comes a great album. But actually nobody was making vocalist albums in rave music. Maybe Rebel MC – but his was more a collective record, with lots of guest vocals

I just thought of myself as a musician doing my own thing, that happened to be within these circumstances. I knew that I wasn't just going to keep doing that because that's not what being a musician is about as far as I'm concerned. Making an album was the logical thing.


As we've already mentioned, the scene was diverging: there's the uplifting stuff, the hard house in the gay scene, the more soulful house and garage – and then the more black British, breakbeat hardcore side that emerged from what Shut Up And Dance were doing and quickly became jungle. Were there particular strands that you liked most?

I was really into drum’n’bass. I just liked the harder aspects of it, and because it was breakbeaty – because I love breakbeats. But really I was into all of it. Later on when I started DJing, my DJ sets were always a mish-mash of all those styles plus other stuff. But if you ask me what I was going to dance to, I would definitely choose the more harder, high-energy sort of stuff . But I went through all of it. Every single genre within the British dance floor spectrum I went out and clubbed to and dance to.


How did the Massive Attack connection come about?

They heard ‘Wicked Mathematics’, the fourth single, and their manager got in touch and asked if I wanted to do it – and I was really really shocked that they wanted me to because the music I was doing was so different from theirs. But I was happy to do it.


But they had come out of British soundsystem culture too

Absolutely, yeah, but they were inhabiting a completely different world. I was aware of them but that was it! With Shut Up & Dance, we'd worked super-fast – we'd go into the studio and record, then they'd mix it all in one day. With Massive Attack it was completely leisurely. It was good because it was a lot more luxurious and chilled out. I was not used to that. It was a complete paradigm change.


Did you do more than the tracks that were released?

They gave me three and then chose those two [i.e. the singles ‘Sly’ and ‘Seven’ from the Protection album]. I don't think I even finished doing the third. They had the idea that they wanted various collaborators. They always do that anyway. There was never a plan to do a lot.


How did you feel about how they fit into the shape of the album and the remixes that came out?

I like Mad Professor's version of ‘Sly’. There were so many remixes and I thought they were all quite good, but I liked his the best.


Had you also met Plaid at this point?

When I was working with Massive Attack I was kind of starting on my second album. I had all these ideas floating around, I'd go work with them and then go off and do some stuff. So I was asking around about potential producers and [Plaid's] name came up. So we just thought we would see if it works or not. And it worked out immediately.


You clearly know how to spot someone who needs a vocalist. Shut Up & Dance had this musicality that you brought out of their simple but effective sample collage. And in a very different sense, Plaid were always melody above all. It was like “Ah, they should have had singers all along!”

Plaid had this quirkiness and the melodic construction that really appealed to me. This strange approach that I thought was really interesting.


…which again was quite jazz-connected

I never thought about it that way, but maybe. It's difficult to escape jazz really! It's in everything.


And Plaid were hip hop as well, especially the earlier stuff

Yeah, they were b-boys. I remember we went on a trip once and they were breakdancing. It was funny.


This is that mid-90s post-rave point, where all these different elements – hip hop, dub, electronics – just reconfigure and reconfigure in different patterns

Yeah, and electronica became this thing that wasn't just about dancing as well. It became more symphonic, more pensive if you like. Strands that came up were more shoegazer – which is very important. Introspection is important too.


Did you all write Let No-One Live Rent Free in Your Head70 together?

It was definitely affected by the different ways of working of the different people, but it felt like an album as I was doing it.


And you were able to remain connected to the dancefloor by commissioning remixes

Yeah. That was important. I had to choose them myself.


That's your taste in hard drum’n’bass right there then! There were some fairly fierce mixes

Yeah, I wanted that because the album was so diverse in the way it actually approached music. So we just wanted some proper dance mixes. And because I wanted to perform them in that way when I was doing gigs. They were always more dancey and harder than the actual album. I just love dancing!


So were you going out to places like Metalheadz?

Yeah, I went to Metalheadz a lot, and Talvin Singh's thing from around that time as well, Anokha.


Did you follow garage?

I followed all the 2-step – dubstep and grime emerged from that but they also had a drum’n’bass influence. But yeah, I followed garage. The only thing that bummed me out was having to wear proper shoes! That was annoying! I went to a lot of garage clubs from the beginning.


So you got to watch as it turned into the ‘Sunday scene’? Black London DJs speeding up US garage, playing it on Sundays after the drum’n’bass raves at people's afterparties

Ah no, on Sundays we used to go to gay clubs. I never went to any UK garage clubs on a Sunday.


You worked also with Kevin Martin, The Bug

Yes, I did something with him, but it never came out. I really loved what he'd done. I think he approached me and wanted me to do something on his album. So we agreed that we do sort of an exchange and he'd do a remix for me on my album. We did a couple of tracks but he never used them. I never heard the finished results. He used to do a soundsystem thing which was a mixture of different things, a lot of dancehall and stuff. Plastic People. I sang over what they were playing at Plastic People once, it was really fun.


That's such an interesting connecting point for all of those strands of London. Plus the Nigerian connection, because of Ade who ran it…

Oh yeah. I didn't know him at all. I know people that kind of knew him.


He said he based it on dark clubs in Lagos. He said that's why he wanted it to be dark inside

Ah OK! I never went to any clubs in Lagos, I never went clubbing in Nigeria at all. Just parties.


After your second album your records are fairly sporadic. What kept you busy?

When I left I Talkin’ Loud, I wanted to start my own label, but it was a lot of work, I didn't realise how much work. Time just disappeared. And I feel like I had a crisis of confidence. I was like, “Oh, what am I going to do now?” I left Talking Loud because I consciously wanted to go in a new direction. But I wasn't sure what I was supposed to do. I didn't have that blanket underneath me. I felt like I failed at something – even though I was the one that decided to leave. So I was running around like a headless chicken. And because I'd come from a major label situation, I was trying to do mine like a major label, which is impossible. I was making a lot of content, all the time, but I didn't always put it out. I would put it aside or do a limited release and that's what I kept doing. And time just passed on. So I had this crisis of confidence, coupled with trying to keep the label going – and those two things created a whole need for a healing process that I had to go through. So for a while I was just trying lots of different things, and collaborating with other people as well, through that time.


What were your favourite collaborations through that time? What were the most interesting ones?

I did a song called ‘Desire’ with John Tejada, and something with DJ Cam as well, called ‘Love’. They were a bit later though.


Where did the !K7 reissue of Now is Early come into all that?

That happened earlier, when I was still signed to Talkin’ Loud. 1997 I think or 1998, I can't remember. Stefan was running !K7 at the time and he approached me. I knew him because his partner was doing publicity for me in Germany. He asked if I'd be interested in doing a DJ mix and I was really surprised. I never thought of being a DJ but I was willing to give it a go. So I did! I worked with Plaid on that as well. They helped me with the technical side, the segues and stuff like that. The launch gig was in Germany and I had to DJ live – so I had to learn how to use decks really quickly. A friend who is a DJ said, “Oh, it's easy, I'll show you,” and I practiced at her place and got myself a pair of decks. And because that went down really well, I just continued.


And a vindication to get the first album reissued outside of the rave context

I think so. I don't think it is a rave record, even though it's got a strong rave influence. There are some aspects of rave music that I really am attached to. When we dance to it, we love the fact that it can mentally fuck you up. So I really like that! But I just thought of it as an album, and that's how people approached it generally. I remember when DJs would play ‘Dove Song’, people would get confused because they didn't know how to dance to it, because the beats were so weird!


So what took you out of the slump of confidence?

I've always been someone who worked ridiculously hard. What do you call it when your body stops working because you are working too hard? Burnout. I had that when I was signed to Talkin’ Loud and I was in the middle of touring and I had to get myself together and get myself well again. So it was realising that I had to really re-prioritise everything and also pay attention to me. Because music had saved my life. I had created this life which allowed me to be myself, to express myself, to feel like myself. So it became too important to me – I wanted to treat myself better.


And now you're obviously working at your own pace. This album's taken a while!

I think that's mainly been financial because there's so much going on with it. At every stage I had to get the funds to get to the next stage. It was supposed to come out in 2016 but it took a lot longer, so the funds dried up quite quickly. I had to say, “OK, I have go back in and sort this out”. And that's what I've been trying to do, bit by bit.


You're still recording as if you had major label budgets. Your production sounds quite lavish

The last one didn't because I lived in the States for a bit, and I only had a home studio, not that big. I recorded and mixed it there, so it was quite minimalistic. Then I got rid of the studio and equipment, got rid of everything really. So when I wanted to make this album, it was clear to me that I wanted it to be enormous, in every way. I don't know why. I wanted it to have loads and loads of different musicians and an orchestra and all these things. I thought it was going to come out in 2016, but it wasn't ready. There's a lot more live instruments, but the foundation is still the electronic side of it.


What do you listen to for pleasure most?

Right now I'm listening to a lot of birdsong! I was putting birdsong on one of my tracks and I was just listening to it and I thought, oh this is fantastic! I found this radio station called Birdsong FM.


Sometimes you need to listen to non-music to clean your ears out

Just listen to silence or the wind or bird song or the dogs barking. But I think silence is the best. There's so much happening there!
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NOT many of these interviews were as daunting as meeting Dego McFarlane. A friend of mine (Ben Bashford, who helped me build the VeryVeryMuch website which directly led to this book) recorded briefly for Reinforced records in the late 90s, and for many years we've had long conversations spiralling round how vital Reinforced was and is. Ben told of his trepidation as a young white guy from Southeast London heading over to the studio complex in Dollis Hill, out west, where Dego and Marc Mac (aka Mark Anthony Clair) recorded as 4Hero, where they ran Reinforced with Gus Lawrence – and where he would find them inevitably engaged in intense ongoing conversation about science fiction, Egyptology, cosmology and the politics of liberation.

The personal and social aspects are only a tiny part of what made it daunting though. Way more important was the fact that 4Hero and Reinforced were one of the greatest creative powerhouses in all of UK underground music: not only instrumental in, and at the heart of the breakneck developments of hip hop into hardcore into jungle into drum’n’bass, but constantly reaching way beyond the immediacy of the rave moment into more ambitious structures, intellectually, geographically and sonically. In keeping with their ever unfolding conversations, they are militant, dedicated to self-actualisation, technologically visionary. Even more than Goldie's Metalheadz, they felt in the 90s like the one organisation in Britain that matched or even exceeded the world-altering visions of Underground Resistance in Detroit. They were the ones that made us feel like we were hurtling headlong into the future, and possibly even a future whose look and sound was not defined entirely by corporate interests and dead-hearted technocrats. It felt like rebel music, not in some hoary rockstar-indebted or nostalgic way, but in a highly evolved fashion.

Mind you, my first experience of 4Hero didn't feel like that. When I first heard ‘Mr Kirk's Nightmare’ as a teenager, my response was hilarity. Its sample is a dark comedy skit about a parent being informed of their child's drug overdose, and it felt like more of the mania of the time, along with The KLF, Altern 8, Adamski and all the other overt weirdness that was crashing the popular consciousness. We didn't understand the rough breakbeat science that underpinned it – but as innovation accelerated, it became clear. As a techno nerd, I didn't really appreciate Marc Mac's tunes as Manix, though my schoolmates who were going out to the Eclipse in Coventry and Ektos in Swindon sure did, and in retrospect I can hear them as pinnacles of hardcore intensity. But there were other strange and fascinating high- tech things happening in their records as Tek 9 and 4 Hero, plus a brilliant strand of rare groove rave in their Tom & Jerry alias, so that by the time they released Goldie's ‘Terminator’ in 1992, it was clear that Reinforced was turning rave into serious science.

And when jungle proper hit in 1993-94, all of this came together. The soul and funk loops in Tom & Jerry's ‘Maxi (Mun) Style’ and the outer space dreams and wilful abuse of affordable music technology in 4Hero's Parallel Universe album were all woven into a fabric of rhythms that were at once British and Afro-Caribbean – and intergalactic. Sounds silly, right? But in the heart of tracks like that, the local became the global became the cosmic. The ambition was dizzying. And everything the prolific crew did after that carried this with them: as Reinforced's output got more high-tech, as they reached out into the global jazz scene, as 4Hero got more orchestrated, they didn't lose their sense of innovation, even as they expanded away from the inspirations they'd first grown from. On the one hand they could make hugely successful upmarket soul epitomised by their remix of Nuyorican Soul's ‘I am the Black Gold of the Sun’, on the other weird and dark records like ‘Hero’, a collaboration with their prodigiously talented Brummie string arranger Chris Bowden. And this carried all the way through to the present day: though they lean more to the soulful than the high tech today, both Dego and Marc are still huge creative forces. In person, Dego was exceedingly dapper but not that daunting; for all the complexities of his work, he wears his knowledge lightly, with an infectious sense of humour.


Can you remember the first time you heard soundsystem level bass?

Oh damn [laughs]. Probably my Auntie's wedding in Birmingham. They had a soundsystem play afterwards. That was loud. Dad playing records on a Sunday at my home was totally different. That was first time hearing it loud, and seeing the speakers and they looked BIG.


How old would you have been?

About five, six. Young. Classic reggae, soul stuff – normal wedding night.


Was it a relative's soundsystem?

Something like that. Everyone had a soundsystem in them days [laughs]. Everyone had like speakers or a cousin or someone playing sound.


I'm guessing your family are Caribbean?

Yeah, both my parents are Jamaican. I grew up on roots reggae and dub, from what my dad would play. My mum liked the blues but I didn't take to that too tuff. But the bass thing, the dub. That's why I love Scientist so much, you know what I mean?

When I clocked onto the pirate radio stations, it started to get mad. I started to tape shows or records I liked, then go to record shops and try to buy them. By around 14

I had a paper round, and then after-school job weekend job at Do It All DIY. I was working there for a bit. You picked up your wages in a little brown envelope on a Friday morning. Friday 3pm: gone. Records. Down town. Every week. I used to go to Bluebird when it was on a little side street off the Edgware Road. Groove records, a record shop in Tottenham. A lot of shops around the West End.


Was it reggae you were buying at first?

No, jazz and hip hop. There was another shop down Edgware Road up near Paddington, and the guy there really looked after me. I used to think these records were new, he'd explain to me, “No, no, these are old records.” I had no idea, so that was a good schooling. Mid-80s. I was buying records like mad.


And what stations and shows were you listening to?

LWR, KISS, Rock 2 Rock maybe as well. Girls FM.


Which DJs inspired you to go out and look for jazz records?

Barry B on LWR for your more upfront soul and 80s boogie. Desi G and Barry White for your rare groove kind of stuff. I can't remember any bloody names, I'm really bad at this [laughs].


Did you go out dancing at this stage?

I was going out to clubs even before I was really spending on records. I had family in Willesden and Ladbroke Grove, so I'd been to Saxon dance. I'd either go to the reggae or soul nights or I'd go to Trendz Nightspot. Never went into Four Aces, frightened of that place. You wouldn't fuck with that place. All Nations as well. There was a lot of house raves and that, blues dances. Mastermind Roadshow was going on in them times. And all-dayers, they were brilliant, 12 to 12 in some town hall, or gym or school. Town and Country Club in Kentish Town, all-dayers there. There was this place in Kilburn, in Camden as well. I saw Run DMC there, Public Enemy. It was on the main road of Camden. I think Colin Faver used to play there as well? I'm going to look it up.


Was it majority black or all black crowd?

Majority black crowd. To tell you the truth the only time I came to events where I notice a load of white crowds was some of the acid raves. Before that it's like 80- 90% black crowd. Some of the hip hops ones might be more white kids, those that like Westwood. And they'd be really into it, clothes and everything. But Touch of Class Soundsystem, Just Good Friends and these kind of places, they were mainly Caribbean, African crowd.


What was the atmosphere like at a soundsystem party like that? I mean as a kid I grew up thinking reggae was laid back, but then you hear the recordings at these parties

Nah, nah. Nah nah [laughs]. The hype affair! What was great about those nights was that you could have that mad kind of jump-up flavour going on, and then at some point you're gonna have the slow down, go-ask-a-girl-for-a-dance part of the night as well. That whole journey that you went through. They gave you the opportunity to chirpse on [i.e. chat up] girl, and try get a dance and that [laughs]. I dunno about the younger kids these days. My only old man rant is that you lot don't know about having to psych up and go over and ask this girl for a dance and face the rejection, or if you got it like “Yeaahhh!”


But listening to Saxon recordings from the 80s, the craft of the DJing, the mic man, the whistles, everything: it's all locked together really tightly

What was great about those things is that people came out. It's a social thing, guys want to meet girls, girls want to meet guys. But people came there because of the DJ, because of what they're gonna hear. The music was the main reason they were going to that event instead of some other event.


It was super-competitive between them obviously

We had all the clash culture going on then as well. You got some occasions where these sounds would play against another sound. I think it was good. It made everyone pick up their game.


When did you want to be involved yourself?

I'm not thinking like that at them times, I'm just enjoying it. I can see what worked and I could hear it, but I was just taking it in. Those days, the way I felt about music was “Oh I wouldn't mind playing bass, that would be nice.” But my parents can't afford me to start playing bass, it wasn't going to happen. I wouldn't even try pursue it, I just liked going out and hearing music and that was it.


So the pirate thing was your first step in

No, I'd spun at friends’ parties and I was in a little soundsystem before that – and then I got the pirate thing. But that was just a hobby for me to do on the weekend, you know.


Was it just playing records or did you get your head into mixing and cutting?

Just playing records. But some of the guys at the pirate radio station were competitors in DMC championships [i.e. scratch-mixing contests]. And they had ties with Gus, who produced a hip hop group. And their DJ, DJ Jay, DJed in that competition, and that's how I met Biznizz and Cutmaster Swift. I went around Jay's house and they showed me things, so I messed about with that a couple of afternoons with them. It was fun but I wasn't like “Oh my god”, it wasn't that passionate thing.


Did specifically British hip hop appeal to you?

Yeah, because I had friends in it. I loved the Demon Boyz. We used to go to loads of events and Bullie, who I worked with later on, was in London Posse. ‘No Parking’. Hijack! I was at a lot of them shows. It's funny because you'd be there at Dingwalls or whatever, all those things would be going in with Westwood, it was hip hop, hip hop, hip hop. But on the weekend I might be at a Touch of Class dance and listening to whatever they'd be playing. You go to all-dayers and hear all types of music together. A lot of the events were just “music is music”. If it's old, it's old – they would just play whatever, you know?


Did you hear house coming in? In some parts of the country it came into soul and electro-type events

I remember hearing ‘This Brutal House’ 71 for the first time, top floor of Trendz Nightspot. You'd hear something like a Leroy Burgess tune and he'd mix into that, and everyone's carrying on. No one is stopping and thinking “What the hell is this?” People seemed to be much quicker at like recognising what they thought was good. There was none of this “Oh I need to hear it three times or four times” before they go “Oh, this is alright.” The DJ knew how to bring them to it, maybe. I remember hearing Nitro Deluxe and it was played alongside everything else. And then it went into Fonda Rae after that, then ‘Jack Your Body’.72 I remember all those things getting played, I heard them in soul and reggae clubs first. I didn't know anything about the acid, rave stuff like that.


So what were you playing on the radio?

Mainly jazz for the most part. I was playing [draws the word out, cheesy presenter style] jazzzz, playing like George Duke, soul records as well. A lot of what they called rare groove in those days.


What was your next step getting further into music?

Because of what I was playing on the radio. Marc, Gus and Ian invited me to come to Gus's house. He was doing production, he had a S950 Sampler and a Roland 626 drum machine. I had a lot of breaks that they'd heard me play, so I went to mess about on a weekend, sample stuff and make beats out of it. Still, I'm not thinking about making records, I was just like “Oh this is cool. I've never tried to do this, let's just mess about.” Then what happened was, “Oh we've done all these things, maybe we should put some stuff out”. And Gus was in [hip-hop group] Trouble, and we had friends like MC Mell’o – we'd see them have all these demos and never get anywhere. They were constantly trying to shop around to get a deal. So it was “Wait, fuck that, let's all just club together and put it out ourselves.” We was all working, so we put a bit of money together and started releasing records. It was quite accidental, I didn't have this driving passion to make music, the opportunities just fell on my lap. And then the second and third release blew up.

So they were the first records as 4Hero. Hip house had come in, and the British hip hop market had more of an affinity for slightly faster hip hop anyway. Big Daddy Kane was a favourite. So when hip house came along, it seemed like a comfortable place to be at. It wasn't rave, we thought we were making hip house. Shut up And Dance were hip hop guys. Hype was a hip hop DJ really. A lot of us came from hip hop and then got into the rave.


When did you discover rave?

After the second or third release, we got asked to do a PA. And that's when I first went. And it was a culture clash. I don't know what the fuck was going on. I'm used to taking ganja and that's it. My encounter with the rave community story is this: you're talking about man from Willesden, Harlesden, doing this thing. And mainly predominantly white kids in the rave thing – well, no, a lot of reggae man used to go to them things as well. Ian's brother was security and he was going to these things before us. And we end up there now. And we're there and you're drinking your water and people keep asking you for water. We're like “What the fuck is this about, are they going to try and rob us or something?” I mean if I went up to a guy in the kinds of dances I used to go and say “Gimme some of your drink”, that means he thinks you're a pussy and he's gonna rob you at the end of the night. So we're like “What the fuck is going on, why do these fuckers keep asking us for water?” Or you put your water down and you look and someone's drinking it and you're like “What the fuck is this shit?? What the fuck you doing?!?” And it wasn't until the second or third, someone we spoke to says “Nah dude, everyone has water because they gotta make sure they keep hydrated, cause they're taking Es”. We're like “What the fuck is Es?” We didn't know nothing about that shit. It was funny when I look back now, it was funny.


What year was this? Was this like acid house?

This was 1990-91, the big raves are still going on. We're doing some fucking tent in Yorkshire somewhere. We'd play on a circuit where Prodigy might have played the week before. Or us and Shades of Rhythm playing on the same night – it's all that kind of time. Ital Rockers would be playing the same day, know what I mean? We're just all about the music, then we found out how Es affects a lot of people. Yeah, that water thing was really weird [laughs].


It's funny you mention Yorkshire and Ital Rockers because you guys picked up pretty heavily on the bleep and bass thing

Like WARP Records? And all those guys. Brilliant. Brilliant.


And it was about that time it became a really British thing?

Yeah, yeah, yeah. You had all the bleeps, and the bass is definitely a reggae influence there. Then you had the rave kinda bleep thing. So that was like the proper UK version of, I guess, acid. Network Records and all that stuff.


George from Nightmares on Wax is representing Yorkshire for this book. Some of them in that were from reggae soundsystems, like Ital Rockers, but George was from an electro breakdance background and it all came together at that point

Yeah man, that bleep stuff, WARP was killing it them days. LFO, all that stuff. Got to wonder how they got that sound. Wait, no, I DO know who their engineer was!


Rob Gordon

Yeah. Fucking badman [laughs].


He's so funny. When I interviewed Toddla T, we knocked on his door and there he is, like this old dread tinkering with soundsystems. Just putting the valves in and stuff

Bad. Badman. You remember! When those records used to come on next to other people's records, everybody had to rethink their shit, know what I mean? Bad.


Rob told me there were basically three things influenced his sound: Greensleeves – he said their production was the biggest in dancehall – then Detroit techno, then the Human League. Because of course they're from Sheffield as well, so that was his electronic education

Seen [sings a verse of ‘Fascination’]. Human League had some tunes, man, you can't front on them, that's serious pop music. People like Human League, Japan, The Specials and The Beat were my bands too. It's all that pop side, you still had your teenybop or ballad, but it was a good vibe mixture in the top 30. Ultravox, that kind of music ending up being number one!


All the guys early on in Detroit were listening to early Ultravox, early Depeche Mode, and thinking “What can we do with these sounds?” When did you first hear Detroit techno?

Derrick May was probably the first. My sister used to play that shit every goddamn morning for like six months and I never got tired of it. I knew about the records, but I didn't know there was this big community going on. And then Kevin Saunderson licensed two records that Marc done to KMS Records. They flew us out to Detroit to do a show: us, Moby and some Detroit bands. Eddie Fowlkes was there, Mad Mike [Banks], Juan Atkins and those guys. When we went there, it reminded us of ourselves in London, It was just mad; this building on the Grand River, Juan lived in one part, Mike in another, they had a studio on the bottom. And we just got along well and we've forever been cool with those guys. I met Carl [Craig] after that. I've been good friends with Theo since the 90s, you know?


So you had a couple of records. Where did ‘Mr Kirk’ fit in?

That was before that, the second release. That's what propelled us to end up in those dances thinking “What the fuck is this? Why you trying to drink my water?”


So you did that before you knew about the drugs. I assumed it was a reaction!

I dunno if Marc knew about it, I didn't. Mark and Gus was the ones that made that track. Ian was going to the raves because his brother was doing security, and he could get in free. But me, Marc and Gus didn't really know how that community was working. We were just putting a record out, we didn't know who was gonna buy them. And it got taken by the rave scene. And then we had our “What the hell is going on and why is everyone so loved up?” thing.


So did you put conscious thought into the next few tracks?

We was influenced by what was going on. If you're going to play in front of thousands of people in a field up and down the country, and you've never been to these places, I can't pretend it didn't make you think “What else can we do, what's gonna better the next one so we can keep doing this?” That's subconsciously happening, no doubt about it. That was going on, ambition building. Then you hear LFO or whatever, you think “Fuck, right, we got to step up.” How they fuck are they doing it, know what I mean? These things help motivate you. It helped shape what Reinforced was.


The closest competitors, or parallel, in speeding up breakbeats, was Shut Up and Dance

It was us and Shut Up and Dance – them before us, PJ and Smiley. I don't think they get enough credit, they went like Top 40 a few times, like ‘£10 to Get In’, ‘£20 to Get In’. Fucking brilliant all that stuff. I love PJ and Smiley, you know? When you saw people like that it made you feel that it was possible to do what you're doing. Who else? Scientist, Kickin’ Records, the guy there [i.e. Peter Harris]. He advised us on some stuff. He passed away a while ago. All these guys definitely shaped what we was doing in the early days. Then when it started to turn into jungle, and then drum’n’bass, then you get another wave of people who influenced what we was doing.


The seeds of jungle were there right in the early days. ‘Mr Kirk’ was one of the things that tipped it over. People began to talk about “darkside”, and that had a dual meaning: the scary side because people were doing so many drugs and getting fucked up and wanted scary sounds, but also this racial element – the split between house and happy hardcore on one side, and these “dark” tunes which became jungle. Were you aware of that racial split?

I remember when they started to first call things jungle and we weren't happy with that. We said “Who's decided to call it jungle?” We grew up in the 70s and stuff, most of us was first generation, so we remember the derogatory remarks, “Go back to the jungle,” and the rest. So, we weren't into it. I've never been quite comfortable with the term to tell you the truth. I'm pretty certain PJ & Smiley were not happy about it either. And it's funny, the jungle dances where we had the reggae samples were still the vibiest parties out there. And the drum’n’bass lot, although they were very good at pushing the envelope in the sound, it was a bit like a boys club, if you get what I'm saying? It wasn't a party really? But most people were doing near enough both, so [laughs].


Between 1992 and 1994, when jungle properly exploded, you were still out there doing the raves

I started to DJ at some of the raves. We stopped doing PAs and live shows, so-called live shows, it was just a backing track and playing some keyboard on top really [laughs]. But mainly just in the studio working hard, knocking out these tunes. By then most of us had given up our nine to five jobs.


And this was at a time when you could sell thousands of white labels?

We used to mail out 300-odd records and that was the just the promos [laughs]. Nowadays that's a release! We sent them to DJs up and down the country and around the world. We had this horrible incident after our third or fourth release, our distributor went bust, which made us work twice as hard, to pay off this debts. But afterwards we were with SRD, working in conjunction with them.


What were your motivations for pushing the sound in the studio?

Just to be better. I didn't come from a musical background, so it was all about programming, and seeing how you could manipulate things. Chopping up breaks. You're sampling something that isn't your own, but you're trying to make it your own, to validate what you're doing. A lot of it was about how to twist stuff, to make things people are familiar with but wouldn't realise right away.


What about the science fiction atmospherics which became big in the mid-90s? Parallel Universe has this sci-fi vibe, was that from the Detroit connection, that futurist aspect?

That and then all the old hip hop records, like Soul Sonic Force, Captain Rock, Jonzun Crew, and I had a few Sun Ra records. Anything that's new is just stuff that's already there, but cross-pollinated. So the best place to go to is space, really, innit! [laughs]. We'd talk for ages about Arthur C. Clarke, Marc had all these books, we'd have conversations about technology and the possibilities and what hope we could see in our lifetime? And we was big conspiracy heads! The normal stuff I guess, but we didn't have the internet for it all [laughs]. Just lonnnnng conversations!


It was rare among dance producers to be thinking in terms of albums

I thought it was logical. You put out records, you make an album. Buying records, it was always two singles and an album. I wasn't linked up with the dancey-type scene, to know that wasn't the norm back then. We're still buying records all this time, to find breaks, and still DJing. It just seemed logical.


Did you have any sense how quickly things were changing?

It was the speeds, the bpm, that made me think “What the hell's going on?” It was a bit frightening. You'd hear someone playing and they're like “This tune's a bit slow man, I've got to pitch it up +4” and you're like “Woah, what are you talking about!” You'd go out and you'd hear all these heads getting faster. At that time, drum’n’bass was still trying to grow up and mature. You had to wait for a certain period before it levelled out, you know.


Shy FX told me he was a kid when he first made his tunes. He didn't know any DJs, he couldn't get into the raves, he was hearing it from outside, on the radio, on mix tapes – and people had pitched the tunes up to +8, so he thought that's the speed you make the tunes at. There must be loads like that, you hear it for the first time, you assume it has to be faster, and the cycle goes on

Yeah, it's mad. Especially when YOU’VE made the tune, so you're used to it at a certain speed. You're like “What the fuck are they doing? Why they playing it so fast?” So OK, let's see how it goes at this speed. But I had a cut-off where I thought I can't get any faster than this. It's too much. I'm staying around 160, before I stop making drum’n’bass.


And you were going to places like Rage?

I went a few times. I'd go and see Randall, he used to DJ somewhere near Angel [AWOL at the Paradise club]. Him and Kenny Ken would play, at like 4 o’clock, so yo go to bed, put your alarm for 2am, then go for his set. If I going out, it's because Randall is playing. And Speed, Fabio and Bukem, I remember checking that out a couple of times. The only other place I would go regularly was Metalheadz at the Blue Note.


When did you meet Goldie?

1994 maybe? 1993-94? I met him then, Gus and them guys met him at a show, at Astoria. I'd get phone calls from him, and I couldn't understand anything he was saying to me he was talking so fast [laughs]. Then finally I met him. Funny guy [laughs]. Funny guy [considers for a minute, laughs again]. He was a graffiti artist as well, and he was making tunes. He redone our logo, he helped us out with some bits and pieces and then he put out some tunes. He wanted to do some stuff together, so me and Marc done some tracks with him.


Did you have a sense of how Timeless would cross over, the attention it would bring?

I knew it would do well. I knew if anyone was able to sell drum’n’bass to a wider market, it would be Goldie. He had the personality that allowed it to happen. The rest of us were all just kids making music in their bedroom. This was a guy who had travelled the world already.73 He knew how to connect with all types of people. It was nothing to him. We didn't even like doing interviews at that time. I just wanted to make stuff. There was a lot of taking a leaf out of Mad Mike's book – don't put too much information, be a producer, don't put a face to it. But Goldie was out there.


There was some great photoshoots of you lot looking militant, balaclavas and the rest

Heh, yeah we were definitely into keeping it real. But did I think he would get as big as he did? I knew he would make noise, but I had no idea. But it was a mad time, because big labels were sniffing about for everyone. Roni had gone already by then, Photek was on Virgin and Source Direct. We was one of the last ones to get signed.


They had Spice Girls money. There was still so much money in the industry in the mid-90s, one A&R guy with eccentric tastes would go “Here you go!” How did your deal come about?

I think Goldie got us our deal. Gilles and Paul who run Talkin’ Loud at Mercury were sniffing about, and Goldie said us. They checked us out and they were up for it, and we started making the record.


Were you already doing stuff with live instruments?

We already had a version of ‘Golden Age of life’ and ‘Universal Love’ with strings before we got signed. We didn't even play that to them when they came, we got signed on what we'd already done.


Wait, you were spending your own money on string sections?

We were selling records, we didn't care. We didn't need a deal and we weren't looking for one. We got signed to BMG, RCA and we got signed to Mercury / Talkin’ Loud at the same time. We didn't ask for either deal, they came to us. We were selling out records, and we always invested back on ourselves, to buy equipment, to think about new ways of doing production. We thought “We need to do some theme- music sounding drum’n’bass stuff,” because we were listening to a lot of Charles Stepney. By the time they come, we was already on it. When we played them the stuff, I think they were expecting just raw drum’n’bass.


And you gave them heavily 70s influenced psychedelic jazz soul. Gilles must have been happy!

Yeah, Gilles was happy [laughs]. They all were, because we had some songs and all that, it was more the format of what a major would be able to cope with you know?


Were you already connecting with the nu-soul, jazz beats world outside the UK?

I'd already stopped spinning drum’n’bass by then. I was just playing all the stuff I was collecting. I'll make that stuff, but I'm spinning this stuff. I already knew UFO and the guys in Japan, and King Britt in America, so yeah. One of the things I was always surprised by was getting a call-up because someone wants you to go and play in Italy. Some countries you were like “What? How could they have even heard of our stuff?” And then you get there and find that these people have been listening to stuff for years, and last week Bukem was there, or two weeks ago Gilles played there.


In terms of 4Hero you had your platform and kept it steady ever since. But Reinforced was quite separate creatively, connoisseur's drum’n’bass stuff, very high tech all the time. Did you make a decision to make this soulful stuff here, and over there, do stuff for the heads?

Definitely. We were sticking with the Reinforced format but pushing it all the time, and then 4Hero would do the songs. Reinforced helped to keep hardcore drum’n’bass heads knowing that we were still down in a certain way. And not like, “Oh they've gone off and got a big deal now and their music has gone off and diluted.” It's not like we were doing pop records [laughs]. A drum’n’bass kid who's listening to Amen74 going around and twisting back and forth for the last ten years might have been, “What's going on over there?” But when they saw that it was our label and we were still chucking out that kind of stuff, they must have thought “Ah these guys are alright, they knew what time it is, they're just doing their thing over there.”


Were you hands-on with every release? In that late 90s period you walk a fine line. The Reinforced sound was really hi-tech but it wasn't techstep, it mostly wasn't that “raaaahhh” aggro, that “boys club” stuff, as you put it. Did you A&R each release?

The last things I A&Red for Reinforced was Sonar Circle album,75 Nubian Mindz album, and the G-force album.76 Those are the last three things I had my hands on. At the end of the day we wanted to get people excited when they hear the record. If it wasn't about excitement and jumping up, we wanted people to feel some sort of emotion. A lot of the genres at that time, there's a lot of cold, very sterile. It was underground but still seemed to go through a formula. The exciting thing with drum’n’bass was either a new break or someone just dropping this different kind of way of playing a hook with a sound, like: “What the fuck's that sound?” Then there'd be ten other records who sample the sound from that record. We wanted to make sure we were the first to drop that kind of sound.


Were you aware of what was going on in garage? A lot of people from jungle had moved over to UK garage

I was buying them. Ask the guys in the West End Records. All the time when I was doing drum’n’bass, I was buying Strictly, Nu Groove. I was making hip hop records with DJ Biznizz at that time still. I was going to Twice as Nice and things like that. I was in them places. I go to those dances.


Were you feeling the innovations in garage?

I remember some of the early DJ Disciple stuff and it felt to me like kids who got a bit late on house. At the time – I'm just being honest – I was like “Oh, you just checked out house and before you weren't feeling that, but something's happened, and now you're feeling it and that's all good.” It sounds like so-and-so from a few years ago. But it was all good still anyway.


When I heard two-step records coming, I was like, “Afronaught did a few tracks like this in 1992.” Talking of Afronaught and Seiji, broken beat came in, and a lot of the names you just mentioned signing for albums were in that. When did that sound start becoming apparent to you?

I started doing 2000 Black77 in 1998. I think everybody started to find each other around 2000. I was very active trying to licence new tracks and get new artists. That's how I met IG, I was trying to get him to make a 12 for me. By 2000-2001 there was a vibe reputation for broken beat. Another name that I still don't understand where it come from, and what that was all about.


Why do you think it was West London that latched onto this?

Basically, a lot of us from West London was doing it. Northwest London or West London. Phil Asher and Patrick Forge used to do a club playing old stuff on a Friday, no new artists, and that was popular with a lot of the people making broken beat. All that crew from Ealing, Jamiroquai and all that lot, was a couple of generations above us. The Young Disciples and stuff, there's been that vibe in West London, I guess. But it was just coincidence, really. It was not like no one in East London made it. But then they had the main distributors there as well. And a lot of studios were down there as well.


What made it so tight-knit, unlike jungle or garage, which swept across thousands of people?

I think this is the reason: when we was first releasing the records, it was overlooked and ignored for the first good couple of years. We started doing the Co-op club because no one was playing our records, so let's do our own club. If the mindset is you've always been overlooked, we're going to have to do it ourselves. We found strength in numbers and we went at it like that and everyone was cool with each other and that's it. Some people saw that as a threat because they felt it wasn't open, but that's not the case. It's guys trying to get something going here, so that's why we're unified.


It's difficult music to make, and difficult to mix if you're a DJ. Complex rhythms, unpredictable rhythms. So that might feel like barriers of entry for young producers. The traditional narrative goes rave, jungle, garage, grime, dubstep – so do you think it gets its due in the London story?

We can talk about all of the people who came to Co-op, listened to it and then went off to go make garage and two-step or whatever. Like Sampha. There's too many people I can name. I remember speaking to Micachu and being like: “You're too young. I don't even know how you even got in. You was too young to even be there.” So it definitely had that feeling, but it's because drum’n’bass had stars. You had your Goldie, Fabio, Grooverider, Photek, dominant names. The broken beat scene didn't have that one girl artist singer that made a lot of noise, no star DJs, it was a very underground thing. We sold records, but we didn't have that focal point that could be the thing that conveyed the story.


Until Bugz In The Attic broke out. But it was dissipating by the time they charted. I think we hadn't even began to see the influence, whether it's Sampha – or look at the 22a lot now

I remember meeting Al Dobson in Australia, his sister brought him to Co-op. It's there, it's embedded. Sampha and Sam Floating Points used to come too.


My suspicion is that critically it gets looked down on because it's a bit too slick, it doesn't fit the narrative that street music should be capital-s STREET

Oh yeah, 100%. We've got to be all from estates and made on Apple Loops or whatever it is. You can't possible afford some equipment and know how to do some production. I hear what you're saying but such is life, innit.


What did Plastic People mean as a place?

There's two places I was upset when they closed. There's Trendz Nightspot in the 80s, and there's Plastic People. I don't care about any other venues, and I don't mean to be a dick. fabric: I don't feel nothing. Plastic People? Oh yeah. That small space that only hosted 200-and-something people or meant to be, but we squeeze in 300 sometimes, for what it done for your dubstep and grime with FWD>>, for us lot with the broken beat, Theo residency there. I played warm up for J Dilla there. I don't remember Dilla playing any other DJ set in London, in England. He played at Plastic People though. There were so many little one-offs. and Because of Ade's principles, he could balance his own night of how he played and didn't tolerate none of that requests nonsense.


Ade said he wanted it like a club in Lagos, meaning dark. So you probably couldn't see the DJ

Yeah and that's what great about that club: hardly any lighting, so people don`t feel inhibited and people can enjoy themselves. It's a great thing to do. You can go to the dancefloor and dance how you feel and have a great time and listen to the music. You didn't have to worry about what you were wearing. Just a little red orange light in the corner.


Did you go to FWD>>?

Nah, that was too much bass for me. They used to blow up the set, when we was coming in on the next night, these fucking kids [laughs]. I'd come in and Ade was like “The FWD>> lot, they've blown the amps, I've got to change this!” That was my experience of FWD>>.


They were such a bunch of little urchins as well, ten of them hiring a limo from Croydon, because it was cheaper than the trains

[Laughs]


It's interesting that's where your interest cut off – because their music was raw and you guys were making this kind of sophisticated stuff, and yet it was really first cousins

There's some tracks I done where I stripped it right down too, to try and mix it and not have all the slick stuff. You gotta mix up the set, with down tempo or whatever. The reason I made things like Cousin Cockroach is because I need something heavier for when I spin. And then like years later, those kids, it's one of their anthems. I had some crew licencing it and doing a repress off it only a couple of years ago. It's funny how things cross over. I remember 2-step people sampling DKD Records.78 They sample your stuff and play some of it, you know what I mean? So yes, definitely some sort of overlap.


Did grime mean much to you when it started up?

I liked that they're doing their own thing, whether they from Hackney or Birmingham: “I'm from England,” representing that way. And they were riding any rhythm, however they felt like, and that was encouraging. There was a couple of guys I liked. Lyrically, I had a bit of a problem with some of them to tell you the truth, but I loved fucking Kano, I think he's still one of the baddest out there. And there's a couple of others out there that have got bars, for real. The energy and all that stuff I did like, and it's good seeing them being able to express themselves. I was like “I've been there as a kid,” making drum’n’bass in 1990, you know what I mean? If I was that age, I would probably be doing that.


Have there been any new developments that grabbed you? After 2008-10, after dubstep and grime broke out, it starts to splinter into really varied sounds

I think it's about artists now, really. I haven't come across anything where I'm thinking, “Oh, that's great that whole sound what they're doing there.”


Did UK funky mean anything to you?

Yeah, but weren't that 2-step, no?


Well, it had a more dancehall / soca syncopation. I ask because Apple, who did some of the first UK funky breakouts, called himself broken beat – but he was producing like a grime producer, really lo-fi and odd. But some of that stuff was very musical. Crazy Cousinz was very high production value, but it sounds like garage

I thought they were doing what the garage lot were doing. I know it wasn't the same, I thought it was a development out of that.


Do you follow any of the Afrobeats stuff?

I don't like Afrobeats, because I love Afrobeat [laughs], I love buying those old records. So I can't handle that, it annoys me. I don't want them to make the same records as Fela, no. Because it's 2000 and whatever now. Just call it the pop sound of west Africa! That's what it is. Pop. Not calling it something that makes it sound like it's Fela. Argh! It annoys me.


What other modern artists are carrying through the British experimental traditions in to interesting places? Obviously Sampha's taking it into interesting songwriting territory

I tell you who else, it's James Blake. I remember his releases on Hessle. And then he comes out with an album and it's like singer-songwriter stuff. I was like “Ahhh, yeah, that's how we used to behave, with 4Hero stuff, yeah, I get ya!”


The 22a lot and Rhythm Section – that slow-motion house meets soundsystem music – feels like it's almost bubbling into a thing of its own

But, there's no scene coming up, it's just individuals – or a small group, like them lot. It's hard to think like that, because the world is so connected. A lot of those names I was coming up with in my head, I'm like “Oh they're from America!” That whole identity from a city, the Manchester crew, the Sheffield and Yorkshire lot, the London lot. I think there's going to be less of that, because of the way things are in the world. Everyone can tap into the same influences quite easily now. To have your own city sound, that would have to be a youngster who has a lot of respect for tradition, in a way. And the nature of young people these days, I don't know if they are about history per se. They've got access to it easily, but they're very about the new, what's next, And it's very quick – old school's three months ago.
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JAYNE Conneely talks like she DJs. Where some drum’n’bass is direct and linear, all about the instant impact in the moment or a slick glide, her DJ sets are a cascade of complexity, full of rhythmic diversions and surprises. Though she never diverts from it being drum’n’bass as such, the way the new twists just keep pouring out is a reminder that even if its template has changed little, the genre is still as capable of sonic freshness and as dense with sonic information as it was in the 90s, when she was shelling down dances with her inseparable DJ partner, the late Valerie Olukemi “Kemistry” Olusanya. Yet this isn't experimentalism or ostentatious difficulty for their own sake: for all their sophistication, the sets never noodle, and never lose sight of the fact that this is rave music.

So with her conversation: it's an absolute torrent, rolling out often without sentence breaks, swerving from one thing to the next, initially daunting in the way that drum’n’bass still can be for a neophyte. But once you tune into it, there's scarcely a word wasted, and again the density of information is quite something. I really wanted to get her in this book, for a number of reasons. Certainly because I knew she had the skinny on the birth of jungle and drum’n’bass, and definitely because it seemed important to have a woman's perspective on what has always been (let's face it) a macho genre. But perhaps most importantly, Kemistry & Storm DJ sets provided some of the most profound rave culture experiences of my twenties. A recording of them playing together with Goldie in 1996 at the Zap Club in Brighton was recently circulated on social media by Metalheadz. This was a night that I was at, and the flashback it engendered would make you a fortune if you could only bottle and sell it.

From half a lifetime away, the sci-fi shapes of the bass tones and the way snares slice through it all like white hot knives still evoke the transformation of grubby clubs into impossibly complicated machines for the propagation of… what? Pleasure, certainly, but also a darkly powerful futurist vision. The younger-generation drum’n’bass producer Nick Douwma aka Sub Focus described his early experiences of raving at The End or fabric as like having the dancefloor turned into the bridge of a spaceship hurtling to who knows where. As the film critic Philip French famously wrote in 1990, of A Clockwork Orange, “Nothing dates the past like its impressions of the future,” but notwithstanding this much-paraphrased truism, certain visions of futurity have turned out to be, well, future-proofed. To say the least, Alice Coltrane or Vangelis or Model 500 – or Metalheadz as distilled most perfectly by Kemistry and Storm – are all of their time. But they each also provide building blocks of a bigger subcultural toolkit, which can be used (as Alvin Toffler said of science fiction) as “a mind-stretching force for the creation of the habit of anticipation.”

Olusanya's death in a freak road accident in 1999 is one of the great tragedies of underground music. At a time when drum’n’bass was entering an insular phase, the duo were one of the most important forces in preserving that futurist spirit – and it's clear that they had a lot more to say. If it was very clearly hard for Conneely to continue, she nevertheless surged on, and thankfully now has more of the respect she deserves beyond the drum’n’bass circuit, getting bookings alongside techno and experimental artists. She remains wildly enthusiastic in person, those cascades of words marking her out as the raver she still is, 30 years on from her first acid house experiences. When we spoke, she was dealing with the death of another close friend and associate in the scene, so the conversation started on a melancholy note.


Before the recording started, we were discussing your friend Spirit who died very recently, and Marcus Intalex who went not long previously. Without wanting to go over too much painful ground, does it put you a reminiscing mood, thinking about what's been achieved by these people?

With Marcus it was such a shock – I feel it personally and as a DJ, and the scene feels it as well. The drum’n’bass scene has lost not just an amazing guy but the music. He was so prolific, he achieved so much with his labels and his nights, nobody can make a tune like him. It's the same with Spirit, even though he was less high-profile, and maybe very underestimated. It's not always that easy to get on if you're a great producer who makes stuff you stand by. I'm so sad I've lost a really really close friend with Spirit, but the other thing is – and this truly is important– we've lost his music. Over the past few weeks, my set is about a third Spirit. But I'll never have new dubs from him again.

There's a generic sound in drum’n’bass which I personally don't like, I call it “the wawa”. It doesn't have a lot of bass in it, it's not really making your knees drop, you know? When I'm playing and Digital's giving me a tune and he throws a bassline in halfway through, my knees naturally drop. I'm like “Boom, there's the bass.” It's great to have all kinds of genres and lots of new people, that's always going to happen, but it is a shame that promoters stopped believing in drum’n’bass. Obviously with Marcus, I've been thinking recently about Speed. At other raves we were all being moved into Room 2 – Room 1 was jungle, Room 2 was drum’n’bass – and we were like, “Hang on, we're junglists.” To us, Photek was the 21st-century junglist. As long as you had bass in your tune, that was it.

When Paul Ibiza was being asked what he was going to call ‘Bass Box’, he said, “I'd like to hear this music if I was sitting in a jungle toking on a spliff sitting down, I'd call this music for the jungle.” It's got that doubled-up reggae bassline, and that's what me and Kemi always felt jungle was about. We always said Wax Doctor was a junglist. People were like, “No, he makes music.” We were like “Yeah but he's still got a bassline.” Calibre is the same, at the end of the day, we're all junglists. So when Speed came along, Kemi and I were like “How can we make this club work?” First time we were there, we met Photek, we knew he knew Digital and Source Direct, and then he brought Spirit along and we got to know these producers and we were just phoning them saying, “Look, you need to come to this place, they're playing your tunes, you've got to come and hear it, it's in the main room.” I think Speed was the first club that took drum’n’bass and started running with it. Even though we thought we were still playing jungle. Obviously then along came Metalheadz – but we still felt we were junglists. People were saying, “No, this is drum’n’bass.”


OK hold up, there's a lot to unpick here. We'll go over this in more detail, but I want to go right to the beginning. Where did you grow up? What was your family background?

I was born and bred in Kettering, a very small town, Northampton was our biggest town. My mum had me quite late in life. When I was very young, maybe two-and- a-half, three, I started doing ballet classes. And I did tap, and then for my dad I picked up Irish dancing, then I started to learn the piano accordion and joined an Irish marching band. So from eight onwards, I was really on the road with my mum. I would go to fleadhs to do my Irish dancing in competitions, we would go to Eisteddfods and do little local carnivals with the band. We had a great time together, we didn't have any satnav, just maps and books, and we used to get lost a lot. My mum made all my costumes. I really enjoyed that at the weekends we'd have something special to do together.

Then you move on, school and college. Kettering is a very pub-crawling place, you had one disco called Mr Bips, on a Friday night, and they would play quite commercial music. At that time I suppose I was a new romantic, I would wear the suits with the chains and lots of heavy makeup and not smile a lot in the club and do that very cool dancing – so I thought. And there was a group of friends which had Kemi in it, I'd see them and think, “Oh they're kind of new wave and there's a lot of them and really maybe interesting conversations going on there.” My sister is 21 years older than me, so I had someone to make me up and put me in her clothes so we could go to these discos. So I was going out at maybe 14.


It's quite a white area

Oh my god it's a very white area. Kemi had a really tough time growing up in this town. She was half-caste, number one. When I was at Catholic school, we had one black family, the Mason family. When you have this small-town mentality, you then break out of it almost to be anti-establishment. So when I was 17, I was asked out by this guy who used to come to a restaurant I was working with Kemi and another guy. And they were very much into Japan, they both had the David Sylvian hair. This one asked me out, and I was heavily into Japan at that time. It was one of my first groups. Radio 1 and John Peel were really important, because you were starting to hear music you wouldn't maybe hear in this area. The guy who asked me out was the sax player of a band, and Kemi's boyfriend was the keyboard player. So then I got to meet her. It was a nine-piece band called Swamp Women, you had an African fretless bass player and the lead singer was very much into Joy Division. I suppose my boyfriend David was into David Bowie. So now I'd got this melting pot of people that would sit and actually talk about music. The percussionist in the band, the timbale player, had the only reggae show in Kettering. So now I'd started being introduced to reggae too.

I found a group of people I could really align with. We talked about films. I'd never really had that with a group of friends before, where you could have conflict but it was good conflict, good debates about things. A few girls in there were hairdressers in Kettering, and they moved to London first – so now we could go to London. They knew Boy George, Simon Le Bon from Duran Duran, so when they had their parties, these people would come to the house. So from that point, I had a very interesting time, it was opening up to new horizons. They were very anti-establishment as well. We always wanted to go out to different places, and obviously London for us was the centre of the world. Then when I moved to Oxford and did my radiography there was another change of pace, another change of life – drinking, having a really good time in the pub.

There was a little disco we'd go to in Oxford, so again I'm branching out and meeting new people, but I always retained my friendship with my people in Kettering. At that time, Kemi's boyfriend became one of the first graphic designers and moved to Sheffield. When I went to Sheffield to visit, we were meeting Martin Fry and Jarvis Cocker. That world he was in, that new graphic-designer world, went with the territory of going out to clubs and meeting interesting people. In Oxford it was about studying, you needed to achieve your goals and get your diplomas, it was hard work. But I still retained that almost anti-establishment thing, I was into people like Kate Bush and Prince and I discovered Björk when I was there. The music wasn't great in Oxford. I hadn't discovered all the underground clubs down Cowley Road because when you're in a university, you tend to stick with those kind of people.


When was this?

I was born in 1965 so 21 years on from that, what are we? 1987. I studied there for four years. Then Kemi left her boyfriend and became a makeup artist when she was in Sheffield and met all these young models going off to Japan, so she found a different set of friends up there. She got her room in London because unfortunately one of the guys who lived in the house died at Hillsborough. I'd gone to stay at Kemi's to do work experience at different hospitals, and Kemi said to me, “Why don't you just get another mattress and stay in my room?”

They were in a big Victorian house, three-storey, half-Sheffield, half-Liverpool and they were all ravers. I was like, “Ooh I don't know about this raving. I've been very good in Oxford.” Kemi was like, “Yeah your style's changed, what's happened to you?” There I was with my collar up, wearing jumpers round my neck tied up. She said, “We need to sort this out. This thing called raving is starting. I came down to London to go on a boat party.” I was like, “Oh right OK.” Kemi was working in Red or Dead and they were all ravers too. I'd been studying with a psychologist on MDMA, and we'd been doing a bit of research and found it wasn't as harmful as people thought if you took your time with it or didn't abuse it. So yeah, ecstasy was emerging. When I was went to certain clubs with Kemi I could see some people were on this thing [laughs uproariously]. You could tell. Kemi would just bombard me with this electronic music and we discovered this guy on Centreforce called Randall.

One of my friends just happened to fancy him, and of course you could phone the station. I did that thing, “Oh my mate really likes you” [laughs]. She sat embarrassed in the background and wouldn't talk to him when we finally got through so there's me talking to Randall, not realising the connotations of that in years to come. I was like, “Let's see what this raving is like,” and I really enjoyed it. The Summer of Love had just happened. It was really interesting to me seeing different ethnic groups coming together. I really got obsessed with the music. My other friend who was a radiographer from Oxford, Nicky, came out too, so the three of us would always go raving together.


What are we talking now, like 1989, 1990?

I suppose 1989. I think I qualified in 1988. Me and Nicky, the radiographers, we'd not had a holiday for any length of time so we had our first holiday in Turkey. We went backpacking and we actually experienced a couple of raves out there, very commercial but kind of amazing, with lasers, all outside in really old historic buildings. So we came back telling our tales and Kemi was like, “I've been to a few boat parties.” The manager of Red or Dead at the time would just go where everybody would go. He was talking about this night that used to be the Kit Kat Club [advertised as a “punk funk” night] at Heaven, and was now called Rage. These two DJs had come from upstairs and they were so good that they'd made the girls take their tops off. So all the boys were like, “Right, we wanna go there!”

We'd already experienced Grooverider at this New Year's Eve thing. We'd tried to get to Biology and Genesis but they were closed down. I needed petrol, and at this petrol station this guy shouted across, “Follow us, there's this Panasonic warehouse that's been broken into in Slough and we're going there.” So we followed them. Carl Cox was there and lots of famous DJs, but the one we liked was Grooverider. And we heard he was playing at Heaven, so we were really excited to go see him.

But when you went to Heaven, or Rage I should say, they used to do membership and it took ages. You had to have your Polaroid taken, then fill in a form, then get your thing laminated. We only managed to hear an hour of Grooverider. But we heard about this other guy, Fabio, who'd played very differently. So the next week now we were all lined up there like at the beginning. There was a guy upstairs called Ray Keith, and Trevor Fung as well. We were like, “Wow OK, there's different types of this music.” This is what was called hardcore then. Grooverider and Fabio literally just infected us that night. It became our religion: Rage every Thursday. Then we heard about a night in Coventry where you could hear this guy called Doc Scott. We'd already started buying vinyl and it was pretty much hardcore then, but then Doc Scott was released. We were buying this label with this R on it, Reinforced. It was all about the colours. We were like, “We haven't got the blue one and we haven't got the yellow one.”

We were buying without even knowing because we're not from London, but we became friends with the guy at Music Power and he became a raving partner with us as well. He would give us the book. This book was really sacred and it would give you all the new promos, so now we were able to buy promos and we were banging on to Top Buzz – we became good friends with Top Buzz – about “We're going to become DJs.” And they were like, “Yeah alright love,” you know what I mean, patting us on the head almost. We were like, “No no no it's what we want to do.” It was 1990 and we were at Roller Express, and Ratpack were playing. I migrated to the decks and I'm saying, “What is that record deck with the red light on it?” The guy said, “It's called a Technics.” I'm like, “I've got these tunes and they're not the same speed, how is he making that?” He said, “It's called a pitch controller. They control the beats and move them up and down.” I was like, “Wow OK, that's how you do it.” As I turned, I saw Kemi doing the same on the other side of the room. We were like, “Look, we're obsessed with this music, we need to be with it 24/7, let's become DJs.” That's literally how it happened.

So we started saving money for our decks, and then Kemi met Goldie. He saw her in Red or Dead in Camden and thought, “She's interesting-looking.” He invited her out for a date, he said it was some kind of photoshoot at his flat at 8 o’clock – I was saying, “Surely that's a date?” She was like, “Oh I don't know but I'm excited, he's got weird gold teeth.” She couldn't drive so I dropped her off. She was like, “Pick me up at 12,” so I picked her up and she was like, “Yeah it was a date, he cooked food for me and everything. He's some kind of graffiti artist.” He had just come back with his [graffiti art] show and he was hanging around with Massive Attack and Tricky, all those cool hip hop guys. Kemi said to him, “Well I'm going to be very selfish for the next couple of years because I want to become a DJ. I'm into this hardcore music. If you want to be with me, I'm maybe not going to have so much time for you. But if you want to hear this music…” So of course he came down to Rage after his show one night and just stood upstairs looking really tense.

We were like, “Come downstairs and hear Grooverider and Fabio,” and he was like “No no no, I'm alright here,” you know what I mean. When we took him home, we were like “What was going on with you?” He was like, “Look, there was white people, Asian people, black people of all kinds of shades and nobody had a fight,” and we were like, “Oh right.” He said, “Well I've just come back from Miami where you have a black club here and a white club here and a Hispanic club here,” We were like, “Ah yeah, you missed the Summer of Love. We all came together, this music is anti-establishment against the government, raving in fields. People are taking this thing called ecstasy, it's brought an empathy and brought everybody together.” He said, “Well, that freaked me out.” We said, “Well, come next week and come downstairs and now you understand it.” 79 So he went, and when we came home he was like, “Right, I'm going to make this music and we're going to have a label and you're going to DJ.” And for the next few years, we literally just lived that dream.

Goldie was trying to make music and trying to work it out. Howie B had got signed and had this big studio now, and Goldie would bring back tunes and he was like, “Well?” They'd look at us like, “Is it good?” We'd be like, [tsk] Oh no that's not it.” They'd try and try and it wasn't working. It was almost there, then he got this job in Iceland to bomb [spraypaint] this guy's shop, and he met this 15-year-old there with an Akai 950, and he came back with his first EP.80 He said, “I can't believe it, I've been in this big studio with Howie B and it's not been working, I meet this 15-year- old guy and he gets what I'm doing and here comes an EP.” That was ‘Ajax Project’. We had enough money to get 1,000 pressed, the famous story is that we didn't have enough to print any labels and Goldie said “Well, you've got some printing blocks and we've got different colours and we've got potatoes.” So he just cut out ‘Ajax Project’ on I don't know how many potatoes and we sat there and printed them all out [laughs]. That's how you did things. That's the one thing about Goldie, he was this force of energy and gave us a bit of kick up the arse to get ourselves together. He was like, if people told him, “You don't do things like that,” Goldie was like, “Why?” You know what I mean.

I think he broke a few moulds when it came to what you could do and how you operated. We all knew it was going to be hard work, even Metalheadz. But it didn't seem like hard work even though we didn't make a lot of money in the beginning and we'd run it from Kemi's one-bedroom flat. I had my mattress in the corridor and we'd bring it in the living room at night. Then Goldie had enough money to buy us a fax machine, we were like [gasps] “We're an office now!” When you look back, you think, “Really? Excited by a fax machine?” but honestly we were like “Oh my god we're an office!” We'd been putting £5 in a fund when we could, and we came home one day and Goldie's like, “Look, you're never going to get the decks.” So out of the first money he made, he bought us the decks. We were like, “Wow that's amazing, thank you so much.” Randall got us a couple speakers for a tenner and sold us an amp for a tenner. My friend's still got that amp, it's still working to this day. An old JVC amp [laughs].


Living history!

It's got a few sticky bits on it now where the buttons don't work, but the amp works. And he got us some speakers and we found a cheap pair of dual headphones. Randall was telling us “They've got to be dual so they both work, like the stereo, so you can monitor.” He became our mentor – and what a mentor to have. Then Goldie did the famous thing of running on-stage at Astoria when Dego was in the middle of the PA for ‘Mr Kirk's Nightmare’ with his DAT going, “I made some music, I need you to listen to this music.” Dego's like, “I'm in the middle of a PA!” It was so embarrassing to us, now we knew who Reinforced were. But it really worked. They were like, “Who is this mad guy?” We were cutting dubplates now and we were getting out a bit more. I'd got a couple gigs here and there and people would ask, “Who's that crazy guy from Wolverhampton with the gold teeth?” We'd just sit and listen to the stories they'd tell about him.

I think then his next faux pas was going to Groove when he finally cut a dubplate of one of his first tunes after ‘Ajax Project’. He thought it was like the reggae scene where the guy plays it and you take it back and give it to someone else the next night, but Groove was like, “Where do you think you're going?” He was like, “I've got to take it.” Groove was like “No no no, I played it, that's my dubplate now.” We were like, “Oh my god Goldie you've double-embarrassed us now.” You had to love that about Goldie, he just didn't care. He didn't realise there was rules, but there were, even then. You had to learn them pretty quickly. He was like, “I spent £25 on that!” We were like, “Yeah, you can't take a dubplate back, Goldie, once you've given it to someone” [laughs].


Especially not from Grooverider

Of course! Then Reinforced picked us up as well. They were happy to take Goldie on. We were really crapping ourselves, “Reinforced are coming to the house, what do they like? Tea and biscuits? Shall we get some cake in? I don't know.” I was in the mix when they came in and I thought, “Do I stop or will they think I'm not very good, how long do I have to go on for?” In the end Goldie said “I think you can stop now Jayne, I think we're going to have a conversation.” Obviously they picked him up and saw something in him. What a wonderful group of people to know, Reinforced. They were so encouraging. I've done a lot of talks this year about women in the music industry, and I realise how tough most girls have it – but I think me and Kemi were really blinkered because we didn't feel any of that.

Obviously we'd seen DJ Rap in Coventry and we were like “Wow, look, DJ Rap! Wow if she can do it, there's two of us, we can do it too.” She almost became our touchstone. There she was mixing and doing all the things the guys were doing, and people were loving her and she'd look great. We were like, “Wow.” Then we met Tamsin and we were like “OK, there are a few other women DJs.” It gave us the encouragement. Pretty early Goldie got us a pirate radio show on Touchdown FM and we'd only been mixing for five months. There was three of us, we were called Mach-3, it was Kemistry, Storm and Double G, then Equals Mach-3 with Mack Daddy G – which was Goldie, our MC. I've still got dubplates with Goldie toasting on the beginning about Mach-3. “On Mach-3, here we come!” So we had our own dubplates as well and people were like, “Who are these people?” We had to do this three-hour graveyard shift from 6-9am on a Sunday morning. You had to take your own decks and pass them through this hole in the wall and get yourself and your mixer through it. It was all new to us. Apparently these radio shows had been going on a long time. We had to leave that show because unfortunately Goldie had given this radio show the permission to put the ’mitter on his house – but what did they do when we came in one week? They'd got a picture of it on top of his towerblock. He was like, “No no no, that's not right!” We'd been talking to this other radio station, these two guys called Force Of One, and they'd started this new radio show, Defection, out of Weekend Rush, which was somewhere in Clapton Pond.

They said, “Why don't you come have an audition for us?” We went on a Saturday, they really liked us. The only rule of Defection was you had to defect from another show. It was quite hot at the time, and Force of One were a new exciting outfit. We got the show just before them on a Sunday. That was a really good boosting point for us, and it was a good way of learning your craft and turning your records round, because it was a weekly show. I kept a book of everything we bought. I'd got this idea from Music Power of this book of promos, and I was like, “Right, let's log everything we've got when we buy it.” I always had a history of what we bought. When you look back, you can see how many tunes were coming out at that time and it did slow up in about 1994-95. We must have had about 100 releases a month, from tiny little record labels that were starting, and sometimes they'd only do one release and disappear. You had all the stuff coming from this Doc Scott area, then stuff coming out of Birmingham, SS in Leicester, then the Manchester crew. It was a really exciting melting pot of what was becoming jungle and drum’n’bass, and little bits of hardcore still going on. I think it just gave us discipline doing that radio show, and we're meeting a whole new crew of people, going to these naughty little council estates and the guy would meet you down the road and go, “Yeah it's in block blah blah blah and flat blah blah blah” and you'd just walk past him. You wouldn't talk in the lift to anybody. We'd never experienced anything like that, and Defection became a really well known radio station. So again, we were very lucky, and again, they didn't treat us any different. You pay your dues and you play and you turn up every week.

So it gave us a good discipline, you're mixing under all kinds of situations and in different flats every week so you're not sure where the sound is going to be, and is there going to be sound? [laughs] It's really good for dealing with that kind of uncertainty, the first time you get your gig out. And we just focused all the time. I don't know how long it took us to look up at the crowd, but a good six-to-eight months, because all you can do when you start is just mix. I remember one of our first big gigs – the line up was Kemistry and Storm, Randall and Bukem – and we struggled through this set. We were like, “Oh god the monitor's terrible.” Randall turned up 10 minutes towards the end and he was like, “You know there's a booth control to turn it up?” We were like, “What?” We hadn't got a clue [laughs]. We learnt a lot just by watching DJs. We saw this thing that Frosty [Jumpin’ Jack Frost] had done with the spindle with his fingers to speed it up or slow it down, and we were like, “OK, you can move tunes like that.” We saw Grooverider stop a tune with his finger on the record and we were like, “OK you can actually touch the tunes!” We were like little sponges when we went out. You could hear that Bukem was maybe a little bit more musical than Randall, even though they were playing around the same kind of tunes. He'd found the slightly more musical tunes. Then we heard Frosty and Bryan [Gee], and they were a little bit more rolling, then Mickey Finn, he had a style that was more “up” – and I think for Kemistry & Storm, we just absorbed all those styles. People started saying to us, “You kind of play rough with the smooth don't you?” We were like, “Oh do we?” I always say Grooverider taught us how to select, Fabio taught us how to tell a story, then Randall put the mix into perspective for us. We always wanted to be really on-point mixers, we did feel that pressure as women that we've got to be really good, we can't skip a beat. We practiced and practiced and practiced.

Those first sets on the road, they're set up. You've practiced them at home, they don't change when you go out, if you get through it, you're like, “Oh god we made it!” [laughs] Then as you go on, you learn it's not always about that. After about a year you start realising you can put it together when you're out. Different clubs require different styles, the DJ before you might play a few tunes you were going to play – you've got to start thinking on your feet. That's what really taught us that we truly loved this, the art we're doing in the moment. Randall was such an amazing example, the way he put his tunes together was so dramatic and really awe- inspiring. I remember listening to him at The Morning After at Covent Garden, like a day club that my friend Sherry used to run. Randall did this mix with one of the N.H.S.,81 it had this big drop in the middle – and I can remember this guy shouting out, “Oh my god, will Randall be in at the end?” Everyone was like [gasps], you could hear a pin drop, then it came in, he was absolutely on the beat and we all went “Yeaaah!” You felt you were really with the DJ back in the day. I think that has changed over the years. For me the art of DJing is still a special art, because what drum’n’bass or jungle brought to the forefront was how to use the crossfader, how to mix and blend. The techno DJs were doing a slightly different thing. What we were doing was live remixing. Randall would do this really long mix that was this dramatic remix almost in front of you. It gave you ideas and you'd go home. To this day I still dream mixes, then I do them, I'm like “Oh god that really works.” I love it when it works. Sometimes it doesn't and you're like “OK, I won't try that again” [laughs].


Did you have a sense of the aesthetic side as well? You talked about it being anti- establishment. The beginnings of jungle and drum’n’bass are all falling into place around hardcore. Did you have a sense of what it meant and the futurism of it?

Before Kemi and I ran it, when it began and Goldie was running it on his own, Metalheadz wasn't really selling, this weird label with this really weird structure of drum’n’bass. Going through 1992-93, things like Acen's ‘Close Your Eyes’,82 there was no format to that tune, it had house, it had acid, it had a hip hop break doubled up and it had some reggae bassline doubled up. There was no format.


Plus Jim Morrison!83

But as time went on, it started getting more formatted. When I did that Reinforced set for 25 years of Reinforced, I had to literally sit down and count bars in the tracks, because there was no format. So a producer might drop half a bar. And because I'd trained – I trained into classical accordion music playing so I did my music exams to grade five – counting bars came straight away with me. There wasn't a lot of structure, drum’n’bass – or whatever you want to call it – was just pure excitement when they were making it. People weren't thinking, “Is this going to mix properly?” When Dego offered for us to make a tune, I was like, “Right, we've got to make the perfect tune, you get all your samples together, then think about the structure of what breaks you want to use.” We were like “OK, we got our five favourite tunes of the time out,” I counted the bars and did an average of the five to the first breakdown and to the second breakdown, so in my mind we would have the perfect tune [laughs].

We got in the studio and Dego was like, “What are you on about?” We were like, “…then it breaks down here.” He was like, “Yeah you're talking nonsense to me. Let's start and see where we go.” And of course it really annoyed him that we kept needing to go back to the beginning, “Right, can we go back to the beginning and change it?” Dego was like “I'm glad I've only got three days with you two!” Because it wasn't the way he'd made tunes with people. I was like, “Well no, it needs to break at this time and it needs to do this and I've got all my bars all sorted out.” So it was hard work for Dego [laughs], but we did come out with a tune in the end. I always thought about how things were put together. You could hear Randall doing the same thing, the basslines would drop together when he's finished. I remember when Photek first came along and we were like, “For god's sakes Rupert, stop dropping half a bar!” It wasn't till he started DJing that he realised what we were saying.

He was like, “Oh right, I just thought it sounded exciting.” To a certain extent, that's a good thing really. Whereas now it's very formatted, do you know what I mean? So for me, the art of DJing is even more important now because it does have rules and regulations. With drum’n’bass, there is a first break and a second break, and normally after the second break the bassline will change a little bit. I suppose that's Dillinja that brought that to everybody. The first bassline you heard, you were dying for it, and then you knew Dillinja would drop something really naughty after the second break, you'd go “Oh my god, he's done even more!” So I suppose it started to have a format, but in the beginning it was very exciting that it didn't. When Metalheadz came, like I said, Goldie couldn't sell it for love or money because people didn't understand the first few releases. Goldie's concept was always, “I want to make this label from the people that turn me on to this music.” You've got Doc Scott on the first release, then Peshay, then Wax Doctor and Alex Reece, and J Majik who was this wunderkind of Dillinja. These were all the people that got Goldie into the music, and that's how he saw Metalheadz. I mean, he hunted Dillinja down! Once Goldie had heard about you, he was like “Right who knows him?” That's what he'd do with all of them, hunt them down and find them. I think when you look at the first few releases, you can't put your finger on what Metalheadz is all about. When he gave it to us – because he got signed – our first release was ‘Your Sound’ J Majik and ‘Angels Fell’ Dillinja. We couldn't go wrong with that, that's what put us on the map. Another thing back in the day, when you had a good tune, everybody played it. There was no distinction between drum’n’bass and jungle.

As time moved on and maybe liquid and other styles came, then you started seeing drum’n’bass fragmenting into different styles, techstep and this and that. And the sound that Ed Rush & Optical brought was a completely new sound, then you move it onto Pendulum, then you have Calibre coming in. It started to segregate into different things, and now you've got many scenes that can encompass what you would call drum’n’bass: the jump-up scene, the happy hardcore scene, the old- school scene, the straight-up drum’n’bass scene, the EXIT-sounding drum’n’bass. It's fantastic that it's still massive but it's segregated. The bad thing is it's segregated a bit more on certain line ups, but then again they all work so there's nothing wrong with that. I just call it all drum’n’bass at the end of the day [laughs].


When I was 17, with the real rude ragga 93 darkside stuff, I was like “What is this?! The drums are all over the place, it's a mess.” I was really getting into Detroit techno and house at the time, and in comparison it sounded like carnage. Then I heard Shy FX and L Double, and I was like, “OK yeah yeah yeah I get this.” Then I flipped the other way, to be snobbish about the smooth stuff. I was like, “It's not as rude, it's not as energetic, the drums aren't as inventive,” and looking down on people who were only into the Bukem stuff. Of course I was wrong in both senses!

The word that we all really hated was “intelligent drum’n’bass”. Everyone just ground their teeth at that. And the other word I really hated was eclectic – because when you really knew our roots, we were all pretty much dirty junglists. And I was definitely a dirty raver. I could get my dose from going to Rage on Thursday and hearing Groove and Fabio and the people upstairs like Trevor Fung and Ray Keith. Then you go to Coventry and Doc Scott and Top Buzz and that was a much darker sound. It felt the same a little bit because the club The Edge had that flying rig, like it did in Heaven. It was a smaller kind of set up. The other thing was you had really big soundsystems we would play stuff on, so it didn't really matter about production. If drum’n’bass was to start today with the production we had then, it wouldn't work, with all the compressed tiny speakers you see now in clubs, and the music compressed into an mp3 or a wav. Back in the day when you were playing off pure organic vinyl, you could make the sound right because you could control things. You had to be not just a DJ, you had to control the sound. When Digital emerged, he would tell us, “OK this tune's not quite finished, you need to do this with it and that with it.” You can hear sometimes when me and Kemi had forgotten that at Blue Note, and Kemi would play the most obscure things. You'd hear a Digital thing come in and then you'd realise, like “Oh shit I'm supposed to turn the bass up and it's not quite there.” The exciting thing about Metalheadz was that you could play tunes that most probably weren't played on major dancefloors. That's what made us different, that we just didn't care.


You said you hated the word eclectic, but what Metalheadz and Goldie represented was the fact that you could sample Japan84 – just the deepest, strangest stuff, and Detroit techno, and have all these deep moods and smooth soul. And anything could fit – and it was still hardcore

I think that was the beauty of it, that all-comers welcome. We were excited by someone like Photek, he went to Japan and had that samurai thing going on. He went out with his DAT machine and broke twigs in the forest and turned it into a break, which was like absurd, but it gave him a unique sound. I remember when everyone said, “Photek's got an E-MU sampler!” We were like “Oh OK, is that different?” They were like, “Uh, yeah!” We were like, “Oh is that why he sounds like he does?”

When the Akai85 became standard, it was drum’n’bass people showing Akai what it could do with timestretching.86 Someone like Goldie came along and wanted to move this sound around, like “Can you do this and can you do that?” I don't think Akai even knew what this sampler could do, but drum’n’bass pushed it to its limit. I remember when everybody said, “Oh my god, you know what, Dillinja got the new S1000!” I was like “Right, is that different?” They were like. “Wait until you hear the new productions”. You could hear the difference, and that was the thing, you were working on minimal equipment even though you had analogue studios. The main part of what you were doing was sampling. We could only use so much before we were going to get into trouble.

Even though you had vocals, they didn't actually say anything. I remember this track Dego had made, and it said something about Santa. Everyone was like “What's that Santa tune that Dego's playing? [laughs] Like, what? We had this tune, we were convinced that it was saying “Never knew Dave Dave, never knew Dave Dave, never knew Dave Wallace.” People were like, it's “There's a new day day, there's a new day day, there's a new day day coming.” We were like, “Oh really?” You just kind of made things up in the club. There weren't words because we had problems with sampling. That was the other thing, people said drum’n’bass will never work because it doesn't have a lyric, you need to have a human voice. We were like, “I don't know about that.” Years later, I'm sitting in my hotel in America and this music programme came on, LL Cool J talking about this album he'd just made, Adam F had produced and engineered it for him, and he was saying, “I've never known music where it creates its own tension.” He said, “Adam F's showed me you can create tension in a track without using a voice.”


And it communicates as well. Whether it's the filtered drums in a jungle track or the acid noises in acid house, those sounds fit in the space that the human voice fits in

That was the other beauty – when they came to produce, everybody started to bring their history of what they were listening to. On his first EP, Goldie had a Phil Collins sample87 [laughs]! We were like, “Will it work G?” Acen coming with the James Bond theme, we were like “Oh my god, they're going to get so done.” We made a mistake at the Blue Note one night by doing a Star Wars kind of poster and George Lucas’ people came for us. We were like, “OK, destroy that flyer, we never do anything like that again.” We were having fun, we didn't realise big organisations were starting to watch you now.

Then once Goldie released Timeless, the first million-selling drum’n’bass album, people started to take it seriously. Goldie always wanted Timeless to be right. When a lot of people got signed at that time, the record company didn't know anything about the scene and certainly didn't respect it to give them the music first – so a lot of people got a lot of flack. So what Goldie did was send me and Kemi to London Records to talk to Pete Tong about, about us breaking this album on the underground first, rather than the overground having it. It was amazing because all they wanted from us was our mailing list, and then they gave us their mailing list, and we were like, “OK, now we can start looking at different people.” You had Gilles Peterson getting in touch, and Patrick Forge and Josh Wink. Dego knew Josh Wink and he said you have to send to Josh, and to King Britt. King Britt came down with Dego one night, he was like, “Have you got any latest stuff?” I said, “I've got the latest Hidden Agenda.” He was like, “Oh my god, let me put it on.” Then he just put it down to 33 [rpm] and was playing it at half speed. He was like, “Whatever you do, never cut Hidden Agenda records on 33 because I need to drop it to that.” We were like, “Wow that's really how you're playing it!” Then we started hearing people like Sven Vath playing Photek in his 10-hour set in Frankfurt and he was playing it at half speed too. It works because the drums are really nice and clear, there's an essence in beauty. I know Photek's stuff was always very simple but really strong and dramatic somehow, and he could just change the whole way a tune moved on a chord. He was really good at that atmospheric thing.

You had Digital, why does Digital work? There's always something going on in the background, right there, really hidden. That's why we always thought, “Wow this music is really psychological!” Then you put that together with the lasers and the smoke machine and the strobe and the big wardrobe speakers hitting you in the face with the bass and the flying rig with all the tops and mids. That sound was beautiful altogether. You don't get that now, which is a real shame. I played drum’n’bass a couple of times on a reggae system, it sounds very different. It's a shame that we've got so many restrictions now, and health and safety and small speakers and you're not allowed to have this and that. It's almost like you want to break out back into fields or go and find a barn dance.


There's still a few dirty raves here and there

Oh yeah, definitely. I played at The White Hotel for Mumdance not so long ago, up in Manchester, and that was amazing. That's an old warehouse, it used to be a garage, the bar is in a pit. The bar staff are down in this pit serving you drinks upwards [laughs]. The soundsystem in there was amazing.


I was just about to mention Mumdance when you were talking about the Akai samplers. You know the way a certain instrument, like a Fender Stratocaster, would define a type of music. Mumdance actually rebuilt the filters from an Akai S950, he did a collaboration with the tech firm so you can buy just the Akai filter to add to your modular synth

Wow, OK. That's really cool. I love what he's doing to be quite honest. Obviously for me it was amazing that he brought me to Boiler Room,88 because it changed the face of things happening in my career at the time. It's interesting to hear his story about when he was 13 breaking into Essential Festival in Brighton, and the first DJs he heard was me and Kemi and it changed his life. That's my story about Groove and Fabio almost! It's wicked that it's come full circle. It's like Goldie was saying to me, he said “It's silly asking you because you always thought it would, but did you think Metalheadz would be here this many years?” I was like “Yeah, totally!” If you've got the love for it and the passion behind, there's no reason why it wouldn't be. Even with Blue Note, people were like, “Is that really going to work on a Sunday?” But we used to go to Rage on a Thursday, Coventry on a Friday, have a day off. We found this club in Gray's Inn called Solaris on a Sunday, people like Steve Bicknell there playing the lighter side of what we were playing – but we still loved to hear that on a Sunday. We'd go to work on a Monday and think, “Yeah you don't know what I was doing last night but I had five hours of dirty dancing.” That's what the concept of Blue Note came out of. A little Sunday rave was that last thing before you went to bed, got up for work, and you felt much happier on a Monday.


By the time Metalheadz at The Blue Note was really swinging, the mainstream was all over it. Björk and David Bowie wanted to come down. What did it feel like in the centre of that?

Like Goldie said, when we very first made this plan, once we'd got a vehicle, it was going to happen. I almost think Metalheadz is the Stüssy of drum’n’bass. It was very anti-establishment at the time, and Goldie was never in it to make money, he just wanted to release tunes that he loved. I think that really worked at Blue Note because you had Doc Scott and Groove and Fabio and Randall, and you'd want to go down to see who would play the weirdest tune that night. It was normally Doc. The way Randall would put things together was almost mystical. Groove's got tunes that never came out, you'd long for them. It was one of those hedonistic clubs where even if we'd been to Germany or somewhere and got back at say 8pm, we'd say “Yeah, we'll leave Blue Note tonight.” Then we'd sit down and have a cup of tea and be like, “Should we just go for the last hour?” You couldn't miss it! Robbie Williams was there and Billy Zane loved it, and obviously when Goldie went out with Björk she loved it. She had to have the West Indian dinner, the rice and peas everyone would eat, before she could come downstairs.

We had a vehicle that we could sell our tunes from, and we were really into putting everything on our dubplates. We're running this label so we're going to put all the information you need, there's a big Metalheadz symbol on it. Obviously the logo is the best logo ever. How Goldie came up with it I don't know, but I still think the Metalheadz symbol with the head and the headphones, it's a really classic symbol and it will never change. I think it has such strength. And obviously we had our little trainspotters at the beginning around the decks and they'd always come early. In the end, Goldie was like “Right let's buy them some pads and pens.” The other thing that was unique was that we took everybody's phones. You got a little raffle ticket for your phone, you couldn't have phones in the club. The reason being, a month into doing Metalheadz, me and Goldie were down at Camden Market and there were the first few sets from Blue Note. Like really badly recorded – you can't believe how bad phone recordings were then – but people wanted them because they couldn't access it. We were like, “OK, no phones.” There was a magazine that did a comic strip about us, Grooverider was the silver surfer and Ink was someone else, they made Loxy into this robot trying to steal our music. What drew people in was that hedonistic experience. You would see people collapse in Blue Note and being taken out. We were all like, “Yeah, wicked! [laughs] We made another one fall, that's the end of their weekend and they've gone out blazing.” I remember when the speakers fell one night and we'd nearly killed people, but they were like, “Yeah, it was so hot in there that the speakers just fell over!”

It was just a lovely place with a really fantastic system, Troy and Bevin from Eskimo Noise gave us our sound, which was very heavy. The capacity was only 260 people, but sometimes we used to squeeze 1,000 people down there. It was ridiculous! The fact that we then were able to move on and do Leisure Lounge and have a really fantastic Saturday night as well as a Sunday night, no one's ever done that. I think we were such a positive force, and all the DJs and the MCs were part of that. We did become a family. I don't know many other labels like that.

David Bowie, he'd come to Leisure Lounge with his entourage, and they'd really protect him like [posh, nervous voice], “Don't let David go in the crowd!” I can remember him coming up to me and Kemi one night, “Can you sneak me in the crowd? I want to be part of it.” We were like, “Yeah yeah yeah they won't worry.” People be like [sucks teeth, casual voice], “Yeah boy, know what, I was dancing next to Bowie last night.” But if Dillinja came in, that was a different story! Bowie was this huge star that no one would have really worried about, they'd have gone [casual raise of eyebrows], “You alright Bowie?” But if Dillinja had come in, they'd have all been bowing: “Oh my god it's Dillinja!” [laughs]. Then you had all the US guys, Masters At Work, coming down to our parties. At Cafe de Paris we were the only organisation that got them to say trainers were fine. Goldie was like, “You can't have me if I can't have my people being relaxed.” Gonzales was there, Morales was there, a few Masters at Work people there – and it was GQ's birthday so we got a cake. They're going “Oh man, I love this club and you get cake!” [laughs]. They thought we were really strange, drum’n’bass and cake [laughs].

Metalheadz supported a lot of artists. We were happy to do that. Goldie literally said to these guys, “This is your label.” When we'd have meetings, they'd all fight over who was going to get the next release, and we'd have to sit down and say, “Let's have a proper debate. Who's got what ready?” It really was their label, they were allowed to have an input. Then Goldie took us all on the road, he did the band, which wasn't an easy thing to do. Especially doing electronic music. When Björk took him on tour, we went to the final one in Paris, and we were invited over and we were going to play after: Kemistry & Storm, Peshay, J Majik, I think Randall as well, Doc Scott. We were sitting really high up in the balcony. Goldie came on stage, and they were booing him when he started with ‘Inner City Life’ because it's such a long lead-in, putting their thumbs down and booing him, and we were like, “Oh my god Goldie. I hope he's alright on stage!” He looked so tiny! And then of course it broke into ‘Jah’ 89 and then the crowd started moving. About halfway through that 22-minute ‘Inner City Life’, you've got them. We were like, “Wow, that's so brave to take that on the road.” It was the first time drum’n’bass had done anything live. And Diane [Charlemagne] was an amazing singer, so it worked because she could carry a tune. It was amazing to watch that crowd turn from hating him into loving him.


Metalheadz never dropped the ball creatively, there was Source Direct, all these amazing things going on. But did you notice the rest of drum’n’bass, in its different forms, getting stuck in a rut?

Obviously when the liquid thing came along, a lot of people branched into making liquid versions of their label. Metalheadz never needed to do that. People say, “What is it about a Metalheadz tune?” You can't put your finger on it but the one thing is drama. ‘Pulp Fiction’ is not a heavy dark tune,90 whereas ‘Arabian Nights’ by J Majik was really searing into your brain with all the sounds. I think people really thought about how to move sounds around. I remember being in Rage one night, and a new tune of Goldie's – it literally felt like he'd taken a sound and whacked you on the back of the head with it and then brought it round and whacked you on the front of the head. After that, people like Roni Size did a lot of that filtering from one side to another. When you were in a club, it was really sonically exciting. In The End when they had that 5.1 [surround sound] system for the first time, you could really hear the sounds moving around – and putting effects on breaks and little things like that made things really different and interesting. And quite hard to mix to be honest. The people that really stuck to that, their tunes are still harder to mix than what's going on today. A lot of 2-step91 sounds like the same kit from one producer to another for me. I find it really boring. The Amen break was such a massive break, and it died a death for a while, and now it's back – and maybe new and improved with new productions and new ways people do things. Look at someone like Digital, when he first moved from an analogue studio to totally computer production, he couldn't get his bass right. So he went back to college and learnt how to do a few things, and came back and it was like “Wow, he's back. Now he's worked it out.” People that are in it for the heart and soul never lose that. Goldie was like “I never got into Metalheadz to make money, I got into it to be an artistic vehicle for people.”

And people gave us their best tunes. They were so excited to be part of this exciting label. With Hidden Agenda, they came to Fabio and Creative Source first, but because he was a bit late getting his stuff together, we kind of nicked it [laughs]. Hidden Agenda gave Creative Source probably one of the most famous tracks of all times, and one of the most beautiful pieces of music, ‘The Sun’. But we got them first! We had to sit and think about how to get these guys out because now they were bringing Northern soul sounds into things, and boy it was hard to clear their samples. We had to have many dinners with MCPS92 to get the samples cleared.

We're like, “You're a nightmare, but you've brought a whole new soul sound to drum’n’bass that we haven't heard before.” They weren't quite sure of what they were doing, so they'd send Goldie the tune and he would arrange it. I did this Apple talk with Goldie recently, around [Apple's music-making software] GarageBand, to demonstrate how you could use that to make a tune now. And Goldie there said, “If the arrangement's not right, whether it's your set or your piece of music, it's nothing. Arrangement is key.” When Hidden Agenda first sent us ‘Pressin’ On’, it wasn't quite there arrangement-wise so Goldie sat down and wrote out, “This needs to be longer, and this needs to go here.” He'd call them and go “Try this and try this.” It was a real collaboration. The head of the label would help you, he'd impart knowledge to you, and that must have been great for those artists. Because Goldie had produced Timeless, the first million-selling drum’n’bass album, and it deserved props – and not every tune on there was even drum’n’bass, so he'd opened up what it could be.


Where did you guys fit in to that? Did you feel you and Kemi had a distinct identity within that?

I think we just we became the Metalheadz mums [laughs uproariously]. There was lots of young guys, they needed guidance. Goldie never signed just anybody – and he didn't want to sign anybody in the sense of them belonging to Metalheadz, he wanted them to be encouraged to then go and set up their own label. Any help our boys needed in growing up and being independent, we were there for them.


Was that to the detriment of your own profiles? You weren't the most famous DJs on the scene. I know plenty of people with taste for who you were their favourite DJs bar none – but that was a connoisseurs kind of thing

I think probably that's more just because we weren't very commercial. We played what was in our hearts and what we believed in. No disrespect to the tune but we never dropped ‘Wicked’ 93 on the dancefloor, and I saw a lot of big DJs who slagged it off playing it.


You mean General Levy?

Yeah. We don't need to do that, we've got jungle in this bag way better than that, that is not been pre-thought about and made cynically. This guy has come out and said he's invented drum’n’bass, well I'm certainly not going to play his tune on a Saturday night! We were like “Work harder on finding your tunes!” Even today I have to work really hard, maybe even harder, to get a real Storm set together, because there's been this big generic sound going on. My set tends to be quite dramatic and I hope we're going on a journey together. I've never cleared a dancefloor yet – touch wood! So when I get the opportunity, I'm going to give it to you completely Storm.

That changed when the producer/DJ came in, because I didn't make tunes. After Kemi, I had to restart my career, and reboot. It wasn't easy. I had a lot of promoters still believed in me but it was difficult second time around.


Difficult in more ways than one. At the time of her death, drum’n’bass was reaching an impasse. The millennium had come, a lot of crowds had gone across to garage. The dance scene was a very different place. It must have been incredibly hard adjusting

We shared one set of records – which people didn't understand – but I never played her records from that collection, and she never played mine. I'd go and cut dubplates for her and she'd go and cut dubplates for me. When Dillinja had new tracks to cut, we had a deal: “It's your turn this time, it'll be my turn next time” [laughs]. Certain producers we'd always 100% have to share, her one track, me the next. The most difficult thing for me when I did my first set, I had to play her set. It was really daunting for me because number one, I need to make it as good as she could do it – she was always my favourite DJ of all time. She showed me how to be a little braver – I think Storm was maybe a little sweeter sometimes, playing the slightly sweet vocal tune whereas Kemi, she'd play a vocal tune but it might be more obscure or darker. So there was differences in Kemistry and Storm, but together it always worked. We would always change round every time we played, one starts the set, warming it up and building it up, then the other one would take over and had that part where you're going breakneck towards the end. Obviously we've learnt over the years that your last tune and your first tune are incredibly important. Also over the years drum’n’bass has become a bit throwaway, because of the CD and now the USB, and the way it's digitised. So now I hold onto tunes a lot longer. When you had the dubplate it might not come out on vinyl for two years, and when the tune finally came out, you were done with it. Your dubplate was dead and you'd played it now for two years, maybe three sometimes. Doc Scott's ‘Drumz’ took easily three years to finally come out [laughs]. It was a big hit and we recut it about three or four times – but now it becomes very throwaway.

You take your life in your hands with the decks that you're presented with at the club. They're usually run down and not maintained, broken needles and all that. That's the difficult part. Can you get away with playing vinyl? Sometimes you really can't. So now I try and hang onto tunes. If I've got a start tune, it's almost like you can recognise me from it – you'll hear it when I play last month, or six months ago. Everybody knows, “Right, here comes Storm.” Normally something with a marching beat so I've got you straight away but again, my art has changed a little bit – because I'm playing after two DJs that maybe played a set that sounds the same, and I feel it's like a brainwashing going on out there, that that sound has had a monopoly. One true thing Kemi always said, “Never underestimate what a crowd can handle.” I truly believe in that. When I come on now after two DJs that have played pretty much the same tunes – not in the same order but they haven't mixed very much – and it's the 45 second drop and they're in and they're off and that's it. So I've got to be very careful how I play my first maybe two or three tunes, to just bring you in carefully – and then I can start getting Storm on you. If it's someone like Randall or Kenny Ken or someone DJing hard then I don't have to worry about it as much, but when I'm put on a line-up where I think, “Wow, those people are going to play around the same thing” – it's going to be 2-step patterns and they're not going to change too much – then I bring my breaks. Because if there's one thing I love it's breaks on breaks on breaks. I love breaks in between breaks, I just love breaks. I'm obsessed. Also there might not have been much music played in the last couple of hours, just sounds. It's good sometimes to have an old standard piece of music in your bag that people know. I remember when S.P.Y. made ‘In The Waiting Line’,94 for me that was something everybody knew and could sing along to almost. And I'd maybe throw it in at the beginning, maybe third tune. I'd be like, “OK, they do like music, I can bring something new to them again in maybe three tracks.”

Another thing about me, I don't like to play the same vibe for a set. Sometimes I get the lucky opportunity to do a four-hour set, and that's a beauty for a DJ. You can develop that set, and you can have those moments where you let the crowd like “Oof, OK” [deep exhalation] just for a minute, because I've gone so tough and built you up to a point where “Ahhh rewind.” I'll let you go off a little bit. When you're doing an hour set – which happens a lot in this country – it's very hard to place that point where you get really dramatic and do that rough with the smooth. Because I do like to take people along: they're having a good time and then switch on them. I'm not educating you or making you think about something – but I want you to feel a change in it. I'm always thinking about consciously making Storm's journey a good journey, and then we all go hand-in hand with it.


Were you ever get tempted to completely break out of tempo? We're talking about the 2000s so dubstep and different forms were starting to emerge, and drum’n’bass wasn't the only game in town any more. Did you think “maybe I should do something else”?

No, never. I'm most probably one of the absolute drum’n’bass purists. If I'm booked to do a drum’n’bass set, I'm not playing any other kind of music, it's drum’n’bass all the way for me. I hear something else in a club, it just bores me a little bit, do you know what I mean? Unfortunately. I do appreciate other music, and I think it's interesting when someone like Gilles Peterson merges all kinds of things together. I love the beauty of someone like Mumdance. I went on his Rinse FM show and we did an old jungle show and he properly pulled some tunes on me, the naughty boy. I was like, “Alright Jack, OK, let's go!” That was fantastic to do that. He can really do those different kinds of styles. It's really interesting working on his nights hearing some of the different DJs, and they do a lot of layering of sounds, that's really interesting to me. But I can still bring that back to what I'm doing with my music, do you know what I mean? I can think, “Ooh, I'm going to try those two elements together – but within my framework.” I really loved playing at Shambala. You had Krafty Kutz doing his thing, and then Kimyan Law and then me and Dazee back to back, and that was fantastic, because that's the difference of crowds today. They're not so segregated, and I do love that about it – but also I think I should be allowed a little bit more of a chance to be on certain drum’n’bass line-ups. I played Boomtown last year and I did a great set, and I held the crowd just as much as the next man. I do think the women I've heard in the last few years, we can bang on about it as much as we like but we don't always get the breaks that we deserve.

The thing is, we work a little bit harder because we understand we're a minority, we'll always turn up on time and look well presented because we're women. It's a shame that we're not always given the chances we deserve. I'm lucky I came before the change with the producer / DJ, because I kept my foot in the door in certain places – but it has been hard overcoming that.


Do you still feel it's a living culture? That thing you were present at the birth of?

What's happened with the drum’n’bass scene is that money's become the motivating factor, it's almost watered down. Some think it's easily accessible and I'm not saying there's anything wrong with that, there's a place for all of it now. But I still think my kind of DJ deserves a chance. My big bugbear is looping stuff, just taking a chunk of a tune and repeating it over and over – what are you doing? I mean look, I'm not a producer at the end of the day and if somebody gives me a tune that has a beginning, middle and end, I want to present that. I'm not somebody who thinks, “Right, let me loop that so there's no break.” You hear a DJ and they don't give the crowd any break, they don't let the tune breathe, because they feel it's the right thing to do for commerciality. I'm never going to go down that road. My set is still working, and I work hard at it. The best DJs in the world will take you by the hand and walk you through their set.

Like Sasha, I've got so much time for him, it may not be the music I love right now but there's a great DJ that will make you understand what they're doing. Gilles Peterson doing his multi-genre thing, he does it so well that I can get it. Whereas I might hear a DJ from my scene today that plays all their own music, and I'm bored after about three tunes. I want you to do something exciting and dramatic. There's a bit of a monopoly of sound – and we've had this before, with Pendulum and new sounds that come along. All the drum’n’bass producers go “OK, let me make that sound.” I've asked a lot of producers recently, “Do you actually like that sound, or do you feel you have to do it to keep up with what you feel is trendy? Because I'll never play your stuff now you've done that silly sound.” The rest of the tune is going along beautifully – and all of a sudden you bring in a silly sound and it's not for me.

I've never played stuff that appears to be trendy. If a tune becomes trendy because it's a big tune, fair enough, that's a different way of looking at it. I probably could have made a lot more money over the years playing certain tunes, but if it doesn't sit right with my heart then I can't do it.


It sounds like the reason you've never branched out into things like producing – beyond obviously helping with the label and the rest of it – is because you're just obsessive about your art as a DJ!

I am completely obsessed. My favourite place is being in the mix. I should get in touch with Comic Relief and do a 24-hour marathon mix [laughs]. Goldie was like, “I'll sponsor you.” It's the place I love to be. And losing Kemi, it is a really safe place for me – because I always feel like she's just behind me. It still feels very safe for me to be in the mix. It's a place where we achieved something together, and I've gone on achieving something and I think I have done good and been a good role model for the ladies, and for guys as well. If you want to ask me advice, I'm happy to give it to you. Because one of us was standing there dancing and the other one's DJing, we were fair game, everyone could come up and talk to us. Even now I don't mind if you come up. As long as I'm not in the mix, I'll have a little chat with you about the tunes. I get people sending me clips of me playing and they'll go “Storm can you tell me the tune that came in at…?” I had one today. “Could you tell me the tune you played at SUNANDBASS at two minutes 16 seconds?” I'm happy to tell you because I want to sell this stuff I'm playing. That's never gone out of me because I want the tunes that I'm playing to do well.

I like to promote new producers, I've championed Madcap in the past year, and Response. Response is like the bastard child of Digital and Spirit, you know what I mean? With a little bit of Wax Doctor in him as well. He makes what I call original sounding drum’n’bass, but with today's production. I never ever thought drum’n’bass would become boring and generic. Five years ago you could have given me 10 tracks and I could have placed them at every label. Now I couldn't tell you, because you're all using the same sounds and the same breaks. It's a little bit boring. I still take my time with listening to everything, though. I'm always happy to work hard at getting my music and I'm always happy to work hard when I'm on the decks, that doesn't bother me.

When I was doing the chat at Apple, someone said to me, “What's the most important thing that you've learnt?” I said, “The most important thing everybody should learn when they're a performer, this is your job, you're earning money to make people dance.” I make people dance, it might be an hour, it might be two hours, but we're going to have a Storm time together. People will say to me, “Do you think you play for yourself?” I said “Yeah I do but I play for myself as if I was standing on the dancefloor.” What do I want to hear next? Which way do I want to go? That's always how I've built my sets. That gives me the perfect rise and fall, light and shade, I want that drama. You think about all the different tunes you played in the beginning – when there was no format to it and it changed very rapidly, its soul and style and feeling – I want to create that. I don't want one monosyllabic sound going on for an hour.


So this is you for life then?

Yeah, absolutely. When you can see Rodigan, at his age, he's really enjoying it and loving it, you can't take that out of a person. Groove and Fabio are still doing really well and still out there. That time when we all felt a backlash, people almost treating us like we're too old to be out there [laughs], we had to dig our heels in, fight a bit harder, do you know what I mean? And you get back to a point where you're happy with it. I've always been working class and hard work doesn't bother me at all. I'm always thankful that I'm still here and being able to do what I do. We've got to protect our ears a little bit more [laughs], because we're all like, “What did you say?” But apart from that, I still love what I'm doing or else I wouldn't do it. I'm still always nervous before I play and if I wasn't, I'd worry.


This is something I hear often from the musicians with the most longevity. But if you care then you'll care from the start of the set. You're going to be like “Aaagh” if it doesn't go right

Yes. I mean you hate it if there's technical problems and you think you've played really badly. You feel like you've got to kick yourself. There might be a monitor, or something really hinky going on, a ghost in the machine, but you just have to get on with it. Boiler Room asked me to do this vinyl set, I was happy to do it, but the right deck was shit from the moment I got in there. It was like [gasps] panic. Luckily I had one CD wallet in my bag, as I was leaving the house I was like, “Oh, just in case.” So I literally had no time to do my first mix. People online were like “Oh my god Storm can't even mix!” [laughs]. Even though they only had one deck to change, we got that going. On the left deck you can still see me absolutely holding the tune. I had to hold it because it's going to jump otherwise. I thank all those pirate radio sets, because they give you really good skills. Thank god for Defection FM.

We were on pirate radio for four years. We loved it even when the studio fell apart [laughs]. “Yeah so the studio's fallen on Kemistry but she's still in the mix people” [snickers]. I've got every set we ever did on radio, we recorded everything, every show. I've got her facebook page now, we release sets once a year on it, on her birthday. It's lovely to hear what we were like when we first started. We weren't great straight away, you have to learn that art. Like I say, looking up at the crowd and now I can engage with the crowd. It's great when you go abroad and you catch someone's eye in the crowd. You're playing to them for a couple of minutes, it makes them feel part of what you're doing.

I hate to see a DJ turn up, look bored all through their set and then leave. I think “Wow, really?” For me now, when I've got something like Egg or Moondance, I haven't seen Brockie for maybe a couple of years, or Kenny Ken, and I make sure I go early and go round the whole place and see everybody, that's lovely to catch up with everybody. Be thankful of the fact we're all still here. I really do love that.
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JUMPIN Jack Frost always seemed like the archetypal jungle DJ to me. Others might be slicker, more high-tech, more full of tricks to rock the party, he was the one you could trust to roll it out, as the popular junglist phrase went. His sets combined deranged dancehall edge, wild breakbeat cascade and extended peak sensation, with a reliable funk / soul groove undercurrent. And they just kept going and going, exactly between chaos and control. Plus he looked imposing – he who could walk into the most ravaged rave and the crowd would part. And listening back to the mixtapes my schoolfriends had amassed, I realised he'd been an amazing talent right through the rave era.

His one release as an artist (the dancefloor classic Leviticus ‘The Burial’, a dubplate staple from 1993, released in 1994) is really a work of DJing too. Where so much else in emergent jungle was about micro-edits and processing of the breaks and bass, he continued the hardcore tradition of records as a perfectly matched set of samples. In ‘The Burial’ these were selected and directed by Frost, and then assembled in the studio by Dillinja, deeply cementing jungle as much in the traditions of rare groove, dancehall, lovers rock and street soul as in rave or techno. And as jungle furiously mutated into drum’n’bass, Frost's (with his creative partner Bryan Gee's) curation made him one of the greatest label bosses. His V and Philly Blunt labels launched Bristolians Krust, Roni Size, Die and Suv, and gave early platforms to Ed Rush, Optical and Adam F.

The early releases on those labels still stand up as classics, but Frost has never stood still. Once he tied his fate to drum’n’bass, he remained utterly faithful to it, rolling out the beats globally, whatever the ebbs and flows of scene politics. Around the millennium, he stood out for me as someone who appreciated a heads-down rave-up: still on the global d’n’b circuit, he remained good friends with Brighton crusty ravers of my acquaintance, and would join their tear-ups in the Volks Tavern, a little sweatbox in the seafront arches. Meeting him for this interview in the Royal Festival Hall foyer, there was something about his demeanour that made absolute sense, given his continual, unchanging presence as a rave trouper. Something about Nigel Thompson seems carved out of stone, as implacably focused and indomitable as the beats he continues to roll out.


Where did you grow up?

I was born in St Stephens Hospital in what's now Chelsea and Westminster, May 29, 1967. My first four to five years I lived in Chelsea, then we moved to Brixton, where I lived up until recently.


What was your family background?

Both my mum and dad are both Guyanese, and so's my grandmother obviously. She came here with my mum, and my mum went to school here. My Dad came a bit later.


What were your interests at school?

I was a football fanatic, I support Manchester United, I have done since 1976. I went to Tulse Hill boys, which isn't there anymore. I was a bit of a tearaway, got into trouble a lot, got expelled, and went to a school that was quite smart. My mum and the government paid half each, as it was a boarding school. I was quite well educated, I learnt a lot about myself. The average kid at a London comprehensive, 30 plus boys in a class., won't get that much attention. In my school we had five boys in every class, so it was very hands on.


And what was the social mix?

It was pretty much well mixed. It was in Newbury, Berkshire, and it was a culture shock for me because there were no black people in the area. I remember we were right near Greenham Common, with all the women. We used to drive past there and we had women chained to the fence and protesting about the cruise missiles at the time. A pretty unique way to grow up.


What were you into culturally?

Once I was 12 or 13 years old I used to go to Jah Shaka. I used to go out raving since I was young. Kids were more trusted then to go out and roam the streets. Not like now.


There was more space for kids to play in the 70s, half of London was still derelict

Yeah do you known what I mean? We used to have wild packs of dogs running around, stuff like that, you don't see that now. But yeah, I was really into Jah Shaka, Jah Shaka and dub. Sounds like Mount Zion, Stereograph, Nasty Rockers, Small Axe, Dread Diamonds, Frontline International, Sir Coxsone.95 That was me at that age. And from then, more dancehall stuff – that's how it all started off for me.


You mentioned the gang culture…

Me and my friends used to go around and rob parties, big parties – it wasn't very nice, y’know what I mean? I was a bit of a bad kid and um, yeah [laughs]. It was fun but it wasn't very nice.


And at what point did you start getting involved with music?

I used to go to the Africa Centre on Sundays. No, first of all I started going to Electric Ballroom [in Camden] and it was there I got really interested in the music and what records was being played. There was funk and hip hop and stuff, and I was like “This is alright!” I gravitated to it. We used to go up there as a gang, but I just started to get into it. All my boys were like, “Yeah we've come to rob people” but I started thinking “No, wait, I like this music!” So I started breaking away and going up on my own, and meeting people and getting into it. And then I started going to Soul II Soul at the Africa Centre and got to know Jazzie B really well.


When did that start?

This must have been around 1985, meeting Jazzie, meeting Trevor Nelson. They kind of took to me and I learnt a lot of stuff from them, know what I mean? Just watching and observing. Then I started wanting to play music myself! So I started collecting a lot of rare groove, a large amount of records in a short space of time. I was just very good at getting all the right records and it became an obsession. Then just as I was getting into that mode of DJing, I went to this Acid House party in Clink Street, London Bridge, my first one. And I got hooked, just like that.


That whole Soul II Soul warehouse party thing, just before acid house arrived, did it feel it was something particularly British? I mean up to then, the influences were Jamaican or American, dub and dancehall or funk and hip hop

It was. It was really good culture there as well, because you had people from all different kinds of backgrounds going to these parties and it just kept it a good mix of people. Soul II Soul had their own identity, the Funky Dread thing and E=Mix on the mic and it was like an awakening of young British culture. It was very… real.


And the fashion industry was involved too – at the parties, but the distinctive look also feeding back into the fashion world

Definitely, it all went hand in hand. I think it was the first time I'd witnessed a totally British vibe that was just positive and influential. And it became stronger. Just before that Rapattack was very influential – I used to love Rapattack, I loved the way Alistair mixed, he was one of my heroes – but Soul II Soul, was like more a [draws the word out with relish] viiiiiibe, know what I mean?


Was there any trouble fitting in for you personally, with your reputation and your crew?

At first there was. But after a while I was meeting people who didn't know anything about that. So, it was pretty cool. Even though I was a bit rough around the edges. People would be like “Oh is that guy alright?”, because I still had the mannerisms and all that from that lifestyle. But yeah, it smoothed itself out nicely.


So, acid house. What was your first impression walking in to Clink Street? Did you know about the culture?

Nahhh. Someone said “Man, you gotta come to one of these parties!” I went over there and everyone was on ecstasy and everything. I was like “Rahh, what is this?” It was just crazy. I remember going in there and coming straight out for about 20 minutes, and standing outside having a spliff thinking “Fuck me, what the fuck is going on here?” But then I went back in and was like “You know what? This is alright!” I was walking around and soaking it up, it just went from there man.


Had you heard house or techno at any point before that?

Not really, not really. Little bits and bobs on the radio – Colin Faver on Kiss, Colin Dale – but not much, not much. I hadn't given it any attention.


I mean Clink Street was acid and Detroit techno – it wasn't soulful or Balearic or anything, just machine music. So seemingly you'd feel miles removed from the laid-back dubby stuff or rare groove at Soul II Soul. But you got it pretty quickly on that first visit?

It just hit me. I just got it. I heard this record by Armando called ‘Land of Confusion’.96 It was the first acid house record I ever bought. But I just loved it. It spun me out and done something to me. And from that, that was just me – done. Hook line and sinker.


Did you start meeting the people in that scene straight away?

No. At the time I played at a pirate station, called Passion, a community station in Brixton. But they played mostly reggae, it was a proper black station. I used to play the funk and stuff there, and that fit in OK. But overnight, I was just like “Nah, this is what I play now” and everyone was like “What the fuck? This is like devil music, what the fuck are you doing man?” and I was like “Nah this is IT, this is what I'm doing now, yeah?” and then they were like “Alright then, alright, get on with it” [laughs]. But I was getting a lot of callers calling in, they wouldn't let me go on with it. But one day I had a call on my show from Tony Colston-Hayter, who run the parties called Sunrise. He was like “Man I love what you're doing. I want you to come down and play at my club!” At the time they were doing this thing called Club Sunrise at Heaven so I went down there to play. I met Eddie Richards, and we got on like a house on fire straight away. So I started playing at Sunrise, then I met Tintin and I started playing at Energy, which was real massive illegal parties in fields, for 20,000 people, where you gotta go to meeting points and stuff like that.


But did you like the adventure aspect of it?

[Lost in memory for a second] I remember once getting in a car at 10 o’clock at night and we're waiting around all night waiting for the call to tell us where the venue was. And it started at like six in the morning and this was in, like, Ipswich. You got there driving down the hill and you'd see the field with thousands of people and you're like “Wow.” So, the buzz was just incredible. After that I started playing at The Fridge in Brixton, my hometown, every Thursday with Eddie Richards, Paul “Trouble” Anderson97 and Ellis Dee – we were the four residents. From there, Eddie started an agency called Dynamix: Colin Faver was on it, all the Clink Street lot. And he [asked me to join]. So a lot of people started to get to hear about me from there. And I started travelling around Europe, Germany and bom-bom-bom-bom. The momentum went from there.


This is just a year from first hearing acid house! But already you can see how things would split apart: acid house for a while, Paul “Trouble” Anderson playing soulful stuff, Eddie playing techno, Colin Faver the harder techno, and hardcore was coming in. Where did you fit in among all this?

I started off playing things like Joey Beltram. Actually, acid house first then a lot of R&S, I was really into that vibe. But I loved the Detroit stuff – Mark Kinchen, Derrick May, Juan Atkins – Underground Resistance was probably my favourite at the time. That was my little niche. I would go to Germany a hell of a lot. I was actually playing [in Berlin] the night when the wall came down, which was absolutely amazing. I've still got a big bit of it my house, the wall, so yeah, good times!


So 1991-92, you had techno, you had hip hop influence in people like 4 Hero and Shut Up And Dance – but it was still a bit everyone in a field together…

Yeah, but already at that point everything just started proper splintering? You had Carl Cox would go off and do his thing, Paul “Trouble” Anderson – everyone found their niche and I think that's when jungle started, and drum’n’bass. We started using more breaks, taking out the kick – at first you had the 4 x 4 and the breaks, but the 4 x 4 disappeared somehow and it was just the breaks. And we all went that way, me, Grooverider, Fabio, Mickey Finn, Bryan Gee. And other people, well, everyone found their home.


Even as jungle separated off, you were generally still playing alongside the happy hardcore and house DJs at the big events, the Tribal Gatherings. There'd still be this intersection of people, even if it was different arenas and different crowds. But as the sounds started accelerating and splintering, was there a moment when you thought “OK, this is a whole new thing that I'm part of”?

I think when Goldie started coming around, and ‘Terminator’ [actually credited to Metalheadz]. When I first heard that I was like “Wow, this is like a next thing now.” It was like [mimics the voice on the record] “Terminator is coming”. I mean I can't say THE point because there were many points. But I think that was one of the pivotal moments.


So 1992, when the kind of futuristic, sci-fi breakbeat element came along…

Yeah. I was like “What the fuck?”


What about the reggae influence? When did you feel like your soundsystem stuff was coming back in through the jungle stuff?

Basically I made a record called ‘Burial’, which was probably one of the biggest kind of reggae influenced jungle tunes made. And I got the vibe to do that. I mean there was tunes that had reggae in there going back a way before that, I'm not claiming it was some radical idea to do it – but I think when I made that record.


So you knew that was a big tune once you finished it?

Yeah straight away. As soon as I finished it I just thought, “Ohhhh yeah!” Funnily enough, Dillinja mastered it for me. I went over to his studio with some samples and it just came together in something like five hours, quickly. I listened back at home to it and I just went “Wow”. Obviously, at around the same time as General Levy done ‘Incredible’ [produced by M-Beat].


Were you involved with the Jungle Committee?

Nah, not really. At the time, there was a lot of bitching and people pointing their fingers at this and that. I just went to one meeting to see what was going on, and then let people get on with it. It didn't last very long, I think they had two meetings. Finger pointing, kids being kids.


The energy at jungle raves was unreal, but it was lawless and chaotic. Did it ever feel out of control? Because there was obviously violence as well…

You know what, I started feeling that it was out of hand, because a lot of my friends that I grew up with wanted to start coming to parties and raves. A lot of the Brixton boys were like “We wanna come to parties”. The same people that were years ago saying “You're playing devil music, what the hell?” Suddenly they're at parties – the reggae vibe, it's kind of married to the streets. But there was violence, it did get a bit out of hand, people taking a lot of drugs, a lot of champagne, bling bling lifestyle, gangsters. So it got to a point where a lot of us DJs started pulling away from it and changing the vibe. The dark side vibe was born, so we kind of just left. Because when UK garage came out, a lot of the gangsters and people making trouble went over to that, so it was great for us.


When you say dark side, do you mean the more techstep kind of stuff?

Yeah, we were like “Drop this stuff, mate.” I think the dark side thing plus the UK garage thing going on saved our scene at that point because the violence was becoming really negative.


Who was making the most interesting stuff at that point? Obviously with the V label you started connecting with the Bristol guys…

Yeah that was our label and we always kept it funky. We are lucky because our music stood the test of time. It went through all the different eras, but it stayed true to its path. It was never a dark side label, never really a jungle label, just classic music including jungle and drum’n’bass. Smooth, funky, very compatible with everyone really.


Right, because things locked into certain clichés around 1996 onward; there was the jump-up, there was the techstep, there was the jazzy, soulful side. But you guys managed to go between those styles, and have this less defined sound. And maybe people with very artist- or DJ-controlled labels, like Rebel MC. Was this a conscious decision?

It was the people that we were working with, that Bristol vibe, whether it's Massive Attack, Smith & Mighty, even Portishead. All the artists, creative people – everyone has just got that same energy. I dunno if there's something in the weed [laughs]. It's all got that [he draws out the word again] viiiibe, that smoking vibe, know what I mean?


Who else were your closest allies going through that late 90s period?

Fabio and Grooverider obviously, always been very close to those guys, Goldie, J Majik, Bryan Gee – my business partner too obviously – plus the guys from Bristol, Roni, Krust, Die, Dynamite MC. Mickey Finn, Dillinja, Matty Optical and Ed Rush. That's it really.


So when Dego got his deal, he was hiring orchestras and stuff. Roni made the connection with Gilles Peterson and branched out into a lot of different things. Were you tempted to make hip hop or dub or something different?

Nah, nah, nah. That was me. I just stayed on my path. I love the music so much. I love discovering new music within our scene, me and Bryan, and finding new artists. It was just our label, V. And our other label Philly Blunt as well. It was just about that, know what I mean?


You had such a clear identity for Philly Blunt. Just seeing the logo gives me flashbacks, like Firefox ‘Warning’ 98 [actually credited to Firefox & 4-Tree] or Dillinja ‘Motherfucker’. What's interesting about drum’n’bass is, as it became less fashionable – and garage took over and then dubstep and grime – it never died away? Did your bookings ever take a dip?

Nah, nah. It always stayed the same. Maybe about 2000? Actually nah, it always stayed the same.


Are there particular territories internationally or does it rise and fall in different countries?

Canada and America, I'm always there. And Germany.


And places like Russia, the scene picked up incrementally

Yeah, big scene there, one place I've never been though.


Drum’n’bass has maintained this weird internal stability. How do you think that's been managed, given its chaotic beginnings?

Our loyalties to each other, we all helped, it was like our baby and we all helped it to grow. There was so much loyalty among one another. We all needed each other to maintain our standards and to keep pushing each other to new heights.


What about developments in drum’n’bass over the 2000s? I mean this heavy production arms race with Bad Company and then Pendulum and the mega acts. Did you ever feel that might derail things? And then the pop side as well, Hospitality and stuff like that

You're talking about popular music – that's what “pop” is. If someone makes a good record and suddenly it becomes popular, does that make it pop? At some point, the underground liked it – just because loads of people like it doesn't make it “pop”. know what I mean? People wanted to try new things, and it evolved into this polished production that could stand up to any genre in the world.


A lot of the grime MCs had been in the drum’n’bass scene, and a lot of the dubstep guys, their older brothers were drum’n’bass guys. Dubstep started pushing into the jungle raves and the drum’n’bass raves…

In America dubstep totally took over. There was a time when I wasn't even going to America anymore because they were just all over the dubstep. Last couple of years it seems to have burnt itself out.


Do you feel like a musical family connection in music? I mean in dubstep, Hatcha's mum was in jungle, Skream's older brother [Hijak], Benga's older brother

At the end of the day it's electronic bass music, know what I mean? It's all related: made on a computer by very talented people!


Do you ever feel we've run out of musical revolutions? Drum’n’bass began 25 years ago!

As soon as you start thinking like that, you're on the wrong track. Something else will come up to [punctuates the words with heavy seriousness] blow. you. away.


Do you feel the legacy of all that stuff – like Soul II Soul and Clink – is healthy? Are you proud of what you achieved then and what it's done?

Yeah yeah yeah yeah – I do, I do. I think it's had such a good effect, especially the acid house parties. You get people from all kinds of backgrounds, colours, nationalities, all coming together and meeting each other. You wouldn't get that in any other kind of time or genre. We all knew different people and that – it was a revolution, a cultural explosion at the time it was so unique.

Jumpin’ Jack Frost's autobiography ‘Big, Bad & Heavy’ was published by Music Mondays in 2017.99
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THE shift from jungle into drum’n’bass had mixed results. It was probably inevitable, perhaps even necessary – the barely controlled chaos and fury of jungle at its most intense always felt like a contingent alliance of forces, bound to fly apart at any second. Musically and organisationally, drum’n’bass seemed more sustainable. And how! Two decades on, despite the rise and spread of dozens of styles since, it's steadily become one of the most stable poles in the flux of global dance music. Plus some of the most remarkable music of any era was made within the style, and continues to be. Nevertheless, as it was condensing, refining, settling into its place in the ecosystem, especially towards the end of the 90s, large parts of the scene became musically predictable, and even staid.

One very honourable exception was Bristolian Kirk Thompson aka DJ Krust, perhaps the biggest exception of all, in fact. With his brother Flynn and schoolmate Paul Southey aka DJ Suv, he'd already had some success with his group Fresh 4. His early solo work – as part of a collective with Suv plus Ryan Williams, Dan Kaufman and Dominic Smith aka Roni Size, DJ Die, and Dynamite MC – was already revolutionary. In the heat of jungle, they'd already cut their own ground, jettisoning the rave and techno elements in favour of perfectly poised jazz samples cartwheeling through dubwise space. As Roni Size Reprazent – expanded into a full live band and driven by Roni's laser-focused business nous – they used drum’n’bass as a vehicle to inject all their influences from Bristol soundsystem parties into the heart of the mainstream. Their Mercury prize-winning New Forms in 1997 was part of a double whammy from Gilles Peterson's Talkin’ Loud imprint, along with Nuyorican Soul's self-titled album, both using dance culture to bring sophisticated, “grown folks” live soul-jazz into a million shared student living rooms and after club parties.

But even while Reprazent was running, all the individual members kept producing club tracks in various permutations; all of them with great talent, but Krust consistently more and more exploratory – steadily revealing that he was the visionary of the crew. When drum’n’bass got dark, he got darker. When it got more repetitive, he embraced this and then some, his beats rolling relentlessly forward like a shark gliding through lightless depths, as hypnotic as any techno, making the tiniest flickers of sound or alterations to the patterns as exciting as any big drop could be. Tracks like ‘Warhead’ set the pace for underground music, and their alienness can be heard echoing through dubstep, grime and all that followed. In 1999, his Coded Language album, packed with live instrumentalists, remains a unique statement, while the video for the title track, a collaboration with the poet- rapper Saul Williams, stands out as one of the most perfect late 90s expressions of the cyberpunk aesthetic: the darkest of Afrofuturisms. And he could make straight bangers too, mind: ‘Kloakin Device’ from 2000 is one of the most startling uses of a Big Riff in any genre, for example.

And on it went, until it didn't. Krust abruptly stopped releasing music around 2006 and his social media presence became focused on motivational slogans; eventually it transpired he was “running courses”. Often when a musician starts doing this sort of thing it means they've discovered something like Scientology, abandoning inspiration for the safety of homilies – so I was initially slightly iffy about interviewing him. But a few collaborations in 2014 suggested his exploratory urges were still there. And when I did finally speak to him in 2017 (for the sleeve notes to the 20th anniversary expanded reissue of New Forms), I was relieved to discover that his brand of positive thinking was anything but off-the-shelf, and his musical and cultural obsessions are still as intense and acutely observed as ever. He was also just starting to feed new music out there, and it was sounding as intense and weird as before. Plus he was building an entirely new studio and preparing for a full-on comeback.


Can you tell us about where you grew up? In the South of Bristol, right?

I grew up in this area called Knowle West.100 Tony Blair described it as the worst council estate in Europe and that was five years after I left, so it was a pretty, you know, hard working-class area. I was one of seven black families growing up there so it was quite difficult, but I didn't really notice it, I had a good time to be honest. I grew up around an Irish family and we got on alright. For the most part, most people were respectful and everyone got on. No one knew you were poor and broke, so it was a good sort of community camaraderie. Then aged 14 I saw a film called Wild Style, which changed my life.101


A few people who've ended up in music have said that caused the overnight transformation, that or the ‘Buffalo Girls’ video – like the next day you wanted to do all that stuff?

Quicker even. Instantly. By the time the video finished. This is early 80s, there's nobody who looks like me on TV, or any sort of positive reinforcement of what I could do. When I saw that, it was, “I could do that, I could break dance, I could spray paint, I could rap, I could DJ, I could learn how to do it.” You didn't need anything to do it. You'd have a piece of lino and you'd hassle your mum to get you a tracksuit and white gloves and you were a breakdancer. Then you'd nick some spray cans and you're a graffiti artist. You write a few rhymes and you're a rapper. Finally, you take your mum's gramophone player with the tape deck and the turntable and you switch the button between tape and record and now you're a DJ because now you can learn how to scratch. Everything was DIY. You didn't need to go out your house, nothing cost anything. So it was amazing to learn how to become a b-boy, because that was what it was. Before then I was a mod, I was 12 years old, I'd seen The Specials and I wanted to be like that. Being a mod I saw Star Wars so I was Luke Skywalker, then it was The Specials because that was way cooler. Then when I saw Wild Style I was like “Fuck that, I want to be fucking Grandmaster Flash.” It was just instant, visceral. When you saw the video, you just saw community, you saw culture, you saw black people, white people, Chinese people, Asian people and you saw them together. They didn't look like they had much more than I had, but they used what they had and they created this thing.

They were spraying massive walls and holding these massive parties, and they were DJing and scratching and rapping and it looked like they had respect, it looked like they were significant, it looked like they were holding themselves to this high level that I wasn't receiving when I was growing up. I thought, “I could do that and I could be a part of something, I could be a part of culture and I could do something, give something, be something.” I remember being in school and the teacher said I wasn't going to amount to anything, and under my breath I said “No fuck you.” I knew I was going to do something, I just didn't know what. When I saw Wild Style it was obvious you could use your skills to become something and represent yourself, for your family and for your community. The next day, me and my brothers, we started a crew called Fresh 4.


It's funny that it should be Star Wars, Two-Tone and hip hop because that's the ingredients for what you'd be doing later, the hi-tech sci-fi vision, the English- Caribbean rude boy thing and then the hip hop culture. That's everything that ended up in jungle

Yeah, yeah. I mean, I've described myself as a sampler, I've been able to meticulously sift through culture and find the best bits and use them to reinvent myself continuously. So watching Star Wars as a kid, you're fascinated, you're taken into this story of a hero becoming more than what he is, that's life-changing for a young child. Then you get into the rude boy, The Specials, the Two-Tone movement, which is about multiculturalism and standing up for your rights and having a voice, and take that into hip hop which is technology and futurism and culture and self-expression and art, really high-level art that was undervalued at that time. It's like the street culture that's undervalued at that time, and you get this explosion where those things come together. Hip hop has the ability to synthesise, and if you look at what makes up hip hop culture and b boy-ism, it's synthesism, it's sampling, it's understanding what works and what doesn't. You learn that from DJing – and it's very instant with DJing as well. You play a record to a crowd, it doesn't work, you bomb. You have to innovate, to become really quick at reading the crowd, understanding what's going to make them dance. You're experimenting in the moment, understanding how to use your emotions and gauge other people's emotions. And one of the skills you learn from making music is that your understanding has to take invisible forms of energy and turn them into physical forms. You take emotional ideas, instincts, imagination and you're creating a form of art that people are going to appreciate and hopefully dance to and one day buy. That's a very very unique set of skills that you develop over the years.


And when you say energy, that's not abstract – it's about embodied kinetic energy. And those movements, a DJ's hand, the sweep of the arm with a spray can, a dance move, even the act of vaulting over a wall if you're a graffiti writer, those are things you learn as muscle memories

Yeah, yeah. It's so deep, because when you take a step back and study it, it's fucking complex science. Underneath the “Oh I'm so and so that sprayed that wall,” are millions of trillions of decisions going on, about how you're going to measure the size, to bring something on a piece of paper and mathematically accurately copy it onto this wall that's going to be pleasing to people. What colours do you use? How heavy should they be? It's mind-boggling what goes into all these things. I did these coaching sessions, I told people, “It's not much difference between you and the traders on Wall Street, it's just that because of their high level of maths, everyone thinks it's very complex. What you're doing is complex! You take it for granted, you come to these schools, they teach you stuff – but you have to really take stock and understand what you do is very high-level art, you just haven't broken it down and looked at it in a level where you can appreciate what goes into it.”


And you were skating and BMXing as well?

I was a skateboarder yeah. We met Die when he was 14, because me and my brother Flynn, the other person in Fresh 4, we started a cycle courier business at the same time. We heard that people were doing it in New York and we thought, “Well there's no one doing it in Bristol” so we started it for a year. We started a business called Catch 22 Cycle Couriers and we had an office in St Pauls in Bristol and out of our window we saw this kid skating in the morning and in the evening. And one day we just like, “Yeah what's up man” and he's like “Oh, hi.” We started hanging out and he started teaching us skating moves and Flynn started teaching him how to DJ.


How long was it before you felt the musical side of it was something you could bring crowds in with, or even make money out of?

As soon as we saw Wild Style, we committed. The next day we got a few friends together and said, “Right, we all saw the video last night, we've got a name, we're called Fresh 4, who's in?” A few of them said, “It's not for me,” but the four that did, we were like, “Right, this is us then.” So within a week, we'd convinced the school to give us a room that we could spray paint and put cardboard down on the floor and start holding parties and that was our first hustle. We charged £2 and we had a Friday disco where we breakdanced and we were DJing with a cassette box, and we held like burn-offs [i.e. b-boy dance battles]. Then we convinced a youth club down the road, called Eagle House, to do the same thing. Once a month we had burn-offs and we invited local people to come round and DJ and scratch, and it was slowly getting bigger. Hip hop culture was becoming a thing.

Then when we left school, we were about 18-19, we found a squat in Bedminster called St Luke's Road. That was the real turning-point: there was a scout hut in the bottom of this garden in the squat, and we knocked a hole in the wall, cleaned it out, put a roof in, covered the roof up again and a guy called Chaos spray-painted the walls. We tidied the floor up, fixed the floorboards, and we held parties there once a month. That was where Fresh 4 cut our chops. Up until then it was warehouse parties, we'd go and see Wild Bunch or 2 Bad or FBI, the Bristol crews back then were doing that sort of culture, DJing and scratching. But they were on the other side of town, we had to walk three or four miles every weekend. So we were like, “Fuck it, we're just going to just do these parties!” So that's what we did, once a month, and eventually everyone started to come in over to our parties.


Who was living in this squat? What did they seem like to you as teenagers?

One of the guys was called Dick, Richard, he was very wealthy, very well spoken, but he'd dropped out of society. He had this different IQ and different way of looking at the world. We come from this council estate and all of a sudden we're rubbing shoulders with everybody in the squat who was educated. They all were very well spoken, all white guys, looking like hippies, lived an alternative life, making a living off-grid. It didn't seem strange, it was like, “These guys are cool, they want to hang out with us, they want us to do music.” We were the guys that provided music, the guys that were cool, and talking about hip hop. They were into hip hop as well, but they just were appreciating it whereas we were trying to study it and be like it. They had their own house as well, Dick and this and that, where we used to go, in Penarth,102 they had a sort of hippy community down there. And you had a Bristol band at the time called Viv Gordon and the Authentics, it was huge at the time and they were playing all this authentic sort of jazz and blues. A 12 piece band. Then you had Mark Stewart from The Pop Group, he used to live there, and Gary Clail. So that's how we got to know them guys. And then this other guy, Tim, who sold weed. It was an amazing community and they used to hold these big parties once a year. We got to play a couple of times, and it led into doing the scout hut.


The other bit of background is that you were going to the Wild Bunch and these other crews’ parties. Did you feel like there was a specific Bristol culture to what they were doing, starting to bring together the reggae soundsystem and the hip hop?

Yeah. So definitely there was a Bristol culture, you could go out in Bristol from Thursday to Sunday night to these house parties. Every weekend there was a house party, someone was DJing, or someone from the Wild Bunch would be playing. The Moon Club was my era. I was a bit too young to get into the Dug Out era. Everyone played there, we got to play there, 2Bad was playing, FBI played there. Everybody who was anybody would be there so you learnt about DJing, the music, the culture, the clothes, the attitude. Bristol was very well developed then, about what it wanted to be. It was very much about hip hop and dance culture, reggae culture and punk culture.

You'd go to the Moon Club, everyone would be there: punk rockers, skinheads, dreads. Someone would drop the Pet Shop Boys and everyone would be dancing, and then they would drop an Eek-A-Mouse tune, and everyone would dance. Then they would play the SOS Band and it would go off! So when Full Cycle started, everybody in Full Cycle was in that era but doing their own thing. Die was part of Tru Funk, Roni was part of his brother's Digitech Soundsystem, Suv was hanging out with me. So later when someone would say, “Oh you remember that party,” we all knew that that's what we were talking about, and when we were in the studio making jungle, we were trying to recreate that era. It was the very Bristol culture we were trying to replicate in jungle, that was our whole mission.

Quite soon after that my brother had this idea to do this cover version, like, “I want to mix this vocal, ‘Wishing on a Star’, with Faze-O ‘Riding High’ 103 and ‘Funky Drummer’ 104 and ‘Hot Pants’.105 We were in Catch 22 office, and we're like, “Yeah really you're going to do that?” He was like, “Yeah, I'm going to go see these guys.” We knew Smith & Mighty, we'd been to their parties a few times, we knew they were making music. They'd just finished doing ‘Any Love’ for Daddy G. So we went into the studio with Smith & Mighty on and off for a year, and he made this tune ‘Wishing On a Star’, and that blew up.106 It got to number ten.

We got signed to Virgin records, and did a video,107 it got onto Top of the Pops and went top ten within four weeks of being released, it was ridiculous. It was like unheard of, no radio play, no TV support, nothing. Then something happened on the fourth week, the next logical jump was going to be to number one, but we think we got sabotaged, there's a big conspiracy. We were hanging out with the London lot, in recording studios, supposed to record a new album, we got signed to do an album deal, but we were naive. We didn't have a fucking clue. We were fortunate that these pieces came together and did what they did. They put us into a studio, but we had no idea how to work a studio, so consequently that whole thing fell apart very quickly. Within eight months we got dropped and we were back to square one again.

Two things happen though. First was I actually got to see inside of a real recording studio. Well, a bigger recording studio – I'd seen Rob and Ray [Smith & Mighty]'s but this one was a big London recording studio. My eyes popped, I had this Wild Style moment. Literally a light came on. I knew I was going to do it. It was so real, so visceral, nothing going to stop me from making it happen. Back in Bristol now, me and Die are hanging out, and Suv, trying to figure out what we're doing next. We're hearing about these free raves and we're like, “Well what's all this about then?”

Rob and Ray was going to these free raves so we ended up tagging along, and all of a sudden it's like nothing I've ever experienced before. We get to this edge of this field and we drive through and there's thousands of people raving to these soundsystems. It was like, “Fuuucking hell, what is this?” And that really was the turning point, because we just immediately loved it. It was like Saint Pauls carnival every weekend. Thousands of people just raving, free, it was amazing. I was going to these raves and strangers would be coming up to me, hugging me and talking to me. At first I was thrown off, because I grew up in a really hard circumstances and where I grew up, if a stranger came up and started hugging you, immediately you're suspicious. “What does he want, what have I done? Should I be worried, should I call my mate?” But this was totally different. And it threw me for a long time because I was so battle-worn from Knowle West. It took me a long time to let people in and drop my guard and start to enjoy it and see it for what it was. It was an amazing, beautiful experience. These people had created this utopian experience in a field for a weekend. We loved it, we lapped it up. We'd go out every weekend for three, four years – Rob and Ray, me, Suv and Die – and we were transformed. We started studying the music, Rob and Ray gave us this little room in the back of their studio, we'd call it “Studio B”. We'd go in there after the raves and tinker with the samplers and the computer and try to figure out how to make music and put beats together. That was our breeding ground.


Rob told me that he had a ravemobile, a big Citroen

Yeah, the 12-seater. If you didn't get to their house by about nine o’clock on a Friday or Saturday night, forget it! They always were going to raves, they had the phone number and they would just jet off. Me and Die was there half past eight [laughs] waiting for them to turn up. As soon as they did, we jumped in the mobile. We were wild-eyed little things yeah. It's nuts.


These were the parties run by the traveller-type soundsystems, Circus Warp and DiY ?

Yeah. Castlemorton, Lechlade, all of those.


Did you know Roni already?

I'd heard of him, because we used his soundsystem. His brother Carl had a soundsystem called Digitech and we hired it to do our St Luke's Road parties. I'd never really hung out with him, I never saw him at any of the free raves. So we knew Rob from Universe and Paul as well, the guys who owned and ran it, and one time we bumped into Roni. Me and Die were walking through the field, and we bumped into Roni. He was there by himself and we were like, “Yeah come hang out with us man.” That was the first time we hung out, met, we didn't really talk that much.


His first record was on Where's The Party, the Circus Warp soundsystem's label

Chris Lewis was the guy that we all knew, he was Where's The Party Records. He was one of the guys who helped start Full Cycle, and Where's The Party was the label he did before he joined us and did Full Cycle. So Roni met him at the same time.


And Roni had been tinkering with samplers and stuff himself, right?

When we finally decided to do the label, me, Suv and Die, we were like, “Well, what we gonna do?” Suv's like “Oh you know that guy Roni, he's interested in doing it, he wants to start a label as well.” We're all thinking the same things so we all sat down and started talking, and he had tons of tunes he'd been making. He'd been working in his brother's studio and he had a sampler, a computer and he was doing exactly the same thing we was doing, over the other side of town, making these rave jungle ragga things. We'd never met, but he was speeding up hip hop like us, he'd gone to the same parties we'd been to. He grew up listening to the same music that we did.

So his brother was part of a crew called UD4, one of the main DJ crews in Bristol, like Wild Bunch, like FBI, like Fresh 4. We'd go to UD4 parties and his brother Andrew was one of the DJs there, the scratcher, and he had the same record collection we had access to. Same tunes, same breaks, same Super Disco Brake's,108 same Street Beat109 albums, everything! I remember sitting there listening to this music, me and Die just looked at each other and were like, “Fuck.” He was speeding up the hip hop, his thing was more reggae orientated but you could still hear the rave elements in there, the stabs, the acid sounds, exactly the same.


And you were digging into rare groove and jazz stuff as well, for samples

Everything! We had massive record collections because we were scratch DJs. We'd go to second-hand shops and look for breaks, and the drumbreaks would be in all kinds of records: in pop tunes, in classical tunes, in funk tunes, reggae tunes, jazz tunes. So any type of music you could think of, we had in our collection. So by the time it come to making jungle, we knew the point. We knew the breaks, we knew how to find them, and so we were just speeding them up, putting them into the sampler and figuring out how to make them work in the music that we were making. It was a real experimental time: at the time I had a Casio FZ-1 sampler, 14-second sampling at 8-bit. If you were clever, you knew how to reduce the bandwidth [i.e. the sampling quality] to get double the amount of sound. But the bandwidth would be terrible so you had to understand what sounds you could get away with being lower bandwidth. Breaks had to be 14k, 14-bit because you needed top end, but you knew how to cut up a break so you were allowed 2.5 seconds for a break. I still remember this shit [laughs].

You were allowed 2.5 seconds, that was with the kick, the hi-hat and the snare, then you'll do as much as you can to cut those two-three pieces up so that the kick drum would have like a little bit of a delay, and the hi hat, so you could do a shuffle. And the same with the snare, so you would essentially take apart this drumbreak and play the three separate bits by themselves so you'd go boom. And the snare would go snap and then you have a hi-hat point in the middle and then you recreate that break. You probably get it down to under two seconds for the whole thing, but because you were looking for sample time on the sampler, trying to save sample time, we became really good at sampling and where to find the best samples, how to find and loop the best drums. Then Roni introduced us to the Roland, which had a totally different function where potentially, once you had one break, you could copy it infinitely, you could copy the same break as many times as you want to without using any more sample time. And that was fucking nuts. That changed the game as well.


As in triggering it from different points?

Yeah so you could that same sample break but you didn't have to chop it up, you just copied it, then started that same break from the snare and chopped it again, then start it from the hi-hat. So on the Roland 760 – we started with the 330, 550 then the 760 – there were different loop points. One would be just a general loop, then you'd have reverse loop, then reverse-forward, then forward, then you could do this forward-reverse really weird sort of loops. It sounded like the beats were sliding so [beatboxes] “Zoom-zo, zoom zo”. So you could put those on the bass and it would just give you this really crazy loop. And if you did have a bass, and the tail end of the bass was long enough, you put this reverse loop on it and then you put a delay on it, it made it sound like there was a natural delay on the bass, where before there wasn't one.


Something that was important in jungle was this sense of being physically pushed and pulled around by the breaks and the bass. This real knowledge of physical space in there, the same way dub had with its echoes and other effects

That's right. So you were always trying to fill in the gaps between the sounds with some other sound, so you're always trying to make something last longer or shorter or seem more than it is. That's why the Amen break was so vital, because that shuffle in it, that's jungle all day long. It fills out the frequencies and it makes you feel there's a lot more going on than there actually is. That tambourine, the hi-hat and the end bit of the snare shuffling backwards and forwards, it's just energy. It gives you the sense there's something more going on. And sped up to 160 [bpm] with this massive bassline on top it's an incredible sound.


So all the time you were going to the free parties – 1991-92-93 – you were putting in the work. And when those Full Cycle and V records started coming out, it just sounded so fully formed

They say it takes ten years to become an overnight success. We were studying this from day dot, from hip hop, from Wild Style. If you listen to the early Full Cycle stuff, we were fanatical about drums. We studied how to put drums together, how to put breaks together, and practicing to learn how to make jungle. So I watched Wild Style and I wanted to make hip hop. but it never really happened. Die was part of a group called Sub Love. Like an early rave, early hip hop-y kind of experimental stuff, and they were learning how to sync breaks together.

We learned to make music on digital equipment: samplers, Cubase, Atari SC740. If you wanted to use vocals, you had to stripe your tape with a sync code, then take that up to the Atari 740 and press play in the hopes that it worked. No USBs then, this is like hardcore MIDI and timecodes with ADAT: winding the ADAT back to the beginning so the codes would be picked up by the computer so you could start it. Today, it's such a dream. These young kids don't even get it. When I was making ‘Soul In Motion’, I just sat in the studio and sampled for a whole week. Then for another week I edited all the sounds. And for another week I made the arrangement. So that's the depth that you were going to to make a tune. It was really deeply ingrained that you had to be a master at sampling, editing, learning arrangement, at sound and how sounds were going to be layered together. There was no courses back then, nothing like there is now, no schools you could go to to learn how to use samplers, arrangement, EQs, anything like that. It was trial and error. We would spend inordinate hours in Roni's studio, in mine, in Rob and Ray's. If you wanted to find one of us, you'd guarantee we'd be in one of those places.


Or in a rave. Were you starting to get this stuff out to the rave DJs?

Full Cycle happened because we had all these tunes and the first idea was, “Let's see if we can get signed.” We were a crew and we were trying to get signed, so we were sending out that to people and that's how V got hold of us. Roni sent a cassette of some of our tunes to one of his friends who knew Bryan Gee. All these labels, no one was interested, they were saying they didn't understand the music, it was too fast, it was never going to catch on. Eventually we just sat down like, “Fuck this, how do we do it ourselves?” We were just frustrated, like “Well fuck them all. We know we've got something, let's just do it ourselves.” Then within three months of us starting Full Cycle, we had a call saying that Bryan Gee wants a meeting with us. About a week later, they came to Bristol. We all sat in Roni's front room, Bryan came down with his dreads, and Frost was with him, and we had dreads and stuff too. It was another Wild Style moment: “This is going to happen, this is supposed to be.” he'd heard the tape, they wanted to put a record label together, they wanted to do something new and different.

One of the key things about going to the rave was that we was doing market research, listening for tunes that were really different. There was obviously the four-to-the- floor, the techno thing, the flat beats as we called it – but what we gravitated to was when the breakbeats came in. We'd hear a tune and all of a sudden this Amen break would come in, and we were like, “WHAT?” Because we'd never heard the four- to-the-floor with an Amen break, and that was early jungle techno. Easygroove in Bristol, he's one of the first guys playing this new thing called jungle techno. We were like, “What the fuck is this?” All night we'd enjoy everything else, we'd see heads hanging out – but all of a sudden you'd see Rob be like “What's this?” Or Ray, we'd all be looking at each other like “What the fuck is this tune?” And somebody would run to the decks to find out, and it was like, that was our mission. Then we come back to Rob and Ray's studio and try and make something. That was our inspiration. When those tunes came in – the Amen break, the Hot Pants break – it was funk. It had more energy.


Can you remember who the first producers were turning you on? Shut Up & Dance and 4Hero?

It was more Bizarre Inc, 2 Bad Mice, Lennie De Ice with ‘We are IE’. And Production House. Shut Up & Dance, obviously Smith & Mighty, early 4Hero, the Tom and Jerry stuff. It was very well developed before the 4Hero stuff, before that it was more the Lennie De Ice stuff [sings] “We are ieeeeeeee!”, and [sings dub bassline] “ba-bu- bu-bu-bu… Babylon!” ‘Radio Babylon’.110 That was powerful. These reggae bassline tunes with the flat beat, and then this whole break that came in.


And of course those early Bukem tunes

Yeah, when Bukem did ‘Music’, that was a turning point.111 After then, we'd go to Universe and you'd have Dougal, Aphrodite, then Fabio and Grooverider, then the more happy hardcore, it was very mixing together. When Bukem dropped ’Music’, or actually we heard Fabio play it, that was pivotal, that was like, this is something else now. This isn't just jungle techno, this is something else. When jungle became jungle. No flat beats in there, there was pure breaks, pure bass, and it totally shifted the landscape.


And shortly after you began releasing in earnest. Once you did, did you get swept up in the scene?

We were already sort of ghetto-famous because of Fresh 4 and the parties, and Roni was well known. We were the music guys, we were just left alone to do the music. Full Cycle was doing the back room of Lakota. We was doing a once a month party, and this other warehouse sort of club party. So we already had the reputation. Then we got asked to do Galaxy Radio, which was a regional radio station, and that was a massive jump up. All of a sudden now, we're on a regional radio station and making tunes every day. Between me and Suv and Roni and Die, we were making easy ten tunes a week. It was ridiculous.

We had Roni's studio and we had shifts, so two people worked all day, two people worked all night. So you can just go and go and go. Then I got my studio and then Die got his, and we had another studio in Eastern Business Centre, where Full Cycle office was. Then we had this ridiculous catalogue, stuff that has never even come out yet. And because we had so much, it started to come out on V. Bryan and Frost was playing all this music on Kiss, I think. Or Frost was doing Kiss and then Bryan was doing some radio as well. At this time, the London sound was big, you had Ray Keith, Shy FX, Krome & Time, Hype was doing stuff, Zinc was doing stuff.

Obviously we had a Bristol sound and it was very different. It took a while for people to get it but when they did they did. Bryan and Frost was championing our stuff, and we were making headways into London. When you went to London, it was like the scene was very much born there. Whereas in Bristol, it was just us, and Dazee and Markee Ledge doing their thing, their parties. So it was this emergent thing, and then the radio took us regional.

Then we got on the radar for just relentless releases. We realised that all the stuff we were doing wasn't for Full Cycle or V, so we started another label called Dope Dragon. Full Cycle and the V stuff was thought-out music, structured around the DJ experience, a clubbing experience, and trying to make tunes led by our ethos. Being a b-boy was about being original but being fresh, so when we were in the studio, that was very much what we were trying to do. We were using drums and techniques that no one else was doing. Dope Dragon was a release from that, “Fuck it, let's just do anything.”


Roll it out

Make a tune in an hour. ‘Hopscotch’ was made in two hours. Me and Roni sat in the studio from start to finish, smoking bags of weed, “Bam, done it! Let's move on.” All the Dope Dragon stuff was like that, we never went back to any of it, and that's why we don't even know how we done some of that stuff today. That really was about having fun, and before we knew it we were getting people to do remixes, and all of a sudden we were these DJ / producers who were on the radio. Then me and Roni were the first jungle DJs to be signed to Coda agency, unheard of at the time. It was all about live bands at the time, so we were seeing a massive cultural shift. But we weren't thinking of that, we were in the fast lane. We were so fast.


What did you make of the London jungle raves. It was an entirely different thing to the free parties, the intensity of it

What was brilliant about the free parties was because you were out in the country, it was very multicultural very love and drugs and music. We loved seeing the sunrise, everyone would start cheering. And then jungle was really sophisticated, it went from hippies to high fashion [laughs]. One minute you're in the fields with hippies, next minute, you're in fucking Vivienne Westwood, Gucci. It was such a drastic shift and the attitude was so different as well. Everybody was dressed to the nines, everyone smoking blunts. People still dropping Es but now we're indoors and it's very edgy and moody. But with all the anxiety and stress, it was very loving though at the same time. You had the sense of when you first started going to these jungle raves, that these people had built something out of nothing. We had this culture that was ours. We were proud of it, it was like our Wild Style moment again, because no one gave us that, people stitched that together by themselves.

People scraped and scrimped, put soundsystems together and then when you go to London, meeting Ragga Twins and Ron and Ray Keith and Adam F, it was like everyone has this story. We'd all come from these different scenes, but we all knew there was something powerful and we pushed and pushed and pushed, and then we'd all play this new sound, and it was like we'd finally got confirmation that we weren't nutters and we weren't making devil music. We'd made this youth culture music and we'd gone against the grain. We've created something. The first time we went to a really big mind-shifting dance was The Edge, when they did Jungle Fever in Coventry. We'd heard about all these people around the country doing these things, but when The Edge happened, first big rave, it was like, jungle's here. Then we've gone to London every week to hustle, to sell records and meet people. It was just amazing to see how everybody was coming on board, and when we got invited to do the old-school night at fabric, that was a massive massive thing. I did my first live show there, with my record Coded Language.


Before that obviously there's one big thing we haven't approached which is Gilles Peterson and Reprazent. So how did that come about?

So we were doing Galaxy FM, on there every week, people hearing our music, hearing our tapes. And we were doing remixes for lots of people, and then major labels were contacting us to do loads of remixes. There was Dorado and Mo’ Wax, then Paul Martin and Gilles Peterson. Looking back, how I see it now, when you're about to get signed, you're doing remixes for majors and they're testing you, seeing if you could handle working for a major, if you can deliver high-quality content and meet deadlines. You're being groomed to understand how that next level of the industry works. Because by then me and Roni and Die and Suv, we'd toured all around the world, we'd DJed everywhere. We were doing remixes for all the jungle labels and all the independent labels. And all of a sudden we were introduced to the majors. The money was different, the conversation was different, the way that people were talking to us was different.

We were having meetings with James Lavelle and talking about remixes. We started talking to Gilles Peterson and Paul Martin as well. We started doing remixes for Talkin’ Loud and for Mo’ Wax, and we were like, “OK so there's a lot of talk now!” And then boom! We get a message from our manager saying Mo’ Wax was offering me a deal, then shortly after this, Talkin’ Loud offered us a deal for something. I remember going to the meeting, me and Roni, and it was like, “Right, we want to hear what your ideas are about potentially making an album, how do you see that working?” For an hour, me and Roni were just stood up in this room. If it was a corporate event, it would be a powerpoint presentation now. We were like, “Yeah we want to do this, we want to do that. We've got an idea for that, we want to do this show, we've got a show we want to do in this way and then that way,” and they were just like, “Wow what are you guys on?” [laughs].

But by then, me and Roni were like a finely tuned machine. I would start a sentence and Roni would finish it, we knew exactly how to work a room. It was a joke, because wherever we went, we were doing interviews, we learnt very quickly how to manage ourselves and how to talk. We were still blaggers as well. We used to go to Glastonbury, jump over the wall, we'd get caught sometimes and we'd blag it. We used to go to parties and not get in, we'd blag it. We didn't know what we wanted to do but we blagged it! [laughs]. It was like, seize the opportunity. That's what we learned from the hip hop days, from Wild Style. We would sell snow to the Eskimos, sand to the desert, we were that good. By the time we were in that room, we were on fire, we had these lists of remixes behind us and they were big remixes. I did two for Björk, we did Goldie, the list goes on.

So Paul and Gilles could see that we were about to get signed by someone else, we were talking with Mo’ Wax, James was already in the process of offering us a deal. So Paul and Gilles were like, “We want to offer you a deal.” Now we'd just been on tour with Talkin’ Loud as well, this European tour opening up for Galliano, so we'd seen what it was like to perform on stage. We were like, “We want what those guys have got.” With me and Flynn and Fresh 4, we had a little taste of that with Fresh 4, Die had a little taste of that with Sub Love, but when we were doing it with Full Cycle we toured on a tour bus with Galliano and Shawn Lee. It was amazing. We loved it! We were like, “This is it, we want to do this, we want a tour bus.”

We went into the studio and Roni did most of the heavy lifting in Reprazent and everyone else chipped in with bits and pieces, I helped a bit on ‘Share the Fall’ and the arrangement on ‘Destiny’. It was a club sort of effort, the first artist album we did, and sort of groundbreaking for us. And we pushed it to the next level and created an album that was going to be received by a wider audience than what we were used to. Goldie had been signed, he did his thing, then we came along, we were doing our thing. So it was a massive thing. Alex Reece got signed as well, and he did his thing, so it was all shifting.


Were you thinking of New Forms as a jungle, drum’n’bass album? Because when you listen back, it sounds like a soul-funk party album?

No, we never thought we were making jungle. We were trying to make music that was representative of the parties that we went to back in the day. So yeah, it sounds like jazz, like funk, like hip hop, like house, like techno, like R&B. We were very much trying to understand how we could use what we were doing at the time, but take that to the next level. It was about watching musicians, and not sample drums, but how do we make our own drum patterns? Understanding what we were already doing sound-wise, then recreate it from scratch. So that's what we did, we worked with drummers, with live musicians, with string arrangers, and singer- songwriters. We were trying to learn our craft and our trade. It really was about taking everything that we'd done up until then and taking it to the next level.

We had this opportunity to work with as many different people as possible, to make it sound as different as possible, like jazz or funk or whatever. We never had names for an idea of what we were doing, and I think that was good, because it allowed us to be freeform and do anything outside of the genre. This music has so much potential, we don't want to limit it to doing what we've done before. You can easily do that by using the same samples, the same sounds, staying in the genre. For us it was like, “Let's break out of that mindset and let's use all these live musicians and let's keep it at 175bpm, but do something different within that frequency.”


Talkin’ Loud had that extraordinary run of albums mid to late 90s, all coming out of club culture, but all with live instruments. Nuyorican Soul, then you, then next year there was 4Hero. I'd just come out of university, students of my generation who'd only heard rave music were suddenly exposed to all this amazing, rich soul music. Did that feel like part of your mission?

We knew we were part of something. We were trying to have our own British movement. Full Cycle were being called the Wu-Tang of jungle, because of all our different characters blah blah blah. It was very much: “This is our thing, this is our hip hop, this is our moment.” We had created our Wild Style. We understood that we were in a privileged position, to make this music, to be in the industry, to go out and play it, to be representative. We felt we had this duty to keep pushing the boundaries and to experiment. There was no blueprint, technology was pushing us forward.

And at the time it was so different. There wasn't much time to think what the impact was going to be. We had opportunities to make big films but we just didn't have the time. We were on tour with Reprazent, we were lucky enough to be in the studio with Method Man and Redman. Other American artists wanted to work with us, we just didn't have the time.


How did you find your own artistic space within that? I mean, there was Reprazent, the Dope Dragon tunes were just rolling out as party wrecking tracks, you were still doing collaborative tunes with one another. Yet your Krust identity was developing in its own lane at the same time

I have the b-boy ethics about me so I wanted to be a hip hop producer. So when that failed – because everyone was saying “That ain't hip hop what you're making” – it was like “OK so I'll start doing other things.” If you listen to my stuff in the beginning, there's lots of hip hop samples, vocals and stuff. It developed into a philosophical film style. I love films, studied film scripts, and I'm learning how to script write at the moment. I was fascinated how films work. I love how you can have this scene, it goes from one scene to another to another – so yeah, it was a real experimental kind of competitiveness in Full Cycle. We'd all listen to what each other were doing, and we'd try and find our space within that. The same but different – and that's about being a breakdancer or b-boy. Everyone could do windmills but how was yours different from that guy's? I come from the era where if you walked in to a dance and brought your [Adidas] Shelltoes with pink laces in, and someone else comes in with pink laces in, you go home and you change to your other Shelltoes. That's how deep we got it.

We were so competitive we used to black out the records. You'd go to Roni's and he'd have records, he wouldn't tell you what they were, and vice versa. How you get the edge with a group of guys who are on top of their game? Everyone was making tunes at six minutes, I'm going to make tunes at 12 minutes. Everyone does an intro at one minute, I'm going to do an intro for four minutes. I started watching people, started really understanding how film works, really looking into sounds and what was my sound. I bought a Moog keyboard and I started to shape my sound around the analogue keyboard. The turning point was the Genetic Manipulation EP. When that came out, no one was doing a track with a two-and-a-half minute or three- minute intro with just a beat.

Then I did ‘Soul in Motion’, then ‘Last Day’. The tune that took it to the next level was ‘True Stories’. Those tunes were based on films, we wanted to understand how would a film look and sound like, if it was in a jungle dance. That was my vision. I wanted that flavour, that Ridley Scott kind of Alien, Predator film, aggressive and beautiful and dark. It had all this jungle aesthetics, but it was very hip hop as well, and very classical. It's understanding how to be a sampler culture, how to take all the best bits, the best classical, the best techno, the best hip hop and the best bits of film and put them together into a 13 minute epic story.


Through the late 90s you also had techstep, and people trying for the darkest sound. But a lot of the time it wasn't very subtle. You achieved a darkness that no one else did. Was that conscious?

What I learned from Rob and Ray is how to tell a story. Early Smith & Mighty music has a beginning, a middle and an end, and it's not obvious. Then Wild Bunch parties were exactly the same thing, these shows where they'd start off with the slow tunes, then set DJ people with their set MC people, then wind down: beginning, middle, end. As a DJ, I learned there's a structure to a set: you took people on a journey. So consummating tunes, in those six or 12 minutes, I learned how to take people from this part of the story to that part. And never being obvious. When you come up through the hip hop culture to the street culture in Bristol, it's all about authenticity, originality, innovation and creativity. And the whole thing is about never fighting, always being fresh and always coming up with something new. Whenever someone made a tune, even a Roni or a Die or a Suv tune, the immediate thing to do was the complete opposite of what they'd done.

‘Warhead’ came about because I heard Roni and Die do ‘Mad Professor’. So I immediately did the exact opposite. If you listen to the tunes they're very similar, but they got a different make up – I flipped it. If you listen to Full Cycle and to what everyone else was doing, we were almost doing the complete opposite. Most of our tunes have different intro and outros, and most never had a drop-down in the middle. That was very thought-out, about how to make the music stand out. You had to make your sound do all the work because there was no YouTube then, and no internet the way it is today. So when people listened to Full Cycle music, immediately they know it's us – and the same thing with my music. I wanted people to know immediately that that was my music, so you're spending a lot of time crafting. I couldn't have made ‘Soul in Motion’ in two hours. There would be no night club named after that tune, because there would be no movement from that sound to where it is today.112 I was trying to create a palette, like a culture within a culture of the sound that was meant to change everything.

It was meant to disrupt everything that was going on before. I was trying to create my inversion of the windmill. I didn't want just an ordinary breakdance move or brushstroke, I wanted to redefine it. That's what b-boy's about. When I do the windmill, I'm closing the party down. The first thought of Full Cycle, we were trying to close each other down, you could never come back from that – that spirit of competition. When you do a move that cold, like “Fucking hell, he killed it with that windmill!” But that's not the end, you've got to go back into the vault, back deep into the studio, and know your artform and do your homework and study your shit, so you come back next time with something so much better. When I made ‘Soul In Motion’, everyone had a tune with one bassline in it. ‘Soul In Motion’ had eight. ‘True Stories’ had like seven. No one was doing that at the time!

No one had an epic string track all the way through, with the strings in it shifting and changing. When I made ‘Warhead’, no one had a three-minute intro with a sub bass. No one had a tune that never dropped for eight minutes. So all the time we're looking for the edge. What gives me the unfair advantage? What am I going to have that when people play it in the dance, it changes the course of the night. All of these things are a factor in trying to sculpt your own sound. What I got from Rob and Ray was you don't make the tune, you make a legacy. That's what ‘Wishing On a Star’ was about. That's what [Smith & Mighty's] ‘Walk On By’ was. Those tunes, they're legacy music.


So the story is that Reprazent became stressful and the touring became a grind. Which is a shame because the second album is underappreciated. But it's understandable that the group dynamic broke down. But what about your own solo music, why did you stop releasing?

Boredom really. I did everything I wanted to do, but I was tired, burnt out. Touring relentlessly for six years takes it out of you. I'd been involved in music since I was 14, I'd gone from age 14-35 with no breaks. Maybe three holidays that whole time, a relentless journey from unknown kid to shaping one of Britain's biggest underground sounds. Something had to give. I had no life at all, I couldn't hold a relationship down. I need to regroup and think about what to do next. It was a gradual thing, Full Cycle was winding down, Reprazent was finished, all of our friendships were frayed, the business was becoming a business. We had to figure how we wanted to live the rest of our lives.

Rather than make tunes to stay relevant, I knew I needed to just change and figure things out. I got more into art forms, I was doing more photography, I started to learn about business and I moved to London. I studied NLP.113 When we were touring, people kept coming up to us and saying, “How do you start a label, how do you become a DJ?” Then later, I came back on that question and I thought “Well, how did we become DJs, how did we become producers and that?” I just started breaking it down, trying to understand how it all happened. I started talking to people about it and I developed a workshop, a course, and eventually Disruptive Patterns came about. About hosting and mentoring people in the business of creating their own signature sound and personal brand. That took off. Over about seven years, I started seriously coaching and mentoring. I went from working with 10-year-old kids to advertising executives in London and that was nuts.


Was there a particular point you made the decision to go back and rebuild the studio?

I'm quite an excessive personality so whenever I do something, I do it intensely for a long period, and then just stop. I did the coaching and mentoring for about seven years and while it was exciting and fun it got to a point where it wasn't bringing me the same value in the end as it had in the beginning. And I was listening to music again, and getting more curious about writing. I was always doing little bits of tinkering and stuff but nothing too serious. Then I think I just caught the bug again.


You did an Om Unit collaboration114 and a mixtape on Bedouin115 in the gap

I was doing mixtapes, and just tinkering around. I did a jungle rock project called The Rules, which never really saw the light of day. One of the first things I did coming back was that remix for Dirtybird,116 then the Anushka remix for Gilles.117 I made that EP Portal for 31.118 Just experimenting and learning the equipment again. Once I'd built a studio, the Full Cycle reunion tour happened, we toured for about a year. Then I was in the studio, backwards and forwards, toying around with ideas.

I was still doing consultation, workshops, ticking over. Then it came to this tipping point: was I going to dive back into the music and put 100% back into that, or the business stuff and put 100% into that? Me and my brother were doing workshops for a thing in Bristol called Encounters Film Festival,119 one of the biggest film festivals in Europe. We did some collaborations with them, and a Fresh 4 reunion, a Fresh 4 reunion party and a Fresh 4 screening for Encounters at the Watershed in Bristol.

I looked at how I could build Rebel Instinct around my interests, like coaching, the workshops, the alternative events – and I was really heavily getting into film now. And bringing it back to present day, there's an album and two other projects in the pipeline.


How do you feel about the club scene and electronic music scene now? Do you feel drum’n’bass and soundsystem music is still progressing?

Drum’n’bass or jungle – whatever you want to call it – isn't a static thing. It's like jazz music or punk – that whole DIY movement was always for me a progressive thing. I think when any scene starts to repeat itself, loses its focus and concentrates more on survival, you have a problem. When we started to make jungle, no one had a name for it, it was an amalgamation of all these different sounds and energies, and all these people from these different backgrounds. And then of a sudden it became a movement, it became jungle. Now it's a business and people make a living off it – and it's very hard for a business to be evolved into what it could become next. But people on the fringe – like Om Unit, Doc Scott, Fracture and EXIT – are pushing boundaries and experimenting with the format. But the core of the scene is trying to preserve its identity because it doesn't know what to do next. It wants to survive in its current format – but that spells death in any shape way or form. I'm not a part of that.

Rebel Instinct is Krust's new project, alongside the coaching and mentoring, and a health-food line. Other projects are in the pipeline, including working with new artists and a collective called BLACKFONT, who make clothes and music and videos. A 10” came out in 2018.120
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Noodles
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IT sometimes seems that Steven Jude, aka Noodles, was born to be an elder statesman. He proudly refers to other musicians calling him “Uncle Noodles”, and there's something so fundamentally avuncular about his presence that you could easily assume that he's always been this jolly kind of dude, telling his war stories, sharing life lessons with younger musicians, chuckling heartily at his own memories. When I met him and his wife-manager Bella in 2008, he'd already semi- detached himself from the music industry, and was just coming to terms with a new wave of attention from the dubstep and post-dubstep generation, who revered as foundational texts the UK garage records he and El-B (aka Lewis Beadle) made from 1996-2002. In particular 1997's ‘Stone Cold’ had directly inspired Zed Bias, Wookie, Horsepower Productions and all the other key movers of the FWD>> scene around the turn of the millennium, with its mixture of jazz licks, its smoother-than-velvet Aaliyah vocal samples – and partway through a drop into the apocalyptic threat of the droning bass from Detroit techno originator Kevin “Reese” Saunderson's ‘Just Another Chance’.

Here Beadle deserves a paragraph of his own. Over the years, their relationship has been up and down: they were reconciled at one point in the early 2010s – Noodles was even managing him – before they fell out again. In this interview, Noodles may be a bit reticent about Beadle's contribution to the Groove Chronicles, but Beadle is a unique talent, as his El-B solo work on his own Ghost label, following their partnership, shows all too well. He is a second-generation musician – his dad, Bud Beadle, was a saxophonist for such prog, jazz and funk acts as Kevin Coyne, Incognito and Ginger Baker's Air Force – and a force of nature in his own right, fiercely articulate, slightly feral, so focused on underground manoeuvrings that he's not capitalised on his own influential status as much as he could have, even after Martin “Blackdown” Clark compiled 2009's The Roots of El-B for Sarah Lockhart's Tempa label. Ironically given their spiky relationship, they're peas in a pod in this respect, both latterly pumping out tracks on their own labels, almost completely detached from the industry and media treadmills. And that's not their only point of resemblance: both are genial, opinionated and sharply analytical, like estranged brothers more than anything else.

Beadle was on the shortlist for this book for a long time, as Brian had some glorious pictures of him from when he did a DJ mix of Colombian Cumbia tunes for our VeryVeryMuch website. But it was Noodles's story that fit best in the end: as an 80s soulboy, an acid-house raver, an original junglist and a garage pioneer, as well as for his round-the-houses exploits this millennium, he most personified the intergenerational links we're focusing on. He's also technically one of the best DJs I've ever seen play, whether throwing together obvious garage classics, the deepest house or rude old jungle tunes, he does it with impeccable style and technique. And as a bonus, it's always just a delight to catch up with Uncle Noodles: full of stories and speculation, invariably always enthused about his latest project (most recently, rock solid throwback house and garage tunes in a new version of Groove Chronicles, with Leicester producer Nigel Ford aka Dubchild), he's someone whose war stories you can listen to all day long. (Part of this interview originally appeared in FACT online.)


Where did you grow up?

South mate. I was born in West, but went over South when I was about five. Camberwell, Walworth Road. It was a busy home, loads of people coming and going. The usual Caribbean stuff, busy family, noisy, music all the time, dragged down to Brixton with my mum. That's one of my earliest memories, my mum buying calypso and reggae records when I was a kid.


What were your interests then?

I used to draw a lot. Copying stuff I liked, out of Mad Magazine, Marvel comics, a bit of graffiti. Until you discover girls, the usual story, you forget everything else because you're just chasing them. There was dancing too, I used to body-pop back in the day. Dancing, skateboarding, BMX, graffiti, girls – and then Atari. Sore thumbs and callouses from hitting that button on the little brown joystick.


When did music to enter this mix?

About 14, maybe 15. Local discos in the Camberwell, Walworth Road area. There was St Giles's club, I think on the Brandon Estate over by Kennington. A couple of guys would bring their records and play 80s soul, all the girls on one side, all the boys on the other, a few in the middle but all the cool people round the edges, listening to Shalamar. Those who could mix, mixed, those who couldn't did it dad style, drop the needle on the groove. Then at maybe 16 there were the parties on the old Heygate Estate, where all the cool South London kids in their Moda t-shirts, Chevignon jeans and Stan Smiths trainers used to hang about to impress the local totty.


Did you have ambitions in music at that point?

Not at that point. Career advice at school is “work in a bank,” you didn't want to think about it. Music was a hobby. I wanted to be a fireman – I actually did proper fire-brigade training. I did a spell in retail, Coles Menswear, Blazer, a tiny shop called Griggs off Marylebone Road. But one day I went down to see a friend of mine doing security at Heaven's [sic]. And basically, I borrowed him my dog for the night – I had a ridgeback, she was soppy as shit but she looked a menace. He promised to keep her on the lead so I hired her out for the night. This security in his jacket and this big dog, which was my Elsa, and that's how I got my connection into Heaven's. And that's how I met the guys from Zoom records, because they had a stall inside on a Thursday, at Rage. I was hired to be their Saturday guy who mixed records all day in the shop!

The first Zoom Records shop was up by Camden Lock. In the weekdays, it was a corridor, then on the weekends the owners Steve Miller and Dave Wesson used to put up this two-by-two ply divider and we'd make it into a shop. Put the record crates out on this long stand, and people would walk in, buy out of the crates and pay cash. I'd be in a corner, I had two belt-drive decks, not even Technics, Phonic mixer, my two Wharfedale Mk II speakers that I've still got, they'd pay me to play house and whatever, The Beloved, all that stuff. That was me, all day.


So this is 1989 or so? Were you already a convert to the new stuff?

I was a convert to acid house before I worked in the shop. Before that it was rare groove and funk, things like Medicine Wheel at the Park Discotheque on a Friday night, which is now Urban Outfitters in Kensington High Street, and Kensington Market where there was a downstairs bit with a load of pool tables where we'd hang around, meet up and hear about parties. People like Rev who was part of Choci's Chewns and Tonka Hi-Fi with Harvey and them, this lad Ben from East London, a Nigerian kid who did really weird dancing down the Wag, Flowers who'd dance with Mark Moore from S’Express, this guy whose cousin was in Galliano. All these people involved in fashion and dancing. Or we'd go to the World's End pub and listen to rare groove, hip hop and house mixed together, and wait to hear where the party was. Those two places, you'd just talk and find out – there wasn't even any flyers, you'd hear from people, all just to end up in someone's kitchen. All these people who are somebody now, like producing All Saints or something like that, you'd meet them in a kitchen, or over the counter of a fleamarket, face to face. A real scene, people together!

After that, I don't remember one big moment, but I knew there was something going on. Seven guys I used to go about with, all from school, we'd go to [Norman Jay's] Shake & Fingerpop together, which was electro. We'd dress up too, I used to wear a suit, mate, high-waisted trousers, little pair of shoes, a quiff and a little waistcoat, I was quite slick. House was already getting mixed up with the other stuff. But then I heard about all this stuff, and I was all, “What, you don't dress up, you just stick a pair of jeans on and a hooded top? You don't dress up to go out? Are you mad?”

I was the first got into it, the rest took a while to be converted. I went to a couple of things, then I did a party. There was this electrical shop across the road from Burgess Park [on Walworth Road]. Right-hand side, by the shop, this old house, I got asked to come and play some music there. I think I got £30 for it – and that's where I started to really play actual acid house tunes.


And this was your actual acid house party too, in terms of atmosphere and mentalness?

Yes, it was. Lunatics. Most of these parties were off the beaten track, no buses, cabs as far as they were willing to go then you walk the rest. You didn't know how things were going to be, and you were just IN THERE, with people off their tits, proper out of their brains. And they could've been anyone at all, you didn't know. But it was new, it was different.


So you got paid gigs at the raves, then this shop. Was it something was worth taking seriously?

Not at first, it was still local places I was playing. But it was building a network, I got to know them because they were getting their vinyl from the shop. And then I started at Mash in Oxford Street, people coming and going, people buying tickets to the huge out door events, all of that. That was a few guys: Ray Holiday, Peter who was known as The Pied Piper (the original one, before the garage Pied Piper), plus Jumpin’ Jack Frost and Bryan Gee, then Connie Con and Steve Wonder who became my production partner. That was connected to Passion, which became Lightning FM, the Brixton pirate radio station, and that had the formula for having music in the shops for real – we had scoop bins, mid range, tweeters, all properly wired up, and in the back was us set up with all the decks and everything. We'd have it wired up on a Saturday so the broadcast was coming straight from the shop. And that's when everything really went crazy with rave. So Mash gave me more an introduction into what the music was, and the connections from that. I actually worked in both shops, Zoom and Passion.


So that's spanning the divide between Balearic / progressive house – because Zoom was closely connected to Leftfield and those guys – and the hardcore / jungle side

Yes. Hardcore, jungle, drum’n’bass and the entry into garage. Looking at my collection now, I see things like A Man Called Adam, which is Sally who I knew well. I've got a lot of Leftfield, a lot of Andy Weatherall – that was from Zoom. It was very much the progressive, trancey, housey, spacey thing, and I was into it. That's where I met Sasha, Digweed, Carl Cox, Paul Van Dyk, Josh Wink, all through Zoom. Whereas Mash, Passion, that was KLF, D-Shake and the DJs: Randall, Hype, Kenny Ken. I was bridging between the two, though, you're right. I never thought about it that much, at the time they were all pound notes! Buying more records means more money in the till, and it was my job to get people buying more records, so I learned what these people liked and I sold it to them. However I could sell it, I'd sell it: wrong speed, right speed, if the first part of it was crap then drop the needle straight in the middle. There were people back then got some records where I just thought “What is THAT?” You just lived it every day. It wasn't a chosen career, it was just happening. People were here, they disappeared, they popped back up again somewhere else, but there was a main core of people that you found in the same place week-in-week-out, and by that point I was one of them!


If you were selling records to this core of people, you knew exactly what they were playing in the clubs – you must have had a unique viewpoint

The position I was in, you are a DJ's DJ. Not just the DJ that DJs: as I mixed up records, DJs bought them. Every weekend, Zoom in Camden was amazing. Sunday morning, everyone would be coming in from Trade! Everyone's buying, still pilled out of their brains, still dancing. Zoom was like an extension to the clubs, people hadn't been home – and I'd be in the shop all day dancing, eating, playing music. So yeah, I did know – because I sold it.


But you weren't analysing it? Logging that record X was played by scene Y and

scene Z?

Not really. You sold people records that were good. I said to anyone I sold to, “If you can play it, then play it.” I never analysed, just gave them records on instinct that they'd like. Carl Cox was still a three-deck DJ playing hardcore when he first rocked up, scratching it up on his little mobile disco. I sold him A to Z, anything I could. Pick ’em dry was our job! We were just the filter to the out-there club scene – you wanted to get some of that, you came into the shop, and we'd push you what we thought was good first. Then if you liked something different, it'd be, “OK, cool, he likes that does he? We don't, but he does, so give him that – and this, this and this as well!”


When you started to produce, was it a similar “give them what they want!” attitude?

No, it was “Make what you think is good.” Because that was our first attitude in the shops – give them what YOU think is good first. Make what you think is good and get it out there. My first production was a hardcore record in 1991-92, the Major Worries EP by Noodles & Wonder – black and white label, the first out-there stuff that I did. There were two volumes of that. Then the next was for Kickin’ Records, the Dub Soup EP, which was rave and jungle, made in 1993, came out in 1994. About that time I made one of the first ever DJ mixes with WAV editing, with this mad crazy Swedish guy I'd met through Mash – I spend about a week in his studio, him editing, me going “Yeah, drop it in now!” He got this really famous Swedish artist to do some abstract painting and he managed to somehow loan it to Tower Records on Piccadilly Circus. So it was me and him in a stretch limo, with this painting in the back, and this Jean-Claude Van Damme lookalike security guard, proper martial arts expert and a glamour girl, to bring the picture to Tower Records, plus his own photographer, like mock-paparazzi, hired to make it look like this huge thing. All this hype, and all I remember is Colin Faver cursing the mix on Kiss FM, he absolutely roasted it because it wasn't done on vinyl and it was done on edits [straight-faced, deadpan]. But yeah, early hardcore from 1991, then rave and into jungle.


Were you covering the genres as a DJ? Making rave and jungle, and also playing it?

Oh yeah. I did Telepathy down in Plumstead, I did Desert Storm which was a big jungle rave thing, I did the Crypt, which is now the Bug Bar down in Brixton. In the rave days, it was a bit of everything: what became jungle, fast four-to-the-floor, Chill Record, N-Joi, Jimi Polo, all that but sped up. I listen back to my old mixes and I managed to get everything in. I don't think there was as much of a divide as people make out, it was still acceptable to play all genres in the set. Or I didn't know any better. If I liked a jungle tune and a house record, I would get them to fit into each other. There wasn't segregation as long as you did your job, which was to entertain the people. Honestly, my old tapes, I go “How the fuck did you do that? Woah, you played THAT? Must've been a good night!” [laughs]. But yeah, everything got played, mate, everything got played.


And the next step was UK garage emerging as a thing

“The Sunday scene” was about 1995. I'd left Zoom by then, I went to Unity – they got me in to do their drum’n’bass, jungle section. Upstairs was still house music, they split it. I was downstairs playing my jungle and drum’n’bass records, but then I started going up to the house section too. The early Nice’n’Ripe stuff was Grant Nelson, but prior to that it was Dutch labels, German labels, the US stuff. The Sunday scene was basically what we played to those DJs. Most of them was just people who didn't want to go home and watch EastEnders. Still pilled up, still high, the party didn't stop until Monday morning. And my awareness of it was pirate radio, London Underground, Freek FM, and Norris Da Boss, Mikee and Timmi and Spoony all buying records off us. Mike “Ruff Cut” Lloyd, DJ Bigga G, Hermit, Daryl B, Danny Foster. The people who became the underground circuit. Ramsey & Fen, Mr Jones.

People would come in on a Friday going “got any promos” and you'd go “no!” because you were saving them for so-and-so. A few months on, they're a name, popping up here, there and everywhere. But some of them had history: Karl Brown had been the Rebel MC's DJ. Matt Lamont had a day job I think, and the DJ thing came later, then suddenly I was hearing about the two of them and Tuff Jam. With any of ’em you'd see the careers develop, week-in-week-out. Saturday was the main night, late night opening til 8pm, people came in after work, we'd sell them a big bag of records and catch up. “Where you playing” “Oh over here, and I'm doing this”. It was a way of life.


So it was people raving to all sorts of different stuff over the weekend, then wanting this funky stuff to keep going on Sunday

A lot of American stuff, but the dubs – we weren't into all the David Morales hands- in-the-air, cheesy stuff. Lots of the Sound Factory, Junior Vasquez type stuff, very banging, very hard, gritty stuff. Todd Terry played a really big part, Kerri Chandler too. And a LOAD of Italian stuff, I was always surprised how much of that had the swing, the skippy sort of patterns. Dutch stuff. As long as there was a bit of bassline, a little snippet of vocals and lots of space where you could mix in to it. We'd sell them at plus two, plus three, plus four, just get people grooving in the shop. And then people started their own productions, taking the best bits, taking the edit-y stuff from Todd Edwards. All that.

But the key tune that turned it around for me, into the 2-step, was Tina Moore ‘Never Gonna Let you Go’, on a double-pack import. Kenny Boots said to me, “There's a mix on there, I reckon it might be better in your section.” So we took 10 copies, I think it was Christmas eve 1995. We played it in the shop and everyone went mad. That was the real beginning of the vibe for most of us. Steve “Silk” Hurley did something on that song that changed everything.121


I notice you switched there from saying “I was behind the counter selling to these guys” to saying “We did this or that.” Did you notice a switch from being an outsider to being part of a scene?

Well the scene was built around us in the shop in some ways, because we were the filter. If it didn't get past us – and this was true for all record shops really – then you wouldn't find it anyway, so it didn't get played. We were the catalyst. All of us were DJing to the DJs, from City Sounds to Rhythm Division to Record Village to Black Market to Zoom to Uptown. All of us played the role, because that was our job. Our job was to pick quality music, so we provided the building blocks.


When did you decide you could make this music too?

I always said I wanted to make something different, I just called it “hybrid music”, “hybrid beats”. There was a backstairs in Unity Records to go down into the jungle section, and if you stood in it you could hear drum’n’bass, hip hop and R&B in other sections, and the house. I'd hear bits of that all together, and in your brain you could see how it could fit together in your head. I thought “No one ain't making this.” That was my beginning. I was thinking that long before it was called garage music, I just wanted to speed up a break or an R&B vocal, or slow down a jungle bassline, drop the vocal, stab it in, there it is. I suppose what I'd done in a DJ set anyway.

Groove Chronicles began by standing on that staircase. Though even back in Zoom records I was saying to Billy Nasty who worked there, or to Paul Daley who was in there all the time, “These are the mixtures I want to make.” Me and Steve Wonder my old partner, we even sampled that Ashley Beedle ‘De Niro’ tune, put another break and vocal on that, and Ashley liked it!122 We never released it, just a tape, but those who heard it thought that was great. Not saying that was garage was ahead of its time, but it was built out of the same ideas: “I wonder if that and that will go together? Nah, nah, but maybe?” That's the concept that's gone right through Groove Chronicles, and drives everything now: if you can hear the connection in your head, you can make it work in the mix. It's not limited by where they come from, there's no time limit or sell-by date, if it sounds good it sounds good.


And then you hooked up with El-B…

…and the rest is history. I knew Lewis when he was literally a kid, he told me he used to bunk off school and just hang out in Mash. Then years later I got him to do some engineering. It wasn't always the easiest relationship but we did a lot of work over about four years. Then by 2000 he went off to do his Ghost thing and I stepped back. I mean honestly, we rinsed it, we did so many tracks and remixes, me pulling out the samples – all the stuff that I was hearing in the shop – and him pressing the buttons, mixing, mastering, banging them out on DPR. Then I'd go out working the records, playing them to people, cutting dubs, never letting people know what it was, keeping on if people thought it was too weird, constantly working it. And then I'd be getting work in, remix work, via the shops, via people I'd sold to mostly: the Danny Ds of the world. I met the guy who signed Robin S123 before Champion records, all these kind of people chatting over the counter. Ordinary punters who ended up falling into A&R jobs and EMI, Warner, East West, London. I knew Goldie from when he first came down from Wolverhampton with Ned Ryder and Pilgrim, his mates who were into hardcore. I knew Pete Tong from shopping in Zoom, I knew Dave Pearce, he used to buy records from the shop. These were just people you knew, that social circle, the people who were just there week-in-week-out.


What did you think of the atmosphere in somewhere like Twice As Nice at the peak of garage? Late 90s, the commercial peak?

Very electric. It got to a boiling point, everybody wanting to be part of it. There wasn't much going on a Sunday anyway, barring Aquarium, which finished at two o’clock, so people that went to Twice As Nice came from Aquarium, and it went to like half three in the morning. As people came in for the first time it was so brand new, they didn't know what to do. There used to be people just standing there and staring. Twice As Nice was like five, six, seven deep of people at the front watching the DJ or the crowd. We had people flying in: footballers, actors, singers, all these things.124 Late on a Sunday night and just this electric energy. There is nothing, for me, that has been like that.


As exciting as acid house or jungle?

Definitely another pinnacle. Something nobody had seen before. You turn up to an acid party, what you gonna see? You don't frigging know, you walked into this great warehouse – 2,000 people, whatever, sweat dropping from the bloody ceiling, pulsating music, lasers, smoke, people high off their bloody tree, people dancing to the same beat at the same time. Garage music: another pinnacle point, bang. Jungle: another. Acid house: another.


Acid house exploded into all these other things, but garage shut down very quickly. What do you think went wrong?

People's attitude changed. That's all I can say. It's peoples perception. When garage music started off it was original people who made house and garage from before, producer-wise. But as people's taste grew, it went off into so many different genres within a space of time that it was like “OK what do you call that still? It's still garage but…” And remember, garage music has been influenced from reggae, drum’n’bass, techno, deep house. All these things, from soul, from hip hop, from R&B. You were making stuff to be interesting and fresh, and take the best of what you liked. I was there when it turned into really harsh-sounding breaky stuff – well, that wasn't for me, but if you played with normal 2-step it worked. People's taste changed and people's interpretation changed.


So what happened? You vanished right at the peak popularity of garage

If I'm honest, mate, I burned out a bit. It was relentless, and when me and Lewis went our separate ways, I wanted to step away from it all. I had my publishing work, I had this and that. At one point my wife and I almost moved out to Berlin, we was doing bits with Jazzanova. I kept the DPR label ticking along and mentored some talent like Dubchild, and this guy Wr1ng from Prague, who's a drummer who produces heavy dub. Basically I'd spent more than 10 years face-to-face with people, selling every new fresh sound that came along, and I really needed to just not have to think about it. I don't think I realised how stressful it was till I stepped aside actually [laughs]. It's taken me up until a few years ago – when my wife Bella and me moved out to the countryside – to realise that where I really need to be is in the studio or behind my decks. It took me that long to get used to not being in record shops, but it's great. Being in my record room, getting the records out of boxes, making mixes, digging for samples, I'm hearing new things in those tunes all the time.


So it's mainly the publishing work and occasional DJ gigs that are your bread and butter?

Even more is digging my way through online shops to putting stuff out. Selling stuff online is a serious headfuck if you don't know what you're doing. I was learning how to deal with stuff online, compared to “Hi” face-to-face. It's a lot more hard fucking work now [laughs] than it was literally pressing up a tune, bringing it to your distribution company, giving it to them, working out your unit price and being like “Cool see you in 28 days.”


It sounds like you stepped aside from shifting trends too

I went to a couple of the early FWD>>s and saw a bunch of lads hopping on one leg like it was a drum’n’bass rave, and I heard Slimzee and them coming in with the grimey stuff, and it wasn't really for me. Trendy people eventually out-trend themselves – I've seen them come and go, and eventually it has to be music and nothing else. I'm not trendy, all I am is a vehicle, I recognise good music, and I'll play it to you – and if you don't like it, then maybe tomorrow you will!


So DPR has basically been your main concern all this time?

DPR, old Groove Chronicles, new tracks I'm pushing out – plus all the other stuff we do, like publishing. DPR and Groove Chronicles are still being discovered. That's the whole thing I'm harking on about, discovering stuff. I find old things all the time on Discogs and I'm like “What is that? Jesus Christ!” I still feel that DPR and Groove Chronicles will be like that. If you get my promo mailout, you get exclusive things with it. People message me saying “Oh I heard this tune in so and so place” – like “I just found it. Anything more like that?” So you guide them, like the shop experience of someone coming through the door and they wanna talk about music and you show them something. That's how I feel today, slowly building these little connections. I'm working the DPR / Groove Chronicles like that, as something you can stumble onto. I'm like “Nah let people find it man, it's good to let people find things”. When you do it, you feel blessed: “I'm glad I found out that I like that”.


And you're still producing with Dubchild, right?

Dubchild for me is one of those rare people I can put into my area of good knowledgeable people. We've got about nine years in age difference, but we're on the same kind of tip. He's from a drum’n’bass background. I like hip hop, so does he. We like to dig for samples, and making beats together – which is good because there's not that many people that you can do that with.


How about DJing? Do you get the gigs you want? How often do you get out playing?

I am. I'm happy to DJ when it comes, Monday to Friday I got my whole thing here, the label and the rest. If it interests me, I will do it. At the moment, I'm playing jungle and drum’n’bass! I go up to the Bongo club in Edinburgh, the night is called Soundsystem Legacy, and they get in the oldest soundsystem, Messenger Soundsystem. And they fill the club with scoops and mid ranges and tops that virtually touch the ceiling. A wall of sound. It's me, Skillis and my host Uno, who's obviously known on the garage circuit but he used to do a lot of jungle back in the day, Lazerdrome in Peckham and those kind of events. It's everything bassy: dubstep, dub and drum’n’bass. Om Unit played already, we've had Vivek from SYSTEM. I pull up all my 90s-style jungle and drum’n’bass stuff, all-vinyl night and we just kill it.
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IT’S a bit like being granted an audience with the Queen – and almost as difficult to achieve. It took me a couple of months of relentless texting and emailing after Sarah Lockhart had agreed to this interview to fix a time to sit down and do it. Normally I'd take continual non-responses as a fob off, but if there's one thing you can say with absolute certainty about Lockhart, it's that if she didn't want to do something she'd say a flat “no.” So I carried on texting until she was ready to grant this audience. With some people it might be irritating to be kept hanging on – or feel like a snub or a symptom of disorganisation – but in this case, as with the Rinse organisation that she heads along with its founder Geeneus, it feels part-and-parcel with how things are done, and that's OK.

Rinse is now a serious player in the UK music industry. Founded as a pirate radio station in 1994, by Geeneus, Dean “Slimzee” Fullman and a small crew of East London friends, Rinse FM was granted a license in 2007 to broadcast in London, and now has a global online audience and a sister station in Paris. It throws its own big parties and books stages for festivals, has a record label, and acts as management for a select few artists: most notably Skream and Katy B. It has been vital to multiple generations of London bass music: first drum’n’bass, then grime, while Lockhart's FWD>> club nights and Tempa label were the beating heart of dubstep in its crucial early developmental phase. And for all its subsequent success, the station continues to have a pirate character, with its shiny studios surrounded by urchins trying to get their tracks heard and DJs’ crews just hanging out.

Lockhart rules over it, like the East End matriarch she clearly is. As she described her upbringing surrounded by spicier local characters in and around the pubs of Dagenham, the nature of the station fell into relief. Rinse-watchers on social media often treat the machinations of its schedules and personnel – kept in endless flux by Lockhart and Geeneus's long-held “destroy and rebuild” ethos – as they do EastEnders. Certainly there's an air of constant drama, of waywardness in a sprawling extended family, all just about kept in check by this benevolent dictatorship. More than just about any other organisation I can think of, Rinse as a living entity personifies how rave and soundsystem culture continues to be able to corral the raw and chaotic force of individual desire to create and be heard into something just about coherent, just about sustainable, not simply from one fad to another, but across generations.


So we're sitting in Rinse studio control room. How many homes has Rinse had now?

Since I've been in, probably six. Then probably the same again before. Gee would know.


When did you get involved with Rinse?

2004-05 is the heavily involved point. November 2004 I had my son, and it was around that Christmas I suggested I campaign for the license. I said, “I reckon I could get a license, you give me half.” Gee said, “Alright, cool.” We shook on that.


What was your main focus at that time then?

FWD>> was happening, Ammunition was a holding company that run a bunch of record labels, Tempa and distribution. But because of Tempa, we'd stopped doing so much of the distribution. Tempa was about to release ‘Request Line’. All those things were happening, dubstep was at its kick-off point, and I was consulting for Sony that was previously EMI publishing. So FWD>> wasn't the only thing.


As a kid did you ever have foresee you'd end up this queen-bee figure, fingers in all these different scenes, all these connections?

My mum said I was quite bossy. My mates who I'm still good friends with definitely see it in that way. I could foresee music being what's underneath my journey, because it was so meaningful to me from really young. My parents divorced when I was about four, and dad had me weekends. He was really into music – my parents both was musical – and we spent our weekends playing music, so there was an emotional connection. Putting records on, dancing, listening, watching the telly. It isn't just a nostalgic thing. I think my mission is personally driven through that, it's where the passion comes from.


Can you remember the very first records that sparked that sense?

When I was really little, lots and lots of Stevie Wonder: Talking Book and Innervisions. I was born in 1974. When I think about it now, it was really complex for my age. My daughter listens to pop, but my son will listen to quite complicated music and has done since he was young. I think it's a thing, to get the nuances and sophistication around that stuff from a young age. My own personal discovery of music would be rare groove and lovers rock and reggae, then hip hop and hardcore.


Whereabouts did you grow up?

Good old Dagenham. Apparently Rinse was in Dagenham at some point. Not in my era.


And what was it like culturally? Were there youth clubs, parties?

When I was little, it was the East End community that moved into Dagenham, so there was a strong sense of community, the East End way, and those sort of behaviours.


It was quite white, wasn't it?

Yeah definitely. The clubs we used to go, there was an under-18 event called Academy, that was really good, they'd have Shut Up and Dance. I saw Nicolette there. It must have been someone connected to the rave scene who knew how to run events and did them for younger people. There wasn't youth clubs, I don't remember any.


What about soundsystem culture outside of clubs?

One of my best friends, her family were from St. Lucia, and we used to go to blueses – house parties – when I was between 10-13. Another friend was Jamaican, so there was some influence through that. My dad's sister married a Jamaican, so I had influence that side also. My friend's older sisters would go raving, first houses and clubs, then more to what I guess is known as black music. They were the ones that went into acid house, they would come back and tell us this thing was going on.


I remember when I was 14, in 1988, the older brothers and sisters coming into school on a Monday, this look in their eye. Or the kids in our year going, “My brother's been telling me about this adventure you can go on.”

That family, their dad wasn't around, their mum was a nurse working shifts, the house was just a free-for-all, they were always up to stuff. So that influenced me. I also had a job working on the market at Roman Road, and the guys who ran the stall would bring a generator to power the soundsystem for the stall to sell handbags, and they had really good music taste. They were playing tunes I was hearing about, and I pieced things together. What I realise now is if I hear something once, I will remember it, and where I was when I heard it. Gee would sometimes be in a club and somebody would play a tune and he wanted to know what it was because he's a DJ, and he'd be like “Sarah come here, stand here.” It's almost like, “Record this, remember this one.” “OK OK!” Or being in Black Market and people would go, “There's this tune and it's like…” and they'd start talking about it. And the guys there would go, “Tell her, tell her!” I'd be, “What does it say? Where did you hear it? Which DJ played it? Is it like this or like that?” Them were the days of records, I'd pull out the record, give it to them, “It's this one!”


Did you have all the trappings, like a puffa jacket and collecting the flyers?

I did have the flyers for a bit from going to record shops. I did the Beastie Boys bit, there was a VW thing when I was quite young, about 11. Then it was the acid house scene so it was the smiley faces. Then from 14-15, then, I got into having my own idea about how to dress and it was more US hip hop influence, the baggy trousers and sneakers. It was more going from urban hip hop culture into hardcore, because really I didn't get acid house.


A lot of places around the M25 outside London are where hip hop was quite strong. Obviously Suburban Base, those guys came from hip hop. And people from, Luton or Milton Keynes, like The Criminal Minds. You'd get these connections into what became jungle

Yeah. Was the record shop in Ilford called Powerhouse?125 And obviously Boogie Times in Romford. I started going raving about 1991. I went to Raindance at Jenkins Lane in Barking, which was cool. It wasn't in fields, it was in warehouses. I went to Telepathy every week, then to other things, and that was hardcore. People like Ratpack would be playing. I went to this thing called Rapido – but I'd see people outside of that that I knew from other walks of life that weren't enthusiastic about music in that way and weren't raving. They were saying, “Have you heard about jungle?” I'm like, “What's jungle?!” These were not cool, ahead people, but they'd play tunes and I'm like, “That's hardcore!” I remember where someone coined the word out of this culture I was in, the same thing, where they said, “Do you know what speed garage is?” It's like, what's speed garage? It's like, it's garage but they're just calling it speed garage. But it was just a strand of the sound within hardcore.


As it started to separate out – and you had the background going to reggae parties and hip hop – did you gravitate to the bass and breakbeats? Or the other way, into happy hardcore?

Didn't go happy hardcore. Definitely not. Wasn't ever into that. I think very quickly I went to jungle parties. I had a boyfriend at the time who was into it as well. He was DJing. When was ‘Deep Inside’?126


1994 [googling] No, 1993!

Right, so just as that was happening, it felt to me that I went hardcore, a bit of time when it was called jungle – even though it was the same people and the same promoters essentially – and then I just got obsessive about garage. Followed that entire thing from that point and really geeked out about it. Not nerdy-obsessed, but passionate about it. I just couldn't get enough of it. Then I started going to Gas Club and Frog and Nightgown. Wherever there was anything going on, we would be there. That was the Sunday scene. That was Sunday Frog, Sunday Gas – probably the same 50-60-70 people moving around, becoming 100-200 people. Really not much happened that I wasn't at. It was that sort of thing.


And there was an overlap, people going from raving at a jungle club onto a Sunday party

Frog was interesting because it was an after-party and it had the dregs of other places, it was definitely part of the birth of where the scene started, but it wasn't great. Gas was great. Gas was exceptional, there'd be gay people, gangsters, all sorts, a big mix and the music was amazing and it was packed out. At the point it hits its stride it was packed out week in week out.


Did you want to be involved at that stage? Did you have life plans?

I was a croupier, which suited me because it was night shifts. I loved the night. When I realised I could work, I left school. I didn't do my exams, I just left. Somebody I knew had a girlfriend that was a croupier and it was good money, they trained you, so I thought, “OK, I'll do that.” And I was good at maths, you do it all in your head. It was pretty cool actually. You finish at 4am or sometimes at 9pm, but for about four years that was my shift, so I could be partying or going to work in the night.


Between raves and casinos, you had a good training how to conduct yourself around shady people

Yeah, definitely. Before that from really little I'd be in pubs with East End people, my dad was a real pub man. It was the perfect training to end up in some really mad after-party, people shooting each other. It like “Yeah OK, navigate this.” I remember the moment when I thought, “Maybe I could do a job, something to do with this.” I'd been at a day party, and I went home to the flat that I was sharing with some girls, a Sunday afternoon, and I just thought “What am I doing? I need to work with music.” I rang my house – and I'd left home when I was 16, I'm close to my parents but it wasn't a relationship where I checked things with them. Anyway I remember ringing and saying, “I've decided I'm gonna leave my job and do something in music.” They were like “Alright, OK, alright, fine.” Probably like, “What's up with her?” Around then the Truman Brewery was starting to fill up with creatives.127 This was like mid- to late 90s, maybe 1997?


Shoreditch was kind of a wasteland at the time

It was bagels and prostitutes, that was it. And The Blue Note. A friend of a friend, this guy called Clifford, got a job in a distributor that was in the Brewery. I had this whole period of just raving to garage and knowing everything about it, buying all the tunes, I had to have the tunes.


And in that time there's the shift from 1993-94 and more or less American records getting the instrumentals getting played, then within a couple of years it was loads of British producers

Yeah. That was Grant Nelson. Actually the time I'm talking about it was only a handful of British I was buying, so maybe it was 1996. It was Nice N Ripe. Ice Cream was happening, but there wasn't lots and lots of stuff going on. It was still mostly the American sounds in the mix. Then there was a shift, and it was a UK thing. And Clifford was working at this distributor and I think it was French stuff going on then, filter house? I didn't pay any attention to that but they were doing other stuff, and I went there and they were like, “She knows her shit, there's this other thing happening, we need someone who understands this thing, let's give her a try.” I tried to get some of the labels. Probably at that time they were mainly selling themselves out of the boot of their car.

There wasn't any distributor putting it all together, it was bits and bobs going on all over the place – so that was version one of the distributor I worked for. I moved to another distributor but it didn't work out, so I went back into the Truman Brewery. There was a distribution company called Essential, doing all sorts of stuff, trance, hard house. Distribution just used to pop up and disappear again, but they were solid, they were nearly doing alright. I knew what was going on, I knew all the people and it was massive but the business model didn't exist. The stuff existed, the users were there, the audience, the buyers, the scene, but it was like the mechanism to just fuel the record-buying public wasn't there.

And it was national, by that point. The parties weren't huge but they were everywhere. Essential had cash, which means people will jump to you: “I'll pay you now, give me a thousand, I'll pay you cash in hand.” So you can get them to leave their current distributor. They're living on sale or return, and on lower unit price, and we'd manufacture sometimes too. I was like, “These people are solid. I need to go there, I need to do that.” And somebody said to me, “Oh you know Chris from the Brewery, it's Chris, he owns it.” I imagined this person called Chris and I thought “Oh I know Chris.” I remember going in the loo and looking in the mirror going, “You've got to get this, you've got to do this,” sort of prepping myself. Knock on the door, this guy opens the door and I'm like, “Uh can I see Chris?” He was like, “I am Chris.” It completely threw me because this isn't the person who I thought it was. I didn't know Chris. I knew someone much lower down.

But I was like, “You need to be doing garage. You're trying, you're not doing it very well, you don't know what you're doing, I know everything about it and I can definitely do it.” He was like [laughs]. If someone did that now with me, I would say “Come in!” because you think there are lots of people trying that to get a job, but there isn't! It's unusual for somebody to be that pushy! So he said, “Yeah, give me your number.” I just walked out thinking “Oh fuck.” But he called me in a couple of weeks and said “Someone's left, do you want to come and try?” So I went in at the bottom of the ladder: no London shops, you had to sell to shops on the phone, all the best shops had gone. You're the last one in line. I had to create shops for myself – but the national thing was happening, and my shops were shops that existed, like Tempest in Birmingham, they just didn't know what to buy. I had probably 50 shops that I would literally say, “How much do you want to spend this week?” And I would make them a box because I knew more than them. There's no point me paying them for them to go, “Oh I'll have two of them, I'll have three of them” because I was the enthusiast in the mix that was going to the parties all the time. I knew what was working in the parties really early on, from dubplate.

So I was like, “This is going to be a big one, you need this and this.” And sometimes they'd be like, “You've given me a dud” and I'd be like “Hang on, wait a minute, it's not got to you yet.” Then a week later, it was that, “Fuck, I need another 100 of them!” It was so cool. I remember buying thousands of ‘Bump N’ Grind’, £4 a unit upfront, my bosses would be saying, “Are you sure about this one?” 128 Dean – who became the person that was D&D, then he started 360 management company, managed Deadmau5 – they'd go out with the tunes, and be like, “Nah, not sure about this one!” I'd be like “Just wait a minute!” Because they weren't in that thing. And then we sold shit loads of them. It was such a good time. I was working for hardly any money, but it was so fulfilling to get it all moving. People would say, “Fucking hell you must make loads of money.” I think I was on £80 a week, I would work till midnight. I wasn't making much, but I took so much pride in it.


And when you're young and immersed and get guestlist to the place you want to be at, then you don't need that much money. Certainly not then. Obviously London's different nowadays

It's true. What I was becoming was an A&R, and getting demos. It went from getting the finished tunes to being able to influence what people were making. “See that tune, finish that one, don't finish this one!” Because I was then going to buy it and distribute it. I was like A&Ring for 20 record labels, even though I didn't know that's what it was called. We had all the labels in the end, it was really really great. Then the guy that worked for EMI publishing at the time – who is now the main person there – he recognised something's going on, “Who's picking the tunes over there because they're eventually going in the top ten?” Literally “Who's the buyer?” And that's how I met him. And I also just discovered Ms Dynamite, so I was in the mix with her. So there was like a double thing – to get me, plus got me in the relationship with her. “Why don't you come and do music publishing?” I was like, “Fuck.” For ages they'd all been ringing us up asking, “What do you think of this tune and that tune?” I was really like, “Arseholes!” I was fiercely independent and hated them.

He was like, “No this is publishing, this is different, you're working with the writer, you're working with the creative, it's a different thing.” I've still got the letter that he wrote me, saying “You should come and work here.” At that point I was doing buying for Black Market also. It was such a great insight. I had the connection to the talent, the artists, the labels, the distribution, the record shops up and down the country, the promoters, the parties and then standing in the record shop talking to the punter. Like the big 360° understanding of what was going on. And EMI published Stevie Wonder, so I was like “Alright I'll take the job then. You've got the whole Stevie Wonder catalogue, alright, I'll come here then.” Somehow there's some method to the madness.


So garage burst so big, and ‘Bump N’ Grind’ is an interesting milestone because that's already where it was like something else, like bassline garage. 2-step was separating and going darker, So Solid was starting to happen, so all of the things that became dubstep and grime were happening. But at this point, garage itself seemed like it could become a new formula for pop music. Yet it completely dissipated after another two-three years – so what went wrong?

Culturally everything seemed like end-of-cycle to me. I published So Solid, I remember when they had the drama at Astoria, so they were in the papers the same week that their album was out.129 I don't think it was more trouble in the parties, it just became more mainstream visible because of the lyrics. Then it becomes a liability, and culturally for the authorities, you've got to clean up.


Terror Danjah told me he saw worse in 90s jungle raves than he ever did in garage or grime raves

Yeah, definitely. I mean it was serious things going on, but it was underground. The Gray's Inn Road after-party we used to go to, that went on for years and there was all sorts going on. One of the partners was Old Bill, it was an underworld thing in that entire structure, that foundation is built from backhanders and the police, but it knows where it sits, it stays in its right place within the fabric. Then West End started getting cleaned up a bit – before then you've got these mad raves with people pouring out into the street in the morning. That just doesn't happen any more. The way people were being in Dalston now, and Dalston's getting a bit of a clean up too. If you think about the current generation, Dalston, say, and Shoreditch before that, that's how I remember the West End. It was pretty lax. There was Buckingham Palace and you didn't fuck around near there, but you know, Leicester Square and Soho…


There were dive bars everywhere

Yeah, but then it felt like there was kind of a cultural clean up in that period. Plus there was no infrastructure within the independent record business in garage. A handful of labels were key, but they all licensed and partnered with majors, they didn't stay independent, whether it was Locked On or Public Demand, they're the consistent ones I can think of. So by the time dubstep came, it seemed to go really nice into the D&B infrastructure, of independent record labels and distribution globally staying independent. But the garage scene didn't go into that, it went into the major.


Because it had that pop potential

It had the pop potential, and also turn of the millennium there was a bit of a “D&B is dead” moment, even though it wasn't. So it was rebuilding itself. And then download and MP3s. Napster had started. It was a big mixture of things at once but because of the pop sensibility, everybody got a deal. They'd already sold 25-30,000 at a time through me for 18 months, then they went and got a £60,000 single deal and it kept going. It had the whole nation behind it, it is an important British genre. When you hear it now, that pattern, you realise this is properly embedded.


And it's played at festivals and the kids love Craig David

The kids heard their mum playing it, or her mum.


And Artful Dodger and Miss Teeq are played on local radio or Heart FM or whatever in a way that rave-era chart hits aren't so much

That's down to songs, isn't it?


True. But it helps keep the affinity for the beat alive. I was really struck by that new Zed Bias album, he's got MCs who probably weren't born when ‘Neighbourhood’ 130 came out and they naturally rap over it, the rhythm is natural to them.131

It is a thing isn't it? It's there in our culture. It was a huge success but it didn't create industry for itself.


It had Ayia Napa

Yeah, that's true, it did create Ayia Napa. It had a good run up, then really cashed in, and then it died. Nowadays the cycle seems shorter on the emerging kind of moment. Perhaps nowadays an independent or underground scene is looking for mainstream, and then it's trying to gather longevity from that point – because you can stream and have the long tail of streaming, and once you're up you can live forever on streaming. Whereas with this you had to find the way to repress your vinyl, you had to keep fuelling it. It's a different thing, shifting from physical to what it is nowadays. But it's complicated – I don't know why it crashed so badly, because in some ways I think it had potential [shakes head]. But then everybody was out for themselves as well. I've got this other letter as well, Norris Windross called a meeting132 somewhere on the river, we all had to go and agree that we weren't going to play ‘Smoke The Reefer’.133 I got the letter, it was so funny and Jason Kaye was shaking his head, bless him, and they were talking about basslines and I was thinking, “Fuck I just put out ‘138 Trek’.134 Are they gonna turn on me?” That was where it was going, the breakbeat thing and the bassline thing. It needed to happen, it was welcomed, it was something different, really energetic, huge rooms full of ravers. In the beginning it was 2-300 people who could get down to more intricate musical things, headsy people, off their nut. Now you're talking about younger, bigger…


… and more room for MCs as well

MCs and rave tools. It was perfect, the Zinc period, and Wookie as well was really important. That was where it was going, and then there was this meeting and Jason was like, “Nah man, I'm gonna play it if it does that to the crowd” because he come from jungle in the first place. He's like “Nah nah, I'm not having that. Because we're all going to agree in here, but when you're playing before me, you're gonna play it when I'm not there and smash the dance, then I've got to pick up.” And everyone's saying “Nah I'm not playing it, I'm not playing it.” It was really a funny time. That was the only solidarity I ever experienced. Like with any of these scenes, there are friends, genuine friendships, it was birthed off the back of those friendships – but the friendships and the infrastructure that it created from that point, there wasn't anything. If they'd have made a bigger association of garage people, maybe it could have been a bit of a thinktank and thought, “What do we do with this because this is a big thing that we've created?” But that shit just doesn't happen and majors get involved and milk it.


So where did FWD>> fit into that? Because that goes straight down the middle between intricate rhythms and heavy bass

I was really, really bored because I knew everything that was happening in the scene. Literally everywhere you looked, every DJ was going out with the same box of records. You could guarantee the tunes they were going to play. Retrospectively, you can see, it was like a Yates bar. If you're playing a Yates, you wouldn't start digging, you'd play a Calvin Harris tune. But these were people who had come through a headsy situation, and now they're getting paid and they've got to make sure everyone likes it – and these kids are 19, they were almost dancing to pop music. Somewhere in the corners, certain DJs – EZ, you've got to hold it up to him in that period – were keen on playing new music. But the majority were not gonna risk deading the crowd, and they just wanted to cash in.

I was spending time in after-parties where people like Funky Smith, Andy B, they were playing dubplates. It wasn't fully formed. It wasn't music you'd recognise as particularly good outside of that environment, you had to be there to feel it. Interesting, weird prototype shit kicking around. But that was my saviour. Kind of interested in D&B a little bit again, and then you had Lewis. Ghost were playing around with that idea. Zed Bias had been in the garage scene anyway, his interest in it was different. Oris Jay was kicking around, and Zinc and these kind of things. Everybody was interested in making and playing a new tune. I had this idea – it was influenced by Blue Note a little bit, not any particular sound, only in the sense that it created a strand within a thing. Like Metalheadz within drum’n’bass, it's a strand within a thing that had its identity. It felt to me there needed to be something protective, to allow the space that was anti all that stuff. I was business partners with Neil Joliffe and we had started this download site, dubplate.net. There was music enough kicking around, and I said I wanted to do a party.

I had the nickname Soulja. For a long time I put stickers on test pressings with Soulja on it, so you know it came from me. The logo design of Soulja worked for FWD>>, we just jiggled that text and that was what FWD>> was. And we started FWD>> in the Velvet Rooms. Then I was just, “You've got to play either music you've made or it's got to be new.” I tried to maintain that throughout the years we did it. I remember booking Martin Larner randomly, and I had to say “Look, I know that promoters say, ‘Play fresh stuff’ but when their party's not going so well they shit themselves and they just want you to play ‘Something In Your Eyes’.135 But I'm serious, I'm not having it. You've got to do new.” I was so desperate to be like, “What the fuck is this?” Because you can play something, you can tell, “That's Steve Gurley, and that must be Steve Gurley and someone else.” Otherwise you go into the parties and it's like, “There's not one tune that I haven't heard played to death, that's newer than 18 months.” So it was out of desperation but also interest in what's next. And little by little, it became that. I never realised that it became what I wanted it to until now. It's only hearing other people's reviews back to me, I'm like, “It worked.” It was one of the most important things I've done.


When were you aware that the East London production thing, Jammer and Wiley, were creating a sound – and also the South London Croydon boys were making something

They all seemed really young. I tried to stay quiet at that stage. I could have been like, “I've been in the garage scene and before that the whatever scene, and I understand.” But I tried to stay quiet, reserved, what was unfolding. It was really nice to be able to sign records and point people in the right direction.


From distribution, you must have known the key record shops, so a lot of the people involved: Slimzee and Arthur…

Jammer was work experience at Essential distribution, so I knew him. He was like the intern, so I knew him from when he was really little. Wiley used to sell records to us. Wiley and Target are a generation younger than me, then Skream was younger. It was almost like grime was bigger, dubstep was zero, grime was bigger and then dubstep kind of solidified. And then it was like, “What's grime and what's dubstep and who is making what?” And then eventually dubstep had that notch up, the Mary Anne Hobbs thing.

Then Gilles Peterson's interest. ‘Request Line’ 136 kicked off, then ‘Night’.137 They was both on our label. It was really different to garage, because you're talking about a different landscape. I know that that's always the case as far as the audience goes – but the complexities to the digital era unfolding at the same time was interesting. Vinyl was the thing that sold shitloads – and then it stopped.


And also dubstep grew off blogs, Kode9 and Blackdown and Melissa and Georgie, all spreading the news. Which helped send it to these weird little outposts – Bristol obviously, Amsterdam, Prague for some reason

This is what I mean when I'm saying about it being closer to D&B, or a mixture of electronic music. But to simplify, we distributed for SRD, and SRD had been the True Playaz distributor. I think they had the majority of the D&B labels coming from the similar bass culture, London and UK cities, kind of working-class, mixed with students. So there was a similarity in that structure, and then dubstep – certainly Tempa and a bunch of other labels, Pinch's label – they slotted into the SRD thing. They were like, “We know what to do with this, this can work in this environment that we can already see.” Garage couldn't have done that. Garage was going to the charts. It separated off. So even though dubstep was a new thing, it could build on work that had happened. I could be being ignorant because there's techno and other electronic British music, like WARP.


Techno's definitely relevant because Arthur was part of Lost and that was vital. Hatcha said Arthur took him when he was 13 to Lost, and he was like, “Right, this is what a rave is.” And dubstep was heavily instrumental and quite dark, a lot of the experimental electronic people picked up on dubstep early where they never did with garage. Almost nobody at the time tried making experimental garage, it's mad

No one was interested. Everyone was snobby about it because it was champagne and getting dressed up, and it was intimidating. It was not embraced by the electronic community. Perhaps it was out of necessity it had to hit the majors. It's like “Fuck that, I'm not having that lot coming over here.” It's an interesting thing because, yeah, it was sort of shunned. I don't know, sort of snobby.


I think it cut both ways. For me in 1997-98-99 I was very much a scruffbag – free parties, warehouse raves, squat raves, weirdo arty type events – so I didn't feel particularly welcome at garage nights. But I was buying garage records left right and centre, and trying to persuade my mates in bands or the electronica scene that these are the beats you should be making. And they were a bit like [screws up face]. Not entirely a class divide, partly that, but really a complete culture clash. It's amazing how separate these scenes really were. But with dubstep, people could be like, “It's alright, I recognise this, it's a dark room with heavy bass and weird noises.”

Yeah but I think I was really keen to make sure that the girls came back into it. What do I do about that? I didn't like that it was just boys, I wanted it to be mixed. I didn't see that as success if it was a room full of men. Which FWD>> definitely was. Over cycles of its life, it evened out.


Without wanting to do the stereotype thing, if you make something about a collectors mentality and who's got the newest thing, it's competitive in that way, that does tend to become a boy culture. Obviously you're a notable exception!

I said this when we did the Egypt thing at the Barbican.138 I'm not knowledgeable enough about the complexities of living in a patriarchal society and what impact that has on everything – except for my own experience, I've had frustrations, definitely during motherhood, about the workplace and all that shit. But I always said that girls didn't come into Black Market asking for tunes very often. The door was open, but it was intimidating to anyone who wanted to come in there, intimidating to boys and girls – but maybe girls feel more intimidated because of the bullshit we've been through. For me, I went straight in and said, “I need to hear this music, I've got to find out what is this, what else is happening here?” That was because I was like either that collector mentality, or just hungry for it. And I really wanted my friends in, too. It was an open door. My logic was, “Girls aren't that interested in this nerdy thing, but girls are interested in songs and they are interested in raving! And if you get the girls, you get the boys”. I'd always partied with a big bunch of girls, so I had personal interest. My friends would be like, “Are you doing that thing again? Is it gonna be like the same as before?” I'd be like “No it's changed a little bit.” “Do we have to come?” I'm like “Please come!”


So there's this period of 2002-06 when FWD>> is running and there's a lot of ebb and flow between scenes. Names like sublow, eski, dubstep, grime were all part of a fluid landscape. Dizzee had blown up but none of it was settled down – and right in the middle, you joined Rinse

So Tempa was Tempa. The first Horsepower album came out, the “dubstep” word was on the front of XLR8R. Neil put that in the press release because it was 2-step and it was dub – so this word was kicking around and people were using it and all these other things were happening. And I suppose dubstep became that label that captured all of it for a minute. Then once it signposts it and simplified it for the audience, it's easier. The next level of music-heads can get into it, because it's got groundswell. It's becoming bigger and people in the record shop can say, “Do you like dubstep?” Only be a handful of record shops will use all the little words and labels underneath. That would be sort of subjective. It depends who you talk to and their version of what happened. There was a lot of plates spinning.


I talked to someone ages ago about how genres form, and there's this whole continuum between the ones that stick – an ultimate example is hip hop, that's lasted decades – all the way down to the joke name you make up on the night for the sound that one DJ is playing.139 Like a raving joke between you and your mates, and you call it “Tesco” or whatever. But in-between there's this whole continuum – things that last a week, things that last a fortnight, things that last six months

Right right right. And sometimes it's a name for a sound in one place that's only used there. The local name, like you say, like you and your mate.


So in 2003 “dubstep” is in print. In 2005 ‘Request Line’ came out, and if I'm remembering it right, that's when international guys like Laurent Garnier and Ricardo Villalobos started going, “We'll play this with our techno”. Then in 2006 the explosion started. DMZ went up to the big room, Mary Anne Hobbs Dubstep Warz happened – and then 2007 is when Skream and Benga became superstars. Skream Rinse:02 came out140 – that was a massive one for me – and then at the end of 2007 Caspa and Rusko. Were you aware of what was about to happen when that kicked off?

There was a point where if you didn't have the context of the club, the music was shit. I couldn't really play it to somebody who I'd known for a long time and say, “Check this out.” You had to see it in its environment to realise, “Fucking hell, this is great when you hear it really loud and everyone's kicking off.” Up until that point, there was amazing, beautiful interesting music to me and then the formula rocks in. Same thing with 2-step, same thing with Afrobeats: “OK this formula works, let's just do this over and over and over and over again.” Once it hits that point, I've checked out.


You stayed managing Skream when he was going up into superstar and making banging dubstep

Skream and Benga to me make really good music, but there was a bunch of others that started to become the sound of that genre. We splintered off. I cut my teeth as a manager on understanding how Skream and Benga should grow but not sell out. It's a dance to do that. I mean they both have a lot of integrity, they are the real deal, real rockstar loony nutcase artists who are incredible. You can't make that up. It was interesting to work with what was a yes and what was a no around those guys, and what were the goals for them. But I stopped following the wider scene.


At FWD>> in 2007, as dubstep went more Caspa and Rusko, you were starting to book more of the Martyn and Ramadanman and that kind of thing

And we shifted from the Friday to the Sunday afternoon. We can't do Friday night any more…


Because then people would want banging dubstep?

Yeah and it just attracted Friday night ravers, not people interested in hearing new music. We had a bit of a moment of actually making money at FWD>> and being really really busy, and then it was like, “Let's get out of here!” Then it was like what's the worst time we could open? At 6PM on a Sunday. We can't go early because there'll be some of them lot still going. “How can we only get really enthusiastic people? Let's open at 6PM on a Sunday afternoon and then there'll be like 15 of us again.” Which is what happened. It was like, “Thank fuck for that,” so it could sort of start again.


Destroy and rebuild

Destroy and rebuild, yeah.


So you're kind of saying there's a “Small is beautiful” philosophy

I think I beat myself up a lot over the years for being in situations where something's forming, and I'm interested in getting to a next stage and not recognising how important and nice that formative period is, really concentrated, really pure sort of brilliance – and then it expands from that and that's labelled successful, when it goes big or it's got an audience of a certain size. And if it knocks off the previous genre then all of those people feel good about that. But it's all a long process, and all of it is in the pot.


Do you like to have both sides operating? On the one hand with Skream and Katy, these global stars here, but then also to have a hand in nurturing these small things?

I think it's important to have both and for the cycle to keep going. There are lots of companies in the music business that have come off the back of one artist and they took that cash and success and springboarded, and they're not interested in growing something again, or developing or nurturing. Like Gut Records was because of Tom Jones, I think Coda the DJ agency was because of Sting or The Police or whatever.141 I think I'd like to stay where it's the 360° of it, the holistic way of being in music right down to the youngest, newest stuff.


And a similar ethos for Rinse? On the one hand you've got the “Destroy and rebuild” thing, so genres do ebb and flow, but at the same time it's a connector, and you're holding together an awful lot of genres and subgenres, and still representing Youngsta and old school grime guys

It's a sort of delicate balance. There's something quite nice about having the curation of the linear schedule that keeps it concentrated. If it's just on-demand, it's a never- ending pool of choice. The linear schedule that we're fitting into creates the on- demand. We've wondered should we just create on-demand stuff, because there's only so many hours in the week – but I quite like that feeling that structure gives a sort of process. And because you've got to boot someone out of it to put someone into it, it's quite good for the thinking. If it was open-ended and just on-demand, then you could just keep going and going and filling it…


It would just be a mush

Yeah, I think so. I think there's something about the filtering that is important.


When I've been on air on Rinse, as a guest on Scratcha's breakfast show, it was reliably hilarious. Like barely contained chaos. There's “zoo radio” format but this was something else

Absolutely. One of the best shows we've had, definitely. I didn't realise for ages how big it was. It was just like really concentrated, everybody seemed be tuning in, anyone interested in anything to do with anything, and every music around that in club London bass. Like a uniting thing.


Having your breakfast cup of coffee and hearing some ridiculous abstract grime tune, then Jill Scott, then Stevie Wonder

Yeah, and he had some really funny creative features.


I went on to debate conspiracy theories with him, you had people like Redlight calling in. It was lively. So were you fully hands-on from the moment that the license was granted?

I came with label and FWD>> experience, industry experience, and I had been running FWD>>. So we built the Rinse events almost out of, it's like FWD>> was the baby and then we sort of created the mummy and the daddy parties. We managed to get the capacity up, with the FWD>>> & Rinse shows, and then it was just Rinse. That was more of a tactic to hide the fact that Rinse was involved – because at the time it was illegal, when it was FWD>> and Rinse. It wasn't that lowkey but somehow we thought that that was…


When was the license granted again?

2010. So we was doing lots of parties up until then. That was really a celebratory time actually, 2010. That Rinse rave at Matter was just incredible, and it represented everything because Skream and Benga by that point were proper superstars, Katy came on the scene On A Mission. I think we were shooting her video there, so that's in the video. Boy Better Know played.


I wrote about that event for Mixmag and it was special. It was the first time since 1993 or something – bar maybe the occasional exceptional garage rave or free party – that I could remember seeing every walk of life under one roof. From hood rats to posh students, old, young, everyone, townies, alternative kids, fashiony people, real dressed-up fake-tan Essex people…

We'd been thinking a lot about doing two-room, three-room stuff. We did it at Ministry for a while. Charles Holgate said to me that I need to work out what my blueprints are. As they were happening, these things all seemed different – different people, different tribes, different times – but actually what I'm doing is the same thing. There's a formula in it, not a formula, more like a blueprint is the word. It seemed really disconnected – garage scene is a million miles away from dubstep because of the culture, champagne then Red Stripe, dubstep is really male and student-heavy, garage was really female and working-class. So even though I know there's a thread, I felt like they were different propositions, different initiatives underneath them – but actually what we did with Matter or what was happening with garage and at a jungle rave, it's kind of the same. Even though Matter is really polished – an amazing venue, everything shiny – what Keith Reilly was doing was the sci-fi version of an illegal warehouse rave, you know what I mean?


What's the relationship between you and Gee in those processes? Do you have defined roles?

The thing that was really clear was that he hadn't been raving, which is really interesting – he'd just been listening to pirate and doing pirate. And I had been raving and listening to pirate. But I couldn't relate to the fact that he had sort of picked up the tunes through pirate – and through record shopping. Eventually he DJ'd, he went out as Pay As U Go, so part of garage you saw in Sidewinder and big raves. Because he was quite young, and a radio enthusiast, he was picking up through radio what I was dancing to, the early garage. Not by the time it was booming and the MC thing kicked in – but everything prior, he hadn't really been partying to that. So I suppose that was quite good, two different perspectives on it. All in all, I think we're pretty like-minded. Because he founded it when he was little and a lot of the brand values are what he brought to the table, and then I'm co-founder and I bring – it's like a mishmash of our values. I sort of push a bit and he pulls back, then I push and he pulls back.


In terms of you want to take it to next places?

Maybe not as explicit as that but he'd be like, “This is what Rinse is,” so he would be like a barometer or a measuring stick: “Should Rinse do this?” If Gee says yes then yes, if Gee's uncomfortable then maybe Rinse shouldn't do that. And I don't have the history – I mean it's 15 years now, a long time – but he's had this previous experience that was really meaningful, a significant, impressionable time.


With all the adventures of climbing up roofs and the rest of it!

I've observed that, I've been on the roof – we actually probably spent a bit too much time with me immersing myself in that, like going through a rite of passage. I could have been more useful doing other stuff while he did that. But I suppose I quite like to be outside of my comfort zone. Stuart [Bocarro], Rat, pretty much does the creative direction, he oversees the schedule now. He's been with us a long time. It's like you have fucking Louis Vuitton, there's the period when it was this designer as head of the house, then I came in and put my stamp on it and Rat was growing, and now I feel Rat has quite a stamp on it, if you think about musically. There is a methodology though. If we all died tomorrow, you could figure it out. You get new people in the station, they're all, “I know what we should do, why don't you put this one on?” And we all go, “No way!” Why? It's just no – because if you dig into it, you can tell.


So how have those processes and cycles operated through the 2010s, with the shifts in music? You had 2010-11 when funky was breaking out, and post-dubstep, it was all about variety. I remember Skream saying suddenly a night at fabric is like a festival rather than a genre night, because you're going to see Roska and Skream and Rustie all on the same bill

Yeah, yeah. It's a good way of putting it. I remember him saying that.


But then house and techno swept back in. And obviously hip hop started, like British rap started rising – and then the Afrobeats, Afro swing thing. How did you navigate through that?

There was definitely a period where we did shift things around, but it also coincided with the linear radio habits changing. Podcasts were getting more listens again, and then live, so that shift was taking place. So it seems like we didn't have much space compared to now, because we hadn't started doing rotations. Somebody would be two hours every week in the same slot, so there's much less shop front. For a while, we'd have lots of one sound, lots of one thing or lots of two things, and then other stuff. Then it seemed like it went into many things – and it hasn't really changed since then. In that there isn't a genre that's sweeping through the entire station, that 30-40% or 50% is being played, it's all sorts.


What would be the last sound that dominated?

I think funky. When grime kind of swang back in, it's not like we went grime mad. We had grime shows and that would have been probably the next dominant thing. There's house and techno which we still programme, and somebody like Josey or Ben is connected to that. I don't know what you'd say Ben UFO plays. I don't party to him very often so I don't even know if his radio show is different to what he plays in the club. Ben just plays what Ben plays. And same for Josey. The house and techno thing certainly isn't our forte, but we've played around. There was the shuffling thing, Route 94 – we had that big ‘My Love’ record on the label. That was a kind of new wave of stuff going on, all the big house piano. Who's the piano house guy Route 94 did a remix of? Big tunes on Defected?


Oh, MK

That would have been the time to, you know, “Let's just do that.” If that had happened 10 years earlier, I think that's what we would have done, but our programming style was different. We had Mark Radford. But with funky we might have had seven or eight shows, maybe ten even.


Obviously it helped that Gee was making funky

Yeah, he was passionate about it, but the same with dubstep, we had at least eight shows. We haven't done that since. So when everything went more eclectic, the rooms and clubs were more multi-genre, the sets became multi-genre. That shift seems to be here to stay, and that feels a bit like what we did. We were trying to do that with Matter, to say “Everything's still within our world.” I feel like we've gone a bit more broader. There's a much bigger variation I think.

And you're bringing more international stuff in through the short-term residencies. We did think about, “Do we play only UK, what do we play in the daytime, do we play only UK or how much American or international?” It's normally the American stuff that's to be considered – or was. I think we ended up sticking with, “Well we wouldn't play it if it isn't relevant to this audience.” The acts that are connecting to the UK audience and then with France and the Paris station.142 We've been doing a lot of thinking about this, because we have a global audience and we have a local feel.


When I asked Geeneus what the style of Rinse is, he said “Local music”. Is the choice of DJs – KiNK from Bulgaria, Optimo from Glasgow – also to do with UK listeners going further afield to party? It's not just Ibiza or Ayia Napa, it's festivals in Croatia, Barcelona, Amsterdam…

Yeah. And I think the internet and Soundcloud and just the way they're digging for music, it's global. If I think of a 20-year-old that would come and work here, 15 years ago they would have been knowledgeable about one particular thing, a general awareness but a specialist subject. Whereas now, they just seem to fucking know everything.


It frightens me

They know everything about everything. People were sort of tribes, even when there's music heads that are still understanding what's going on widely, really they still stuck to their thing. Whereas now? I mean at the moment, everything's urban, everything's rap. If there's one thread right now, it's rap.


And autotune

But when I'm talking to people and they'll say something's old school, they mean like…


Young Thug

Yeah. But actually Giggs. I say, “What do you mean ‘old school’? What tunes are you talking about?” And it's urban. A lot of urban, from all walks of life. Rap. R&B. That's the mass enthusiast thing. And it feels really deep, and it's UK. They like the American but they're really checking for the UK. It's really in its infancy, it's interesting. It feels like this is it now, and it's got massive legs and it's going to unfold and build. It's got a massive audience but it's in a formative stage as well. It's kind of cool.


Now we find out whether it goes the way of garage of course – because it is fully pop. There are top 10 records coming from quite uncompromising artists, and at the moment they're holding it together. I remember hearing a big 1xtra show broadcast from Manchester a few months ago, and it felt like a huge celebration of something going overground

I think there's an overground sound and an underground sound. The sort of headsy people that would have been in the record shop – I don't know what you'd call them – they're sort of putting the pieces together and watching it unfold. Trying to keep up on what's going on. It's not easy. You've got the internet and there's the video culture, but it's voyeuristic, they're not gonna get it together. But the profile of the rap world is like, “We are stars and we are different to you and we're not the same.” I don't know, there's something about that I think. If anyone can pull it off, it's that world of music, that subculture. They're rough round the edges but they are fronting like stars. They've got the best swagger. It's really buying-into-able. When you look at a 15-year-old looking at that, it's fucking so exciting. The drug thing is much more fucked up, the Americans. It's all so sort of twisted. I feel like with the British stuff, a lot of the younger DJs and people who work here and ravers that I've met, it's all referred to as “our”. “Supporting our thing”, “Well it's our music.” It's something that they can feel proud of somehow, and connect. America is alien to them. UK is relatable but still not aspirational. I don't know whether they're trying to be a drug dealer, but it's very different. It's entertainment.


Of all the American rap sub genres that stuck, it makes sense that drill should be that one, because all those Chicago videos are very backyard, just posse in a room together. Obviously that was relatable for English kids. Does it connect with the history of D&B and garage, is that influencing the UK variant? It does seem like you can hear interesting little snare patterns or a bassline there

We did a party on Carnival and an after-party and Redlight played. Rap being played, then Redlight played, we had some D&B, some garage – but Redlight played pretty upfront. I can't remember who he was playing with, maybe AG, may have been grime, urban generally. It wasn't bait, it wasn't like the top 10 records. It really worked. The crowd partied in the same way, to me that's a good indicator that actually this could be blended a lot more. Not necessarily in the production but just in the rave. We're lacking that kind of mix. What Redlight plays is basically bass house, isn't it? You go and you properly dance to it. I know you dance to rap but I don't know how to. I don't know what's different, I think the tempo's probably faster.


Rap seems to go all over the place tempo-wise right now

I don't know what it is, there's something about it that felt like this could blend. It reminds me of when I was partying when I was really young to Big Daddy Kane but then something like Mantronix. I'm not saying it's the same. but those tunes worked on the same dancefloor. Even something like ‘Dub Be Good To Me’, they were coming off the back of acid house. It was all, there's tunes that I hear now, like ‘Encore’, I can't remember who it's by. SK played it the other day and mistakenly was like, this is from the 90s, or he said 70s but it's from the 90s. They're sort of house tunes, I don't know whether you'd even call them house. But essentially this was house music, and then there was American hip hop, Jungle Brothers was in – those tunes kind of blended and that's what it reminds me of.


By all accounts Public Enemy tracks would completely go off in a rave. And they really heavily influenced what came next, Shut Up & Dance and hardcore and everything

Yeah. So I feel like there's something around that. I'd like to consider our programming round that, because I think that maybe a couple of years ago if you'd have done the bass house and then played an urban set, you'd get that thing where everybody's [shakes head, disapproving face]. It would be one or the other. You couldn't even do a party with the rap stuff or the grime. I know that there's stuff like Flava D, there's that world that sounds like house music to me, but it's grime, but it's house, or it's bass.


It's bassline. She's pretty much like Northern bassline

For me, Northern bassline is something to do with house, I don't know why. It's dance music. Maybe it's just better to say house: there's dance music and then there's urban music. Somehow I feel like people are now gonna stay on the dancefloor for both. With some consideration we could programme some stuff around that, then maybe something interesting will come out of the blends.


And the Afro stuff fits squarely in the middle

Is that Afro thing gonna…? I know Roska's doing alright, and people keep telling me funky's coming back but even without that, that pattern is funky to me. Something's happening at the minute that brings the dance cycle back around. I don't think that the rap thing's gonna go down, it's not going to subside. It's just gonna come in. It's interesting. I don't know about house and techno enough to know what's going on there.


There's a whole set of strands within that that just seem to keep on keeping on, whether it's rusty industrial techno, or the well produced bassy stuff in Berghain, or jacking Strictly Rhythm dubs. There's some ebb and flow in popularity, but they're all just there really

We represent quite a lot of it on the station, but I just personally don't know about it. I wouldn't be able to call it. I wouldn't know what to do with it.


You signed Suspect. Is that you thinking about more rap artists?

I really like him. So yeah, more rap artists, but we'll keep doing the dance thing, it's good to hear a banger. You can't geek out about bangers, they just come across your path and you're like, “Yep, sing it, get it, it's a banger.” You put out 10 and one of them works. The nine work on a certain level and we love them, but you just keep going. Like the KDA tune [‘Rumble’] that Katy and Tinie [Tempah] went on in the end, that's a tune.143


‘Night’, Benga & Coki, is obviously one of those, no one can not play that

‘138 Trek’ was the first. I was like “What is going on here?” I didn't understand.


And ‘Doom's Night’!144

Same thing. ‘138 Trek’ isn't a garage tune per se, it's a breakbeat tune, isn't it? I mean loads of tunes have done that, but when the garage thing was going on, the Smoking Beats record, ‘Dreams’. That was one where I was at garage things, while other people would end up at Trade, or a cheesy handbag house thing. There was hard house [sings] “In my dreams, in my dreams.” A lot of Masters At Work tunes did that, Bucketheads did that. I don't know if it's just the size of their platform, they just reach a load of people at once and everybody's like, well they're tried and tested. They just made good tunes.


There's also a kind of secret passages of communication. It's all still rave music at the end of the day. Back in 1994 there was a jungle label, Labello Blanco, and they also had Labello Dance which was pumping out the hard house to Trade like Tony De Vit tunes, and they were based out the same office. Rudeboy jungle and screaming gay hard house. They were next door neighbours. Zero degrees of separation. A banger works because it's a banger

Yes. 100%. I love that sort of undeniableness, and it's good when you can't figure out what it is. ‘My Love’ was a good one that we worked – though maybe that was less out on its own and more the peak, or just before the peak, of a particular sound. ‘Rumble’, the KDA tune really did it. I'm like “Thank god, these just keep happening. There's another one like that!” You play on repeat like, “This is a fucking tune.” When they come along, they're like a miracle.


Addendum: just before the completion of this book, Sarah left Rinse FM after 15 years to concentrate on working directly with artists and social projects
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DAVE Jones aka Zed Bias brought me closer to the hub of the soundsystem experience than anyone else interviewed here. Tom Middleton had a tent to book at Big Chill 2011, and asked me and our mutual friend Richie Rundle to help him reach people of the bass music generation. I'm still proud of the lineup we put together: it also included names like Cooly G, Swindle, Boddika, Geiom, Synkro, Ben UFO and Pangaea, many of who brought MCs, friends and randoms, until our backstage area was a thronging weekend-long party. Even though it was the last Big Chill – the festival overall was mismanaged and only half full – our tent was a thing of beauty, and this was the one time in my life I've understood the rush that successful promoters must feel when everything comes together.

The highlight of the weekend was when Zed played. He's closer in age to Tom, Richie and I, and so a bit older than the post-dubstep and grime people we were booking, but he was the perfect bridge from old to new. Very much in the festival mood during his three-hour set, I danced on stage, bottle of whisky in hand, as did everyone who'd been hanging out backstage. MCs jumped on and off the mic, while Zed wove a constantly shifting but constantly energetic tapestry around them, of everything that's great about club and soundsystem music across multiple generations and nations. Jazz, funk, techno, jungle, dancehall, grime and of course the UK garage that he made his name in were all part of a coherent picture made vivid and alive with laser zaps, rewinds and the MCs’ voices. This joyous rowdiness was a vision of how our culture can be at its best when all sorts are rubbing along together, and to be part of that felt special. Then the next day the riots kicked off, and driving home into London after our great weekend felt like a bitter kick in the teeth from reality.

But the set was no fluke: it was an illustration of Zed's natural style. As one of the people who injected extra brutal bass into UK garage, setting the sonic tone for dubstep and grime, he then branched out in all directions. His garage years alone were impressive enough, with the years from 1998-2001 full of enough underground classics and incursions into the mainstream to guarantee a place in the canon. But he's no conformist, and right at his most influential – with the raw and bare sides of his production inspiring the younger generation about to create dubstep – he took a sidestep, going more and more into jazz and soul with his Phuturistix and Maddslinky aliases.

Since then he has reinvented again and again, but also always folded his previous identities into whatever he's doing, from techno (see his 2013 Boss album on Loefah's Swamp81 label) to UK funky (his collaborations with UK soul legend Omar around 2010), hip hop (as Sleeping Giantz with UK veterans Rodney P and Fallacy) to dancehall (Madd Again for Swing Ting). And all of this has come with an undimmable sense of exploratory enthusiasm. Every time I've interviewed and worked with him over the years, I've found him raving about some new talent, some new project or idea. He's someone for whom that concentrated sense of community at the heart of the soundsystem experience drives everything. He never rests on his laurels personally either: in fact he'll probably hate these photos here, as he's taken up martial arts training since this interview and become slim, healthy and even more focused on what's coming next.


You're known as the producer from Milton Keynes – is that where you grew up?

No, I moved there when I was 18, because my friends were there. I stayed till I was 29.


Where did you grow up?

Various places around the home counties and southeast really. I went to school in a little place called Brackley, near Banbury in Oxfordshire. It's not a bad place to grow up. It seems idyllic but it felt like it was full of heroin addicts and nutters. Nah, it was nice. And from there I grew up mainly around Northants, Buckinghamshire, Cambridgeshire. We got around when I was a kid.


So you were hardly growing up surrounded by urban soundsystem culture?

Oh no not at all! My mum – who passed away when I was ten – gave me a load of the records she was into when she was young: Motown records, especially Michael Jackson's Off the Wall, and quite a few Jackson Five albums. I couldn't have been more than seven or eight, and I had this really very old-fashioned record player with something like a rusty nail for a needle, and proceeded to ruin half those records. That was my really early experience, that and all the chart music that you listen to when you're a little kid. Certainly no soundsystem vibes!


But Off the Wall was what you homed in on? It's easy to see a connection to what you went on to do, which is soul with a club groove

I'm a very simple soul, I just love what I love. Give me lots of soul music and I'm happy most of the time: Stevie Wonder, Michael Jackson, Anita Baker, don't get me started on soul!


Were you one of those people who sat down and listened to music closely on headphones?

Oh that's not even the half of it. I learned every note, I could hum all the solos, all the guitar riffs, I always just deconstructed it. The lyrics always came last; melodies, beats, grooves, everything – even the little noises, the rattle and hum in the background that weren't even supposed to be on the record, I'd listen out for all that stuff. One album that really struck me when I put headphones on was produced by Herbie Hancock in the 70s, Identity by Airto Moreira. He's this Brazilian genius, married to and works with Flora Purim.145 Identity is the darkest record, it has this big 70s production – and obviously Herbie is a genius anyway – with this incredible detail, but because Airto is a percussionist, and obviously a really tactile person, he's knocking and hitting things in the background, and you just think “What is that sound doing there?” That was one of my first production inspirations. Sometimes I'd sit there and have a smoke, get into one of those moods where you listen to, like, five Pink Floyd albums – I'd go through that with my Airto album, or with Deodato as well. Just really well-produced jazz funk and Brazilian funk, just totally immersed in it.


What about social listening? Would you get mates round listening to music, or go out clubbing?

Not too much in my teens, no. I did a bit of travelling, I went to Israel to work for a bit, and ended up in Tel Aviv in a hostel with eight other English guys. One of them had a tape player, and my most treasured possessions were my cassettes, copies of mixes from my mate's brother who was into rare groove and soul and so on. There was stuff on there you literally couldn't buy the records because they were that rare. No discogs in those days. And when you take yourself abroad and out of your usual surroundings, where people don't know you, you cling onto things to reaffirm your identity.


What about electronic music, house music, rave culture – were you aware of it then?

Not until I got back. But I mean literally the day I got back. I went back to my old flat, and my flatmate had burned the block down. A couple of hundred of my most prized records turned to ashtrays. And the only place I could move – ironically but fortuitously – was above my mate's record shop, which really did put me in the right place at the right time. Finding my way around a set of Technics, getting into jungle for the first time. I did a lot of back-in-the-day happy hardcore and jungle, but what caught my ear was DJ Krust ‘Jazz Note’ and Roni Size ’11.55’. 1994 is when I got back, a little place called Wolverton where I ended up living for four or five years. On the outskirts of Milton Keynes, and a bit of a hub if you wanted tape packs or tickets for the Sanctuary to see Ratpack or Mickey Finn. That was my introduction to clubland and the music world. I hung out in the record shop, started working there unpaid, meeting people with samplers and basic Cubase setups, way before PCs. People using Atari STs and Amigas.146 An Amiga was the first thing I started on, with Octamed,147 which literally sent me dizzy, this endless stream of zeros scrolling down the screen. Amazing you could make any kind of music out of this, let alone the great tracks some people managed.


Were the jungle breaks people were playing around with a continuation of that funk and fusion for you, in terms of rhythmic complexity as well as direct influence?

Absolutely. At first I wrote it off as a bit of a noise. There was already a bit of a division between me and the cheesy quavers [i.e. rhyming slang for ravers]. At college I had the piss taken out of me for liking R&B and swingbeat and new jack swing, and I'd look at the people taking the piss and think “knob-ends!” Taking acid all the time, making those stupid fuckin’ hand movements!


You never got the bug when you heard ‘Acid Tracks’,148 then, or other early techno tunes?

In a different way. I bought some early Detroit techno tunes, particularly Kevin Saunderson's stuff, when I was at school. Then when I was about 18, my first proper clubbing experiences were at AWOL in Angel: proper US garage and house, the swinging stuff, that post-jacking soulful American groove, with lots of vocals. Masters At Work, that sort of thing. But the rave thing I didn't get so much, unless I was completely off me head. Which happened occasionally in my youth [smiles]. Where I started to get the rave mentality was when I was working down the Sanctuary, around 1995.

Going back to your question about samples: working in a record shop, I realised a lot of the breaks I'd started to collect – Paul Winley Super Disco Brake's, Ultimate Breaks and Beats149 – were being used as the backbeat in these jungle tunes, and the tunes coming through from people like Wax Doctor, Doc Scott, Roni Size, DJ Krust. Even the Amen150 and Hot Pants and Soul Pride151 that were used by everyone in jungle, all these breaks I had in my collection, I could hear them being sped up and chopped up. So this set off this whole process, listening to new stuff and thinking “Have I got that break?” and “I could use this record to do that.” It started throwing up questions – and as a collector you could feel part of this exclusive little thing. So that's how I got the bug, chopping up my breakbeats. My inspiration to do things like that was people like Krust and Roni Size. Rob Playford was a massive influence.

But the thing that opened my eyes to the jungle and rave scenes, that melted my frozen heart, was the Sanctuary. It was the Haçienda of the south, and I worked the door 1995-97. I saw some mad, mad things there. More than anything, something that will never leave me, was walking Shy FX – quite a young Shy FX – to the decks, four or five in the morning, through a busy crowd of just complete gormless, brain-dead zombies. You know what people are like in a rave at that time in the morning.


Gargoyles!

Yeah, heh. But I took Shy FX to the decks, he put the first record on, and I saw 3,000 shambling zombies turn into frenzied animals like that. It was the first time he'd ever played ‘Bambaata’. He was late so he literally just set the record box down, pulled the first record out and whacked it on, and I had to tap him on the shoulder and go “What is THAT?” He went, “I just made it last week”. I couldn't believe it, 3,000 people going from bobbing a little bit to standing still in shock and looking at each other to absolutely exploding. At that time in the morning, that was quite something.

Then there was just a couple of tunes that used to completely tear the arse out of the place regularly, one being Origin Unknown ‘Valley of the Shadows’ – that was just too big, and well ahead of its time – and ‘Ready or Not’, the DJ Hype [actually DJ Zinc] mix of the Fugees which sums up three years of my life.152 It's not my favourite tune, but every time I turned up for work that was played without fail four or five times in the night. But yeah, jungle was my intro into the music world. It caught my imagination.


I remember some friends introduced me to 2 Bad Mice just as it was becoming jungle, around 1992-93. They were going “This is the first ever British working class music of the modern age,” and my reaction was “What, really?” Because I was 18 and I thought “It's just more rave music, isn't it?” But after thinking about it a lot, I realised that everything before that – R&B, rock, ska, even punk – came from American or Jamaican music, but hardcore and jungle was genuinely new, and it was British and nothing else

That's right, but it was also made up of loads of different influences. Like our cooking, the English don't really have a tradition of original food or original music, but we do other people's music really well. And we can do our version of it, our music that's a pile-up of other people's sounds. That's one of the things I love about this country, that you don't have to go too far to find a bit of inspiration.


And we don't have ghettoes to the extent America or even France do. There are areas that have different character, cut off by social group or race, and perhaps this is getting worse, in terms of economic segregation. But to a big degree we do mingle. The estates and neighbourhoods are relatively small and close together, so we can't help but have cultural leakage

Yep, and no raised eyebrows if you fuse elements or vibes together – or very few, anywhere I've ever hung out. I dare say there are some nasty places where you are only allowed to do it one way or another. But especially Manchester where I live now, it's a great mixing pot of vibes, I love it.


So you were into the jungle and drum’n’bass scene, but garage tracks made your name. Was that from disenchantment, or just trying your hand at something different for the sake of it?

Well, I was never part of the jungle scene. I used to bug people there to hear my demos, which weren't very good. I was in awe of it, certainly enough for me to get off my backside and learn how to use a sampler and computer. When I started to do my own thing is when things started to get better for me – but I suppose my early foray into jungle was my training. My beat-chopping pressups.

I was very, very fortunate that one of my best mates then was in Foul Play, Steve Gurley. He taught me a lot when it comes to chopping the actual beats, the software intricacies, little tips, the practicalities of it basically. Not just “You need make a tearing beat, mate,” and more, “Here's all my Octamed samples on a floppy disc,153 with the ‘Amen Brother’ break chopped up on it and a load of 808s, find yourself an Amiga and have fun.” I got the bus right the way across Milton Keynes to sit with Steve and have him nod or shake his head at my demos.


So you'd had this practice in the finesse of beat-making and production, but you weren't getting anywhere with the jungle scene

It was a sound-quality problem. If anything a young producer today will have too much quality, it's too bright, too nice-sounding, so you somehow have to dirty it up using plugins. Back in the day you didn't have a full big studio setup where you could achieve that quality. It would cost maybe £20,000 minimum to get a setup for the quality you'd get today off a demo from Cubase or Logic. It's crazy. Back then I didn't have a sampler, I was on the dole. Steve bought the Akai S2800, and in 1993-94 that cost him £3,000. You could get that for £50 now if you can be bothered to seek one out.


And you could get a £3 app for an iPhone that would do the same thing

Yep, and the iPhone's got a hell of a lot more memory on it. Unbelievable. My problem wasn't necessarily that I couldn't do it, or wasn't good enough. But I didn't want to bug Steve, he was busy doing his own thing, so I'd go over once a week, play demos, get samples off him and general encouragement. Then in late 1995, my dad sent for me – he was working in Germany as a bricklayer, and he got me a job there hodding for him. So I saved up, and in 1996 I got a sampler, an Akai S2000. I then stayed in my bedroom doing nothing but listen to music and playing with this sampler, probably until 1999, just learning! My first record was in 1997 on DMC, an offshoot label called Stress-Related, a track called ‘Leone’ by Almighty Beatfreakz. But it never went anywhere, an ashtray-in-waiting that one [laughs]. I'd say I was pretty much just learning the craft until 1998, which is when I started to do the first Sidewinder records with DJ Principal. Even that you can hear the quality is pretty rubbish. But it was a first attempt at making something that's got a sort of swingy, 2-step groove.


Had you kept track of how the garage scene had developed? Those very earliest AWOL things is where it all started, where they were playing the American garage

No, I'd not kept tabs at all. Basically what I had heard was Steve making tracks on Social Circles with Jason Kaye – Ordinary People I think they were called – and I said to him “How do you get that shuffle?” And he told me about 16T programming.154At the time I was doing this stuff for DMC, this big beat, breakbeat sort of sound, and I wondered what it would sound like with a 16T rhythm, and that's what it was really. Just programming in a 16 triplet. So through no fault of my own I started making UK garage. I took one technique and bastardised it, with my own frustrated drum’n’bass textures in there, just a big mish-mash of things, frankly.


Was it exciting to feel you were stepping into the music industry?

Yes and no, mate, yes and no. Quite quickly I got to see the good and the bad. You can really see how old-school record labels became so big back in the day, essentially because they were just out to shaft people. While the real test of time for record labels to stick around these days is whether they've been able to be honest and having good relationships with the artists. I've only ever come across a couple that were on the up-and-up. In my cynical view, most people were doing it out of ill- gotten gains, or to put their own material out. If another producer wants to put your material out there's only one reason for that on the whole: they want to make money out of you. There's only one way to make money out of selling records, and that's not pay the artist.


Something never made clear enough is that it takes severe tenacity as well as talent to make a living. These are the hazards people have to deal with. And very often you will get ripped off

I've put out well over a hundred records, with lots of different people, and there's possibly four or five labels where I've actually enjoyed the experience and got something out of it, and I'm proud to have something on that label. Even if it's not always ended up sweet, there've been times I've been able to say that was a really good relationship. Andy Lewis, who was at Locked On, signed me, The Streets, Artful Dodger's ‘Moving Too Fast’, Shanks & Bigfoot. He had five or six top tens, he did the Sound of the Pirates [albums] – and now he works at the company that publishes me. He's someone I know I can trust. That certainly helps, when you've got a good relationship with one guy at a label who's looking out for you, that's a good situation to be in.


What about the positives?

The club nights made clubland friendly again. If you're in a bit of a ghetto club, the likelihood is that whatever the musical style you'll walk in and it's just drugs, air stinking of crack smoke, and you want it all to be over as soon as you're there. But a lot of people ended up liking garage, and in that four-five year window it ended up touching everywhere. And going from commercial clubbing to UK garage clubbing, it was a vastly different experience. The MC would create more of a communication vibe, an interaction. Suddenly you've got a face, and you can communicate with the DJ through the medium of the MC, the whole thing of shouting “BOOOO!” meaning the track is great, all of that.


It made it into a get-together, rather than the total mania of rave or the mindless get-pissed-and-pull mentality of a commercial night?

Yeah, just that, it was bringing back the party vibe. Proper dance moves, too. And even though people began to dress up, and there were a lot of posers which got on my wick a bit, as long as people weren't shooting each other or beating each other up, as long as they're having a good time it doesn't matter if they're Moschino types or a total Swampy.


And there was this soul-funk thing coming back, which had gone out of drum’n’bass. That must have appealed to you

Yes. It had absolutely gone out of drum’n’bass. All the big drum’n’bass guys, Bad Company and Ed Rush & Optical, were just hammering it out – and they had lost a lot of ladies from the crowd. I know a lot of my friends weren't enjoying these sausage-fests, and the drum’n’bass was just two kicks, two snares and a motorbike bass. They were lusting after that heavy 808 and Amen thing. A lot I knew went over to the garage scene because it was a friendlier clubbing experience, but also because the soul, the rare groove, the synth lines, the Fender Rhodes samples, that was all there.155

Now there's a fine line between a funky bassline and a well-written melody. and a cheesy, nasty, horrible bassline or nagging melody that could easily cross over but it's no longer soul or funk, it's just pop and nothing else. And that line was constantly being blurred for a while. But I think my favourite period was 1998- 2000. Millennium eve was probably the start of the big cash-in: clubland going crazy, charging £100 a ticket to get in, and DJs really getting above themselves. There was a lot of tunes going in the charts in 1999-2000 – really good stuff, like Groove Chronicles and ‘First Born’ by Crazy Baldheads, one of the first 2-step tunes ever, fucking amazing, using Anita Baker samples.156 I was bitterly jealous that they'd done that because I am the biggest Anita Baker fan, and if anyone was going to do that it should've been me.


But that tailed off very fast. So what went wrong?

A lot of people began to drift away. The 40-50-somethings of today, the 30-somethings back then, who'd experienced a bit of the good music, the soul revival of the 80s, gone to blues parties, really did know the score about that sort of music – they were quite a solid force behind it. And the garage scene was the last real going-out experience before their mid-30s collapse of the social life [chuckles]. I'm still in touch with these people now, and they still hark back to the garage days like it was the soul revival.


Having lived in London and listened to pirate radio it was really funny to me that when the interest in 2-step came back around in “post-dubstep”. I just thought, “Garage never went away, did it?” Half the radio stations were playing it non- stop right through the 2000s. Every weekend there were raves out in Luton, Southampton, Kent and Essex: ladies free before 11, no trainers, same vibe. The same people going out who ever did, even the same people making the music: Wideboys and Agent X still making straight garage tunes

At the time I remember thinking that the guys that made it commercial in the first place were no longer anywhere to be seen. It had just been taking the money and disappearing. But people who continued to make that kind of music – like Wideboys and MJ Cole, who I have utmost respect for – definitely helped created the climate for the resurgence of this kind of music now.


A lot of people into the soulful, vocal side that we're talking about were so turned off by the youngsters like So Solid – and everything that came with that – that they backed off into R&B. And it's not a matter of “nice” versus “gangster” either – if anything the soulful side ended up with as much problems as what became grime!

Yeah, I remember that happening with So Solid and Pay As U Go and Heartless Crew. It was a complete metamorphosis – and a lot of people were blaming me and other producers making more bass-led stuff. There was this “garage committee” formed. I was named as one of the people making tunes that encouraged the sort of MCs to do their thing that they said shouldn't be booked, and these tracks shouldn't be played. Fucking crazy, very Nazi really [hollow laugh]. And as soon as I heard about this, I lost my interest frankly. Coming from Milton Keynes, and never really pandering to the Londoners anyway beyond this or that gig or getting dubs cut, I was just “Well if you want to be like that, fine. It's just life as normal for me, not like you're inviting me down anyway, so whatever.”


So you weren't really accepted into the scene?

At the time I didn't feel particularly part of any garage scene, no. I would get reports that my tracks were being played on pirate radio, but that was not part of my daily life in Milton Keynes, where there wasn't any pirates. Getting reports from London saying people had been surfing the FM dial and they'd hear tunes of mine in 1999, that was really nice. I had 12 singles in 1999, so that part was good. But I wasn't really getting booked in London, so I was enjoying spreading the word further afield, from 2000 especially. I was being booked to play Europe, then I was one of the first to bring UK garage to Japan. And the first garage artist on a compilation from an independent label in Japan.


You described the vibe as being really good out of London. Was it not the same in London?

So for instance, around 1999 I played Cookies and Cream in London. I played a dubplate version of the ‘Super Sharp Shooter’ remix,157 other remixes I'd done like the ‘Celebrate Life’ remix,158 all dubplates, and had the crowd a good few rows back from the decks just standing there looking at me, like “Who are you coming down here playing these sort of things?” A month later everybody's playing them, they're on all the tape packs and everything. But it was that clique-y, horrible response when I played. Who's this fat ginger boy playing black music? Then I'd go somewhere abroad and almost get lifted arms and shoulders, congratulated. It was just a real wide range of responses. And outside the scene, the music itself at the time, it was like Marmite, people either really loved it and loved the culture of it or they thought it was awful. Couldn't mix it, couldn't see where the energy came from.


It spans from very underground to pop, from when garage first broke out. There were pop hits but there were underground versions all the time. And your music spanned that range as well

I had one foot in each side, but the commercial side reluctantly, via ‘Neighbourhood’. Very unplanned but a top 30 record is a commercial hit, isn't it? So I can't blame people for tarring me with that brush, but anything else I was doing was extremely underground. I considered it to be avant-garde and not in any way mainstream, so when I did get booked at places expecting the more commercial stuff at the time, ‘A Little Bit of Luck’ 159 or some Sticky, they were disappointed. If I went somewhere like Japan, where there was no industry in-crowd around this, they'll be listening to the music and the general vibe, and it was no longer about being slagged off for being too commercial.


But you did some major label remixes. Who were the highest profile acts? Was it mostly American R&B acts they wanted to give a British twist to?

So in 1999 I was working the Phuturistix project with Sefton – DJ Injekta – and one of his best friends from school was a young chap called Semtex, who was part of the Sony street team, putting stickers and records in mailers. So he went to his A&R and got us this series of remixes: Destiny's Child ‘Bills Bills Bills’, Jennifer Lopez ‘Waiting For Tonight’, Black Ivory ‘I Do’, [‘What'd you Come Here For?’] by Trina & Tamara. One day I was rung up by A&R down at East West, they said, “We've followed you, we know that you've sampled our record,” Eric Benet, ‘Screw Tipping’. I'm like “Fuck alright, is this a see-you-in-court moment?” They said “Nah don't be silly, we'll turn a blind eye to that but you've got to remix Richard Blackwood [‘Mama Who Da Man’] and we'll give you £3,000.” I suppose the most high profile I did was Whitney Houston and Faith Evans ‘Heartbreak Hotel’. I'd been approached on my own but I was adamant to get Steve Gurley involved.160 I was feeling bad he was being overlooked. Everyone else was getting paid out the garage scene except him.


And he was doing his own incredible bootlegs of American tracks

He was the one who set everybody's palette to that. ‘Walk On By’, some great stuff for Public Demand, the Lenny Fontana ‘Spirit of the Sun’. I spent a good year or two since getting a sampler trying to get those Steve Gurley claps out, I used to call them the “snooker ball claps”. Like two snooker balls hitting. I needed to bring him in. So I brought him in on this remix we did at my house, sent it off. Two weeks later we got a response from Nick Raphael, we went down to Arista BMG, and he sat us down, looking kind of dizzy, and said “Right, I've just been on the phone with Clive Davis and he says this is one of the best remixes he's ever had of a Whitney record and he wants us to go forward and make this into the main version for the single release.” So I then went to UB40's studio in Digbeth and re-recorded it with Steve and that was the one we ended up using. It went in the dance charts and everything, but they didn't use it for the single release. The only Whitney Houston record that landed outside the Top 20 in her whole career.


That point about the snooker-ball click sound. One of the most interesting things about garage is how clipped the sounds were, hi-hats and snares all clipped short. Did you have any sense why? Did you ever analyse the effect of these sounds, or did you do it because that was the norm?

Because of the swing involved, it sounded better to anybody's ear clipping two sounds that were so very close together. If you're doing a normal straight 16th hat rhythm on a drum machine, even with the release set on the hat to release the whole sound, you're going to hear every sound. But if you do the same thing and you programme a 16th triplet – which garage had – you get a huge overhang between the lagging hat and the preceding hat after, because they're so close to each other. So for cleanness of sound, for better fidelity, it makes sense why we used to do it. I think it was very instinctual.


Was it also a reaction against the wildness of jungle, that really dense pile up of the Amen breaks?

I was using the Amen as well, Apache and Amen. I used Apache in ‘Neighbourhood’ but Amen in the ‘Super Sharp Shooter’ remix and the ‘Celebrate Life’ remix. I was known for putting breakbeats into garage so I wouldn't agree with that side of it so much, I was letting certain things be legato. But in the overall picture of UK garage, I can see why people truncate their drums so tightly: it just sounds messy if you didn't.


Have you got any sense of why it never became the UK version of R&B in commercial terms? It came so close it almost felt like it could reach out to America and they would understand, and Mis-Teeq and Craig David might become international stars

I think the people that had the talent and the chops to go forward and make an R&B career didn't need garage. Maybe as a vehicle to move into the public, but beyond that they didn't need it. As soon as there was a sniff of money around in the UK garage scene, especially the people at the top of the tree, the tastemakers bringing the youngsters through, everybody got a bit greedy and grabby and it became a very very hostile environment. If I was the management of a singer or a songwriter trying to get an R&B career back then, I would have never ever chosen UK garage as the vehicle, because of the greed and the animosity and the politics surrounding it.


But there was another side to garage, which was the deep instrumental dubs. How separated was FWD>> and that scene from the vocal garage and big industry shenanigans?

Well this is the point. FWD>> was born out of this toxic environment we all found ourselves having to operate in. We decided that there had to be another way of presenting it to the kids, especially in the clubs. We would play the dub mixes of, well, of some of the pop records. For example Ms Dynamite had had a few singles out, and some of us had remixed them, and mixed them straight for FWD>>. There was so many tracks around 2000 we were making specifically to play at FWD>> and it really was a collective thought, you know? We had a meeting: Oris Jay, J Da Flex, El-B, myself. Unfortunately Steve [Gurley] wasn't there, he's always a very private person. We said this is the way we want to present garage, still garage but playing dubs. It's not rocket science, that's how it started. Anybody who wants to say they were talking about dubstep in 2001, they're waffling.


So it was you lot that coined the name?

What, dubstep? Nah nah nah. I'm just saying anybody I've read saying they were talking about dubstep in 2001, well, no one was talking about dubstep in 2001. We were playing garage, playing dubs, there was nothing deep about it. We would still want to play the pop vocals in the club, but we found it easier to mix and we could have MCs over it without. Because the big thing about having MCs back then, they couldn't bar up. They couldn't actually find enough of a record without vocals in to let off over – so this was a great breeding ground for some of the best MCs in my book. Especially when dubstep did become dubstep. And from that point onwards, it was the perfect MC music.


Were some of the East London MCs coming to FWD>> early on, people like Jammer?

First time I heard of Jammer he was working for Sarah Lockhart down at Ammunition boofing boxes around. So he was definitely aware that it was all going on, but I can't remember him being down there. But it was so fucking dark, literally I couldn't see a thing in there. Velvet Rooms was great where it started. The thing I do remember about the Velvet Rooms, as soon as a tune came on that anybody loves, instead of doing a “Boooo” that the garage people did, everybody, especially Sarah Lockhart, would come and slap this perspex screen that surrounded the decks. They had to jump quite high, because it was a raised level. Every time I see Crazy D we reminisce about those early days at FWD>>. Probably my strongest visual memory of that night is Soulja running up and slapping the screen to bits. I remember the tune as well, it was a Mark Pritchard remix of ‘Carambola’ by Azymuth. It's funny because no one thinks of that as dubstep or garage. But it's a tune innit?161


It crosses over into broken beat as well. How close were you to broken beat?

We were a day apart in our clubs. FWD>> was originally on a Thursday in the West End, then Friday was Co-op in West London. Then we both moved to Plastic People, where Co-op was either a Thursday or a Saturday and we ended up being on a Sunday. It was a completely different crowd. The West London crowd was a clique-y sort of jazz and soulful house scene, with the patriarchs being Phil Asher, Afronaught and youngsters like Domu and Seiji coming up the ranks. The moving parts were very similar to the FWD>> scene, but we came out of different scenes in the first place so our activities were a bit different, and our musical activites were a bit different. They still had that really jazz discord, slightly avant-garde thing about their sound, and ours was still a little bit rudeboy, you know?


And an emphasis on the jazz-dance element, whereas the FWD>> sound was drum’n’bass boys hopping on one leg

We had some movers and dancers in the early days, when you drop a whole sound to halftime. When Hatcha was coming through as the big name at FWD>> was after I left really. I know in the 18 months I didn't play, it changed considerably. Not for the better or worse, it just changed.


Which is when all the Skream dubs and Digital Mystikz dubs started coming

That was 2003, me stopping playing at the end of 2001. I'd gone to Soulja and Neil Joliffe at their office and confessed to them that I didn't really understand what was coming. I didn't understand why there was a huge lull in what I was making being accepted. I went down there with Injekta, we both said we don't want to be a part of it. We couldn't get our heads around music being made on Playstations. It was a very honest thing, it wasn't meant to insult anybody or hurt any feelings. it was us making room for someone else to come through. And what I needed to do for the next part of my journey was learn how to use a mixing board properly, record strings, horns and really nice vocals.


The absolute opposite direction to everything that was happening in music at that time

Yeah. So it's all about your own personal development at the end of the day, not what people around you are doing. If you can come together with people and enjoy a moment in time where you're all on the same level, that's a beautiful thing and it should be loved and you should grab it. If you find nothing around you is resonating with you, and people aren't resonating with what you're doing, you've got to think about your next move.


So what was your focus at that point?

It was the first Maddslinky album.162 I started working on it in about 2001, and simultaneously the Phuturistix album.163 Which was intended for Locked On, but they dropped us and we went to Hospital Records, so they both came out around 2003.


And how was the reception?

At the time, not much. But internationally I still get people messaging about old Maddslinky tracks. I did some great collaborations with some great people. Skream, Loefah and Mala have all come up to me at raves back in the day, with hushed voices, saying, “That Phuturistix album really showed us another way we could go with our shit.” I've never heard any of them make anything like it, mind. The fact we dared to be that different at a time when it was all going one way, it might have inspired people to do their own thing. Not necessarily what we're doing, but just to step out of that box.


Totally – and to know they don't exist in a vacuum. They can connect with a more soulful, eclectic, Gilles Peterson-world, if you like

That was another thing. Gilles’ support from that moment was solid, up to this day. I did a remix on his show of a track called ‘Hook and a Line’ by Two Banks of Four, which was another name for Rob Galliano, Rob being one of his oldest mates, still is. And he played my remix on his show and called it “proto broken beat”, which is a huge compliment. And also back in the day I had Arthur and Hatcha from Big Apple ring me up one day asking me how I got my snares to sound like that on one of my Maddslinky records, ‘Future Chicano’,164 and to this day Hatcha still plays that and the ‘Hook and a Line’ remix. There are dots I can't see sometimes joining all of these little vibes together.


Mid-2000s your profile dipped. Was it a struggle?

Yes. So around the time the Phuturistix album came out, 2003, I decided I didn't want anything to do with garage again. I didn't want ever to be Zed Bias again, and I was very very militant. Even my mates couldn't call me Zed. We went back to “Dave” and I went back to basics, the soul and funk I'd come out of. I became a student of music. I was spending whatever money I made building a studio and recording albums: lots of them, all the parts, all the vocals, many many hours recording with strings, horns, whatever. And I'm so glad I did, because there's no way you can live in both worlds at the same time. I'm glad I stepped out of garage and started really teaching myself and learning from other great minds how to do what some people maybe learn at college. Basics, very effective recording techniques, all the way back in the 60s, 50s even. I was very very lucky that I had good mentors, and I was still able to learn the analogue way of doing things at a time when VST was dominating everything. I suppose if you learnt music technology since 2005, you wouldn't have learnt what I learnt. It cost me about £100,000, from 2003-06. But money well spent, buying the kit, setting up the studio, paying the musicians whether I used their work or not, getting musicians in to record overdubs, producing albums for artists that maybe never came out, trying to bootstrap it all myself but learning so many lessons along the way. So now I feel comfortable stepping in the studio with literally anybody. There's no star in the world I would feel, “Ah, I'm not worthy to be here,” because I feel like I learnt enough to be able to deal with any recording situation.


And this was when you'd moved to Manchester

I moved to Manchester and set up the Future Lounge studios, very close to Sankeys Soap Factory in Ancoats. We had a 500 square metre space on the second floor of an old mill, and we transformed it into a huge studio one, then five or six studios out back, which we rented out.


Why Manchester?

Sefton – DJ Injekta – lived in Manchester, and so did Jenna G, Mister Jay, and Marcus Intalex, and a few others I'd met round that time. So I thought, rather than them coming down to work with me, I'd work up there with them. I'd already spent £100,000 on the studio in the house I'd bought in Milton Keynes, and I'd just split up with my fiancée as well, so the whole place was bad vibes. So when Sefton came and said, “I've found a place, it's huge, it's amazing, it needs a bit of work, but we could have your studio in a room 10 times bigger than this and with all my stuff in it and my keyboards.” He had lots of analogue stuff, and about 20,000 records, which looked great all the way round the room. So I went from a little cellar studio you couldn't swing your cat in to a huge place with a drum booth, three different types of Fender Rhodes, a Wurlitzer, 20 different types of analogue synths. It was a big move up, and in that studio I recorded some great people. It just wasn't garage, so for anybody that knew me for garage I disappeared off the face of the earth – and at the time that was my plan. I didn't want anybody mithering me about garage. Garage had changed, I couldn't recognise it, there wasn't a part of it I wanted to be part of so I upped sticks and moved to Manchester and carved out this other way.


Where any of these records successful, and not just part of your training and development?

None that were released. We tried to set up a label and we'd spent thousands on it, and two distributors on it, that had all our stock, went down at the same time. It was a terrible time.


That was happening across Europe. Distributors were crashing, that was the death of vinyl happening right in front of our eyes

2005-06 we had real real trouble. Distribution companies like Goya going down. It was a really bad time for broken beat, for anything remotely fringe jazz-y or soulful. Even house was struggling, that soulful house. The only things that weren't struggling were the really commercial things, and things that could sell downloads, which was starting to come. It was a real transitional time. We fell to a load of other companies falling, like dominos. But the records that I made still exist, they're on my hard drive. We didn't realise what we had. I do now, I've gone back in, and I've dealt with a few of the tracks, and re-produced them basically. One is with DJ Spinna, and I'm bringing it out really soon. Basically there's no records released at that time because we didn't want to just throw it out. We must have spent £3,000,

£4,000 on CDs and vinyl trying to get Phuture Lounge albums out there, just to be told that we couldn't get our stock back, it was getting liquidated blah blah blah. And because we were owed so little and there was loads of people in front of us in the queue, we ended up getting nothing. So probably about 2006, I went bankrupt, because I spent all the money and accrued a lot of debt setting up the studio and running it. Then I moved to Manchester MIDI School, they rented me a room there. It was a portion of the size I was used to, but incredibly cosy and I could calibrate my ears to the new room very easily. And being in a music college environment meant if there was anything I needed or people to get involved, I'd knock on somebody's door. The way you'd ask a neighbour for sugar. Can I borrow your whatever machine? It was very good like that.


Did you still have your mixing desk and stuff?

Yeah I kept my mixing desk, got rid of that in about 2009 I think. I had to make a decision and create the end of this period where I was teaching myself, this learning period. Learn how to set up a proper label, learning to record legitimate live musicians, all this had come to an end – and cost me dearly – and now I had to use what I had learnt. Not only there but in the garage world as well. Go back to some of my old contacts and make records using everything I knew.


And in 2007 you reconnected with the dubstep world, which had matured at that point

Yes. That year I put out an album on Sick Trumpet called Experiments With Biasonics as Zed Bias, really focusing on the live instrument stuff – and sold about 350 copies. Which tore my confidence right up. But then two things happened. One was I got back into house in a big way, did some tracks with Phil Asher, absolutely loved it. And the other is I got asked to go and play FWD>>'s birthday party in Curtain Road. They have this dodgy big illegal party in a warehouse on Curtain Road and I went there, not knowing why I was being asked, not aware of any kind of dubstep world. Literally not aware, because I'd immersed myself in another world. So what I found when I got there was quite shocking and very exotic to my ears, like “What the fuck is this?” Like what we used to do but through some mad exotic lens, like it was made in outer space. I had no reference point other than what we used to do, some ragga samples or dubby sub bass in there somewhere.


Lots of sub bass

Lots at that time. Digital Mystikz played after me and Youngsta before me, playing his first ever show at FWD>> warming up for me. And his first ever tune that he played, he didn't know at the time, was one of my tunes, ‘Crazy’, Seven Wonders. Probably one of the first “wub-wub” basslines in garage at the time. So I got big hugs all round and it was lovely, a homecoming of sorts but also a complete eye- opener. It showed me how much I'd cut myself off, and a point I could jump back on as well. Hatcha asked me down for his Kiss show a couple of weeks after, so I kipped on his couch and listened to what he was doing, I absorbed lots and lots of stuff.

Maybe a year after that I got Skream to come up and make some tunes. That was my way back in, but also a great reference point for what I'd done, the good stuff, because I've done so much good stuff, and bad stuff in equal measure.

I was so busy in the garage days, knocking out 10 tracks a week. Not all of them are going to be bangers. So this was a great way of me seeing what had lasted, because people were still playing these old tunes. At FWD>> in 2007, my music was still existing. I'll be honest with you, I went on cueing up a couple of records playing what I thought the crowd would want to hear. I thought I'd been booked for this dubstep thing, once I'd done my homework, so I turned up with a few dubstep things in my CD cart. I played them, got a bit of a sway going, it was alright. But I had Simbad there, for moral support and he basically whispered in my ear, “Bruv, just play some of your old records, play some FWD tunes.” So I played a Daluq track called ‘Supafine’ that came out on Soulja, and it fucking took the roof off. There's nothing dubstep about it. Maybe the bassline if you halftime the beats and kept the bassline where it was. Very little I was doing at that point had anything to do with dubstep, but being pulled back at that moment, and being to be able to see what was going on, had a huge effect on me.


That was just as the international explosion was happening, all those lads were getting on the rollercoaster that would take them through the next five years. I read there was a point in 2011-12 dubstep was rivalling hip hop on Google Trends for number of people talking about it globally. 2007 was when that curve started going steeply up. So it was the right point to reconnect with it!

Whether I liked it or not, I was there at a time where the top people in dubstep were directly inspired by what I did back in the day. You can't rewrite that. They've said it in press and they've said it to me. And there was a need for me to feel part of a clan again, and it was never going to be garage because there was no garage to talk of then. Just a few guys playing old school gigs in Southend and Margate.


Shiny shoes, no hats no hoods, girls free before 11

Yeah, that was a step backwards for me. I wanted to be among the cutting edge, to feel I'm looking forward and pushing forward rather than backward. So being able to bounce ideas off of Hatcha and Artwork and Skream at the time, and getting to know people like Chimpo in Manchester, who was a dubstep master at that time. John Miller and I started a dubstep night called Dubspot in Manchester around that time, 2008, in The Music Box.


Chimpo would have been as big as Skream and Plastician and Mark One if he hadn't have stopped to be sensible, at that point

True. But this is the thing, life gets in the way sometimes. We get to a crossroads and choose the wrong direction, and it can land you in a place you wouldn't expect to be. Doesn't mean it's always a disaster. I can anecdote so many things that have happened to me, fantastic things that people would love to have in a career, but one person having a good top ten hit at any point in my career would have earned more money than me, because I've chosen certain things over money. I'm 44 now, I can maybe philosophically go back and say, “It wasn't the wrong thing to do, maybe it wasn't the obvious thing if you wanted to make or keep some money, but you want to be where you are now. You wouldn't be able to do what you do now if you hadn't taken that turn.”


And about that time, you made the connection with Tru Thoughts

I played a night my friends called Askew, and they had a long running night at the Jazz Rooms in Brighton, so I used to go down there, and they used to tell me about Tru Thoughts and Rob Luis. Obviously I'd heard of Quantic, Quantic had done really well for them. They were reputable and I knew that we could do business. My mate Byron initiated it, Manny who'd just come out of a long stint tour managing Mr Scruff and a band called Fingathing. He was their tour manager…


They were amazing, that was the scratch DJ and double bass band, right?

That's right, yeah. Really good. Byron was probably one of a couple of people aware of the tracks I was amassing on my hard drive and he offered to link us up. Around that time I got my first publishing deal in years, with Johnny Kyte at Union Square Music. Since then they've been signed to BMG. So having a publisher and a record label behind me at that point made things so much easier. I didn't have to go personally knocking on doors. I had ways of earning some money. It was around then I got my agent as well, Naomi at Earth Agency, or Elastic back then. I bugged Naomi regularly from 2004-08, emails saying, “I need an agent, I know you like garage, please help me.” Eventually she took me on, I think my first show was Southport Weekender.

I was doing all sorts, I was probably more into house production at the time. I was doing collaborations with Phil Asher and tracks with Jenna G, all very in the vein of where UK garage would go if it went soulful house, bouncy 808s, but lots of nice chords. The musical aesthetic of broken beat but with a stomping 4/4 kick is what I'm saying. I did a mix of these tracks on my Mixcloud last month and they sound better now than they ever did then. So it's a very very hazy few years between 2007-14, say. I was still trying to throw as much stuff at the wall as I could and see what sticks.


But you getting back on the straight and narrow in terms of having a lot of music out there

Absolutely. I was focused. In 2009 I became a dad. I'd spent maybe four-five years with my partner convincing her I would turn this all around, from the bankrupt bum that she met to being solvent and able to support a family. I worked my arse off for 80 hours a week plus, for a long time.


Since then, you've had fingers in all of the pies that sprung off bass music. The Autonomic style, the Swamp81 style, we no longer give them genres, we just name them after the label they're on

It got to a stage where I had thrown so much mud around and created so many experiments that I had this real thing in my head. Everything I've ever done has been an experiment because of my lack of formal education, my lack of knowledge how to make things sound a certain way. Everything's been gut instinct. And I got to a stage where I come to the studio and can look back at what I've done and cross- fertilise what's going on now. These side genres, it became a world where I could legitimately add to each of them. I worked within it, just by chance a lot of the time you know. Does that make sense?


That's been the story of the 2010s, that some people sit around waiting for a new dubstep or a new grime – but a lot of the most interesting people are saying, “I work at 150bpm” or “I work at 110bpm.” That's the closest they come to a genre. Plus a lot of these new young South London jazz guys, the 22a lot, have no boundaries between electronic production and jazz playing and live playing. And that sounds like your way of working anyway

In 2017-18 a lot of people gravitated to me from the UK jazz scene for that reason. Like Skream or whatever earlier, they discovered my music on the internet on YouTube, and it resonated with them because it had more of a free approach, with maybe horns or flutes, but it still had the low-end bollocks. It had the melodic approach to music that they like and respect, so people like Henry Wu, Yusuf Jamal, before they split up both of them had been up to my studio and recorded stuff in the last 12 months. I've just completed the pre-masters for Gilles Peterson's Brownswood Future Bubblers. They've given some funding to a guy called Blind MIC who's making a bridge between the urban trap world and the UK jazz scene. He's got IAMDDB on the album and some fantastic players and I've just produced that. Every year I take an album on and produce it for nothing, because that's one of the things I want to do and it helps to keep me relevant.


Do you feel safe knowing that you've spunked loads of money and made it back – or is it always still a bit of butterflies in your stomach when you engage in a new project?

I've never ever felt safe in this job. Everything's built on quicksand. Every few years, technology changes and shifts and some people fall off and some people do well. It's all ebbs and flows. I think I've had to change my expectations a hell of a lot. I see what I do more as a hobby, an obsession but a hobby at the same time. My hobby is making music, my job is playing music. As I'm able to earn very good money playing music, I find the music that I make is no more than a calling card, a point of interest. People can go on YouTube or their favourite streaming site and search for my work and see what I'm doing right now, to check that I've still got the crunk and not completely gone into dad mode. Before, DJing was a way of promoting your records. So DJing and music have opposite roles to me from when I started, my earner then was the ten remixes I'm doing, and selling 10,000 vinyl of one release. The moment you start to feel safe, you stand still. If you stand still, you're moving backwards.


Do you still get the thrill of being next to a big great speaker and hearing a tune kick out?

Yes. Yes I do. Last week I was in a festival in Poland with Slay, a rapper from Manchester who's on my album at the moment,165 and we went out and played after MJ Cole and before Nicky Blackmarket. So knew I had to take it from easy-going garage and really sexy tunes to a bit more rugged, then take the BPMs up to just underneath hardcore D&B. As soon as I got off the stage, I was out there raving to Nicky Blackmarket – who plays more of a role than most people realise in this whole fucking thing you know. I don't know if you ever went back to Blackmarket records in Soho, down in the basement. On a Friday and Saturday it was like an auctioneer and I'd be at back of the room just there for a buzz, knowing I ain't going to buy no records. Even if I wanted to I couldn't because everyone was so far in front of me, they'd be grabbing these sought-after white labels before I get a chance. I felt so connected to back then, and really happy right there, proper raving. Honestly, being a punter again is so much nicer in 2018 for some reason. I think it's something in my brain allows me to enjoy it more these days.
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Terror Danjah
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THREE hours we sat in the front room of Rodney Pryce aka Terror Danjah's East End terraced house, as he talked 19-to-the-dozen, just a cascade of names, famous and ultra obscure, of raves, rappers, record shops, ups, downs and all arounds. But then when the transcript came back, I was even more banjaxed, because – once I'd hunted down correct spellings of names of MCs decades since vanished off the scene – I realised it was all good.

The thing is, Terror Danjah is connected. He was one of the people whose music defined grime at its very outset, and his music was sophisticated from the start also, giving the lie to the notion that it was just a bunch of unschooled kids making random noises. In fact, like many of his compadres, by his early twenties he'd had many years and thousands of hours of schooling in the jungle drum’n’bass scene, dancing, mingling, mixing, getting on the mic, making beats, doing radio. So he was no novice. Yet his beats were also immense, full of all the wall-rattling vitality that soundsystem culture instils in each new generation. They became part of London's sonic fabric as surely as did Wiley's, Jammer's or Ruff Sqwad's in the early 2000s.

And even as he was helping define a generation, he was reaching beyond. Along with one or two others (notably South Londoner DaVinChe), he was bringing singers into the grime scene, so that for a while he looked as if he was genuinely about to make something out of the R&B / grime hybrid “R&G”. But then grime got heavily sidelined in the late 2000s as its cousin dubstep took centre stage, and Terror Danjah himself seemed like yesterday's man for a while. However you can't keep a proper hustle – or a talent like his – down, and TD carried on innovating. He was the first grime producer to release an album as such (rather than a showcase for MCs), and he crossed over into the experimental electronic world well before grime came back in vogue with crossover audiences.

He was there at the start of the Butterz label, which took the snappy presentation of the post-dubstep hipster club scene and used it to market grime. He released on the consistently vital Hyperdub. And crucially, through all the ups and downs and ins and out, he kept the most extraordinary focus in the studio. From his first release to the present day, you can hear the exact same elements: funk squelch, scampering complexity to the beats, a deep love for soul chords, monstrous sonic directness that comes from the UK's lineage of techno and jungle, and his signature gremlin cackle, pitched up and down, cut up or straight, announcing his presence. If he's been a more laid back presence on the scene lately, all that's never let up. His recent releases – including 2017's The Planets and the devastating 2019 Invasion album’ – have been as vivid and electric as anything in his catalogue.

Even edited, Terror Danjah's story is the beating heart of this book, a chaotically detailed tale of the 20th century tipping over into the 21st, with the intimate musical connections that make up the modern world in all their sprawling, messy, entangled glory: it's the mundane and sublime story of soundsystem culture as it mutates again, and again, and again, while never losing site of its core values.


Let's start at the beginning. Have you always lived in this part of London?

I was born in the South but I've always lived in Forest Gate, East London. I seen it change from being majority white. A lot moved out further Essex, and more Asian people moved in the late 80s to how you see it now. I've seen the change. I'm one of the originals.


Did you have loads of family around this area?

Yeah yeah yeah. My family's massive, I don't even know how massive. My mum passed away 22 years ago, I was about 14, but when she was around it was busy. My sister used to live here, she now lives in the States. Back then it was very communal house, a lot of people from all round come here. And my mum was a midwife, my dad's a mechanic so it was just buzzing innit.


If the house was busy, I presume there was a lot of music around

My brother was a budding wannabe DJ. At the time everyone had vinyls, we had all the records and used the gramophone here [gestures]. So that's old school.


One of the big sideboard-style ones?

Yeah yeah, I only got rid of it ten years ago, it was taking up space as a cabinet. That was how I played all my records, Michael Jackson Off The Wall, Thriller, then probably Bobby Brown. My dad had all the jazz records, ska records even: Glenn Miller and all them. It weren't just black music, it was across the board, folk, jazz – because my dad wasn't really into reggae. He was into more of the classics and arts. People think Jamaicans are into reggae or dancehall, but you've got to remember that's still relatively new. When my dad was growing up, he liked Nat King Cole, that stuff, jazz, classical music. He looks upon the dancehall culture as riff raff, he's from an older generation. When he had me, he was 45 – I'm the youngest so my dad's almost like a grandad to me. My mum was a few years younger. Not saying he didn't like the music but he looked down at it, that's how most Jamaicans of his age in the late 70s onwards view the music. That's riff raff.

Someone in their sixties now hearing grime must be thinking the same thing. Like when rock’n’roll came around, the elders were like “What's this?” They see themselves as people of class, so my dad would always wear suits. Jeans is when he's working. What I'm dressed in now is what he'll go to work in, or his overalls or that, because he was a tradesman. He basically built half this house, the floorboards is him, the doors, tiling, bathroom, brick work, you name it. That's how he was, hands on. He worked on transport, fixed people's cars, I'm the opposite, I'm useless.


So many Jamaican people of that generation love country and western

That's what I'm saying, they love that. He liked calypso, I don't think ska was around then, he's from a different background. All my friends’ parents are much younger, they like reggae, whereas my dad is like [dismissive] “Eh.” I'm like “What is wrong with my dad, why does my dad have to be…?” Any time I play certain music, he walks in the room, “You have no class!” My mum will be like [mutters].


Your sister and brother were both older, right?

My sister's a grandmother, there you go innit. My brother-in-law was into house, electro, the Telstar stuff or the Afrika Bambaataa, that's how I got to know that stuff. He was one of the first DJs on Station FM. Family dos is clear out the house and put on his soundsystem on stack. And it's always parties going on, so the soundsystem culture was there from early, growing up.


What was he playing?

Reggae, dancehall, soul, R&B, the classic stuff at the time, we're talking 80s-90s. Between I was six- seven years old up until 12-13. After that he couldn't be bothered because of his work. He was serious, but being married to my sister and having two kids, he's a top BT engineer.


Life gets in the way

But the joke is now, my nephew is a DJ in Miami, he gets all the dubs from Vybz Cartel and Buju Banton and all those guys, plus he's inherited all his dad's records so he got everything. Before they left [for the US] I was teaching my nephew, how to mix, and he couldn't mix for shit. Now he's [swaggering] “This Vybz Kartel dub, I can get it for you.” He's plays all these big dances in Miami. So it's mad: all the influences plus my next door neighbour, my mum's good friend, she's still there. And she had a lodger, and that's how I got into all the deeper dancehall stuff, and hip hop, like NWA, Public Enemy. I didn't know nothing about Ragga Twins, all the UK stuff. I just knew about Bobby Brown and Vanilla Ice and what was on the TV, and the house side and the deep stuff, the dance stuff from my brother-in-law. And I knew the basics of going to parties, weddings, christenings, what I still play now in my car. But I didn't know the deeper rap stuff, the deeper dancehall stuff.

Then when I started school, I used to save my dinner money. My mum used to sub me and buy records, said, “Don't tell your dad!” So I saved money to buy vinyl, that's why I've got all the early dancehall and jungle stuff. It was dancehall at first, then jungle came in – from then it was boom. Listened to Station FM, Ragga FM, Kool FM, Weekend Rush. I was too young for Centreforce, my brother was listening to them. I was listening to Ragga FM, and having my cassette player in and listening, from DJ Redan down to DJ Rashan, Shabba down to Kool FM, Brockie, Det, Stevie Hyper D, Nicky Blackmarket. Even down to when Skibadee first popped on the scene – getting myself ready on a Friday night, buy my offkey166 Moschino, Saturday just sitting in the house listening to Kool FM in my bedroom. My dad's going, “Come here, do the chores,” I'm like “Uhhhh.”


Do you remember the first rave or club night you went off to with friends?

It was actually a soundsystem. It wasn't about clubs around here when I was growing up, a lot of the culture came from youth centres and church halls. And there were a lot of house parties as well, that was the norm. Used to sneak out a lot, I'd say I was with a friend called Simon. My mum and his mum were midwives, and when I was 13-14 my mum had passed away, so my dad couldn't keep tabs on everything I did because he was all over the gaff. So from age 12, venues, and house parties. Can't get into clubs, but then from 13½ I did, because I had the beard I have now so I looked much older.


So was it reggae dances or dancehall?

It was dancehall, and jungle was creeping in. Everyone in dancehall was like grime now: 1991-92, dancehall was grime, Buju was Wiley, Shabba Ranks was Lethal B. They were all like Asian guys, white guys, guys you wouldn't think, blaring out the dancehall music. They called it ragga at the time, everyone was playing it. Even the teachers at school. Then 1993 we saw the change in the wave, when jungle came in. Then it was controversial when the Buju Banton song ‘Boom Bye Bye’ came along. Then 1994-95, jungle was the epidemic. Wiley and that lot, I knew them from then when I was in school, so 1994 times is where I started to DJ jungle. I had half the tunes on vinyl. Then come 1995 when I left college, that's when raving was crazy. And I was a tearaway. When my mum was around, my dad was the enforcer, but when my mum passed, he turned a blind eye a little bit. But I went the other way and take the piss. And my dad started minicabbing – he loved driving to pass the time because he missed my mum – so he'd come home three-four in the morning, so I had mandem in the house until two-three, then like “We gotta get out just in case!” Then my dad come home like [suspicious inhalation] steaming about the house, you know.


What were the drugs of choice then?

I didn't really smoke, I was more of a drinker. It was weed for everyone else but I was born premature and ill health a bit growing up, so anytime someone smokes near me I always get a sore throat. But my house always had alcohol in it. My mum didn't drink so much because she's a midwife, but my dad liked watching the West Indies until six-seven in the morning, Tennents cans all over the place, and he's just there like [mimics chill, nodding, watching the TV]. We had all the ornaments, so we had every miniature [decorative mini bottles of liqueurs] when I was a kid. I remember I was left in the house about 13-14 and my mum and dad went out and I must have tried Babycham for the first time. I started knocking it back. I was like “Yo I love this feeling, what's this?” You can imagine, the lyrics are flying out. I was like “This is sick!”

I got into the whole habit of before I went out, not drunk but waved, tipsy, already happy – and I was actually getting girls, it was ridiculous. But halfway through the rave I come down, like “This is shit, I want to go home.” So I've always had a habit of halfway through I'm going home, unless I've got a girl. So every time I got to the rave it was my mission to draw girls, and early on I got a bit of Dutch courage. This was just before I became who I was in grime. About 2001-02 I had the first hangover – because up to then I could drink. When I was 18, you couldn't stop me. A bottle of Jamaican rum, a proper one, not the fake one, pour the cup and [glugs]. Making kool-aid punches, rum punches and serve it to my mates, before we even go radio. We'd go raving and one day I thought I was superman, and that's when I had my first hangover, I think I was 22. That day to now, never again. I've had a hangover since then but never like that. That stops me, I realise I'm not superhuman no more. I remember getting home, I don't know how, throwing up out my bedroom window and the alcohol was still sitting. I remember going studio and I did the worst thing, gone McDonald's and got a milkshake. Outside the studio [barf sounds].


What about the circle of people around you? That was rave colliding with dancehall – were people doing Es? Was coke a thing?

Like coming from my area, even I shotted for a bit. I never taken them. I took my first share of selling on the selling side, but the Es thing was normal. We're talking about the older lot – so I was between 13-14, these guys are like 19-20. I'm just getting into the rave scene, they're in it. You know when them man are saying “Yeah, we're taking Es blah blah blah, try one.” “Nah nah nah.” It was normal! Ecstasy. They would call it by its full name. I was like yeah, this is crazy. I weren't into it.


Had they been into hardcore and acid house and stuff before that, and going to the raves?

Yeah. At the time, 1993-94, it was hardcore / jungle, techno jungle. It wasn't full on jungle till 1994. ‘Helicopter’ changed everything in 1993.167 A few other tunes that were sampling rare grooves and dancehall stuff, not a lot but everyone was into rave culture, like two-three years on from [Shut Up & Dance's] ‘Raving I'm Raving’ and all them tunes. So everyone was raving but I wasn't really raving, I was going to the hood places where the black people went. They'll play ‘Helicopter’, they'll play a bait [i.e. obvious] jungle tune, but they wouldn't go deep, so there wasn't really that around my age group – but the older ones that worked in record shops, they all was onto it. Mainly the Asian guys as well. Everyone was into Es except for my lot. I think my generation's more weed. I don't really know anyone that popped pills.


Then when jungle kicked in, was there a sense of pride that it was from here?

When jungle come, I was still a raver. By then I DJed, but coming from a background everyone bought vinyl – so going out and hearing a tune and the way it grabbed a lot of the black people, I'm hearing tunes I heard as a kid being resampled into this music. “Aah I know that tune!” Then you're hearing a whole escapade, hardcore tune, like, “This is cool!” to where you're eventually in the whole genre of it. It was like, “This is ours for the taking” – everything from my youth, the guy down the road made it, because Randall lived two roads down. De Underground record shop, that's in Forest Gate, that was Randall's shop. With those guys, they owned the shop. Their producers worked in the shop. So the thing in 1995 was to collect all the flyers and stick it on your wall and that's what I did on my wardrobe – and my dad being an old-school Jamaican dad ripped them all off the wall. I was distraught, I kept the doubles and everything, but it didn't make the difference. There was a collectors thing innit: offkey jeans, the flyers, the tape packs. But we don't know the dancehall, hip hop American artists. At the time ‘One More Chance’ was the big tune, Biggie Smalls, Bad Boy, the bad boy era. There was raves every day. You can walk on the street and go to house parties, go to the club, every other club was playing hip hop, R&B and a bit of jungle – but to hear jungle, it was like instantly, “Ahh he lives in Hackney,” or “He lives down the road. Rah, okay!” You felt part of the scene innit. I remember my older cousin wasn't into jungle but I said to him, “Come man.” I said “Girls!” Man said “Girls!” Every type of girl was in the rave.


So booze, girls and you were starting to be a DJ. When did you start getting recognition and being more than just mucking about in your bedroom?

There was a lot of raves at houses going on then. Me and D Double was school friends, we'd go to every other house rave, hear bassline, we're in there. If it was a girl's 18th, we'd just turn up because everyone's there. That was our way of getting noticed. I turned up to everyone's house rave since 15-16, turn up with my records like “Can I play?” I know they ain't got the latest jungle records that I've got. So went in, play, me and D Double, Double's MCing. He was MC Dee then – D-E-E. So I became recognised in my area, in Newham. Everyone knew who I was when I was 16-17, then when I was playing with my friend Simon who I went raving with, I played at his party, and DJ Tempo – he used to be in Bass Inject crew, on Chicago FM, Footsie was in Bass Inject too, that's how he came to prominence – so Tempo said “I'm a manager at a radio station called Future FM, you can come on seven to nine.” I was like “Prime time!” You always have to go graveyard to prove yourself but he was like “Yeah, you sure you're ready though?” I was nervous first time I went on, but the manager was like “Yeah you got riddims,” I wasn't that great but I was good selector, that's what got me through. That was with D Double, they just wanted me and D Double. His style came from jungle, all his lyrics now partially came from jungle. Same as me, it's all jungle.


We must be into 1996-97 now. The sound was pretty much jump-up drum’n’bass, Tru Playaz kind of energy, if I remember right

Yeah exactly. We still called it jungle, though. And the new MCs were just coming thought. Rinse FM was the rival station. They had Wiley, Target, Maxwell D – I don't think Paco was on there then, but Plague, Carmen, they were called Underdogs, they were my favourite crew at the time. IC3 brother is Carmen, DJ SAS1. There was Major Skitz and BK, BK is basically the rapper Mystro [pronounced “maestro”]. I think he's signed to Big Dada. He's UK hip hop, he came from that. Then you had a female MC called Dyer who moved to America. Kool FM was the station still, and Rinse coming up. Then Rinse went down for a bit and Pressure FM came on, then Rinse joined up with Pressure.

So when Rinse came back, I was the one that opened the station because I was on Pressure, because Future crashed. I spoke to DJ Rips, he owned Pressure. He's from Mile End, Stepney Green ends. When I first went on they had Raw FM, then they changed it back to Rinse. I was in the block in Barking, I'm DJing, there was a guy in the kitchen sitting on the tabletop watching me, D Double and that do our set. Do you know who that was? DJ Karnage. Because Karnage was his nephew. So I known Karnage from when he was a little kid, 14-15. It's crazy how things revolve round. So when Rinse came back on, I was automatically back on Rinse: me, Geeneus, the whole Pay As U Go started. And I kind of fell out of love with DJing, so when I started producing, 2001 time. I sold my decks, went to college and said, “Let me just learn production.” I'm still part of the consortium of Rinse, they don't mention me because I'm not a pop star – but if I blew up tomorrow I'm sure they'd say, “Yes, Terror Danjah came from here!” But I was originally from Rinse.


Did you buzz on the excitement in the pirate days, the threat of the DTI shutting things down?

That was just standard, just one of those things. “Do you want to be radio?” and it's the risk of losing your records and getting a criminal record – but you don't think of that when you're 16-17-18-19, you don't give a shit. I wasn't a bad-breed yout, I was doing my stuff but I wasn't out there robbing people, stabbing people. I was still a good citizen in the sense of that. But at the same time, the youth energy, you just don't think about it. You think, “Fuck it, if I get caught, I'll worry about it later.” I remember being on Rinse in Bow, and there was a point I was a bit paranoid because DTI did raid a couple studios. They'd find lift shafts and chop the wire. That's why Geeneus was a king, him and Slimzee used to go on the roofs, and Geeneus could climb into roof shafts because he's that small, he'd fit it into gaps and put it in so they couldn't reach it. They'd get the keys and get in, so all they could do is chop the wire. They couldn't destroy the rig so they fence it off – and somehow them guys jump roof-to-roof and go put them on the roof somewhere else. That's why they call him Geeneus innit. So they started hitting studios. Was it Rude FM in North? They were quite big as well. They started getting hit a lot. And when Future FM and Deja was linked at the time, they raided Deja. Rinse wasn't taken serious at the time, so they were going for the Freek FM, the Dejas, the Rude FM, the Kool FM. That got hit badly. Believe it or not it was in the jungle record shop in Hackney, in Clapton. It's a tyre shop now.

I don't know how true this is, but as long as your records are not in the same room as the transmitter microwaving box, they can't confiscate them. I had my bag in one room, I'll pull out a handful, played a couple then put them back, pull out another handful and play them and put them back. So if I did get lick I would lose a few records instead of my whole bag. At the time I was cutting dubs, and dubs were £25 at the time. £25 a dubplate is a lot of money, and on top of that you had to pay subs to be a DJ. Subs weren't cheap, cheaper than it is now but probably £15 a show. So roughly £60 a month, then you're paying for your records, you can easily spend £100 in the shop. And being a DJ you have to at least go twice a month, sometimes every week in case you miss something. It's a lot of money! At least £150/200 a month. Then you're worrying about DTI, then trying to be the best DJ you can.


What about the prestige of it?

The background I come from everyone and their cat and dog was a DJ, so it wasn't like, “Rah!” My missus, she's the same age group as me, she can mix. It was normal to have Technics in the house and have a chill and mix. If you're not playing Super Nintendo or Mega Drive, you're mixing. It was just normal because vinyl was a part of culture them times. Most females my age probably couldn't mix as well as they potentially could, but they could still mix better than new upcoming DJs now. She don't DJ, but decks is in most people's houses, that was standard. Everyone around me owned a soundsystem or was a DJ, so prestige didn't come into it. Until 1999-2000 some guys from Kent and all surrounding areas going [earnest voice] “Oh you're Terror D!” Like [surprised] “Oh OK.” When I went on Rinse, that's when it spread. I came on the ranks where I was one of the main DJs on there, mans from Birmingham all round the place they know of me. I had friends on Kool FM, I had people shouting at me in the rave. So I had the hood status already but where I come from, it was just like, “OK keep doing your thing.”

Because the real guys were shotters. They were the celebrities who pull up in their Ferraris or their Bentleys, I'm still walking on street, I'm getting off a bus and a man's going “Yo do you want a lift?” They're the ones all the girls are talking about. It wasn't internet them times, so if you're a criminal on the highest esteem, for them DJs was just like, “Yeah man, come play for me innit.” I was humbled, because you've got to remember, raves then were violent. When I was actually going raves 15-16, my brother would say “Why you going? Be careful because you can actually get killed in the rave.” I don't think it's as serious nowadays as it was then, because going to a jungle rave, it wasn't a joke. Always see someone get stabbed or bottled. You had glass bottles on the street, lucozade bottles were glass. So people bottled or gunshots or someone being stabbed. It's not a fake thing. You know EQ in Stratford, it was called Powerhouse at the time, there was a Telepathy there, what a horror show. This was when gassing was normal, some stupid dickhead felt like gassing the rave.


CS gas?

Yeah, CS gas the rave. So where there's an argument and you see people running you think, “Stand there, don't run with them, you'll get trampled.” The next thing you see everyone coughing so [holds sleeve over face], you'll be fine. That's gone away. You know when you see the flashing lights and it's black, it's almost like you blink your eyes. So I seen two guys doing that dancing, sway back and forward, and there's blinking lights so you're seeing them flashing black-light-black-light. Then I see this guy, back, back, back, boom. “Oh shit that's what's happened,” the other guy, missing. Next thing I know, security are running one way, coming back the other way, shirts redded up, they're picking this guy redded up. People running [screams]. By the end of the rave, the security's white shirts were red.

I weren't gonna lie, I remember looking and thinking, “Fuck this, man.” I love raving, it took the white shirts to make me see this. That was when I went “You know what, fuck these jungles raves, man. I'm going to go to more West End dances.” We had to wear shoes and that, didn't make a fucking difference. No matter where you went, violence followed. So when you fast-forward to grime, I'm like “What violence?” The MCs have an argument on stage and have a little tuff, that ain't violence, they both went home and they can both see another day. In the end you're going to see them two dancing two-three years later down the line saying, “Oh that's banter.” I'm like, “I don't know one casualty in grime.” There's been one or two that went out of hand – that's life – but I don't know one casualty where someone get shot or stabbed. The most I've seen is fights like in a pub brawl or something.


Kids on the top deck of the bus stuff?

Exactly – but I've never seen anyone get hurt. So when people say about “Grime is this and that,” I'm like “Nah, I've seen more people shot at a house rave – or heard the incidents – than in a grime rave.” Which is one thing good about grime music coming from the whole soundsystem thing. Because everyone's relatively young. We're older. Like me, Wiley, we're the originals – it's almost like because we was all young, we all ain't like that. Coming from the soundsystem days, the most you get is some stupid 14-year-old CS-gassing the all-dayer. A man's like [old Caribbean voice] “Stop doing that!” It was ridiculous to the point where they stopped doing all-dayers, it's jungle age-group that ruined the all-dayers. They still do them but it's got to be almost like a proper fest now, where it's signed off with the council. The youth centres have parties up until 11pm, 1am sometimes. When I was 19-20 thinking, “This is sad, I had all this, why can't you do it for the kids?” Obviously I'm going to big-man raves so I'm not worried about that, but still, I look back I think, “Fucking hell. It's kind of killed the culture.” Kids are running around doing their knife-crime stupidness. So now I think, “Was it the fuckery that stopped the soundsystems, was it the raves, would it be different if you could still run a sound at the youth centre?” I dunno.


There was also a whole other culture of Bhangra all-dayers in the 80s and early 90s

They're all gone. A little sight of trouble and they've killed off the whole culture, they want to say [mutters] “Ahhh ahhh it's trouble.” I don't think it's that to be honest. I think the soundsystem thing has to come back. The digital thing has made it a different day, because before it was all about vinyl and cutting things. The next level is people like myself and like-minded people, it's a lot of money but build a system. Like Dillinja's got a system. Instead of hiring a Funktion 1, bring your own sound in if you can. I wanna do that for real.


Talking of cutting records, would you go to Music House?

I'd go Music House. Music House did play a big pivotal role.


And that was part of your schooling, part of the week-to-week life you described?

More than that. Paul Chue worked there, he was like my mentor. When I first met him, he was loud, not obnoxious but Jamaican loud, cussing. I went there and he was a fuckery to everyone. You need to speak to him, he is living music history. He's my close friend. I went there and he just been “Rah rah rah!” He's Wookie's dad. So first time I went in there, like 1996, my friend made me wait down the alley, it was on Holloway Road at the time. So I'm waiting down the alley and Paul goes, “What you doing down there? Come, come man.” So, I was like “Oh shit OK.” He goes, “Sit down man! Why'd he make you wait outside for?” So that's my first encounter with him. Second time with my bredrin again, he made a tune, we stayed up all night, fell asleep at his house, we waited for Music House to open again, then he was just like, “Yeah yeah yeah, I remember you.” I kept going regular regular to where we just clicked. One day I was making my tunes then he came up to me and goes, “Yo. Want a garage tune.” And I was making jungle and I was like [sulky adolescent mumble] “I don't like garage, garage is shit.” He was like, “I want garage, make me a garage tune.”

So I went home and me and my mate Desi, he was half of Prizna, did ‘Fire’, we stayed up all night making this tune. It was Desi's tune really, but I was working on it with him. Anyway, fell asleep for an hour or two, woke up, he was in the chair upstairs, like “What's the time?” “Ah it's 11 o’clock,” Rang him up, “Yeah I've got it you know.” “Alright come. Come down.” I put down the phone, head out. I was like “I made this,” played it – and I was outside in the alleyway, and Grooverider and all the guys are there and Paul goes [bellows in thick Jamaican accent] “Oi Terror, pussy’ole!” Pushed the Minidisc in my face. “Bag a’ shit”! I was like, “Ah” [crestfallen]. Them man about to laugh, “Only joking! Too bad, TOO BAD!” 168 I was like [unspeakably relieved] “Fucking hell.” Then we were laughing. I was like [mimes heart pounding] because he's raw like that. I'll have tunes where he'll be like, “Nah.” He weren't that harsh, but he can be harsh.


There's a real hierarchy in a cutting house about who's allowed in and who can jump the queue, right?

Ah yeah yeah yeah, all that. Grooverider could just walk in there. Hype could just walk in. It's like a barber shop. There could be bare man in the queue, you go to the guy in front, “Yo let me jump in quick. Nice, yes.” But they know who they are, “Cool cool cool.” I seen the man do it. I can just ring up and say, “Who's there?” “No one, come now.” No matter who's in there, I'm in the queue. But you've got to be prepared. I remember Michael Vegas, Vegas and Fresh, they just started Bad Company and Grooverider just blew their tune up. So they had another tune and Michael took it in, but it was panned wrong. Paul went “I can't cut this man, it'll fuck up the dub, go back man.” He weren't being rude but he were like, “Nah seriously, it'll make the needle jump when you're cutting on the dub. I can do a mono mix for you but I don't know how it's going to sit.” I've seen enough guys tunes get rejected. “Nah I can't cut, it's phasing man.” If the left and right of your bass are out of phase, it'll make the groove in the vinyl scraggly. There's nothing wrong with phasing other bits, I phase a lot of my high end and high mids, 1k up, above that, all the niceties and the bubbly synths and the light airy things. I learned these production tricks from vinyl, from cutting dubs. Even one or two of my records in the day got rejected. He'd be like “Your bass is phasing man, nah, go back, [sucks teeth] I can't cut that man. Next tune!”


So you carried on with jungle, drum’n’bass right through Bad Company era, the late 90s? Was there a time you stopped calling it jungle?

It went D&B like 1997-98, when Ed Rush and Optical came in. And Matrix, they started D&B.


That was that hard, industrial, cyberpunk vibe

But it still had the reggae element in it. Renegade Hardware as well, they started leaning towards it. Actually a tune called ‘Dead By Dawn’ in 1995 started it.169 I was like, “Whoa, I don't know about this tune but I like it.” I remember hearing it on Kiss. I think Bukem played it. I was more on Shy FX, Brockie. My friend, black guy as well, was more on the intelligent stuff. We met halfway so we used to talk about tunes like nerds. He'd be showing me a tune, say Krust ‘True Stories’. I was like “‘True Stories’ a weird tune man,” but he would convince me to like it. We would talk about the textures, the layers and I'm like “You know what, yeah, tune's hard.” I've got all those tunes when they came out, 31 Records, ‘Shadowboxing’. So 1998 was the turning point, I think I was the only one still finding those records. Full Cycle went a bit weird, but I was playing tunes like ‘Bad Girl’, Krust's remix of DJ Rap. I knew her as well, she's from Walthamstow. She was cool so I was playing her remix.

That's another thing. In a record shop the normal customers get what's on the wall. Then you have the mandem, we get what's in the box, the test pressings. I went to Boogie Time I said yo! Why don't I get what's in the box? “Who are you?” I'm on Rinse innit. “Ah OK, so what time do you play?” I play seven-to-nine on a Saturday. “Yeah! So what's your name?” “Fucks sake, Terror Danjah.” “Yeah oh, I know who you are, don't worry, you'll get what's in the box”. So when I walk in there, never on the shelf is [flicking], I ring up, “Have you got – ?” “Yeah yeah.” Another place I had it was where Slimzee was working, Total Music. Go in the shop and he always from morning, we just had that click. That was when he was skinny, he was DJ Slimfast that time on Rinse. I was big on Future, he was big on Rinse. That why we have that affinity, so he always go, “Terror, he was here from morning.” We was both jungle DJs. But that was another key culture, you had the normal record section and you had that box, that was the privilege of being a DJ.


But then the MCs started to dominate. What stood Rinse and Deja apart in the early days was their MCs, right?

Vocals are always there for me, coming from a soundsystem. I did it! I could always host and MC, I weren't the greatest but I've always had the projection. Early I could either have been an MC or host or a DJ – but because I was a bit shy, I more lent towards being behind the scene. When I was doing raves in houses I was one of the main people holding the mic. I was an idea guy, I always have been. For example, what's never been said is ‘So Sure’, I wrote that.170 I didn't write the chorus, I left it for Sadie to write, I didn't want to take all the glory. Shola mended here and there too. A lot of the After Shock singer songs I wrote. I can songwrite but people don't know, I've never taken credit, that's why now I gotta start speaking up. So when MCs are MCing, I can vocal produce, because I can be like “Try it this way, hold your throat up, try the tone down, give the emphasis here, take away the emphasis.” Sometimes I'll say to a singer the same thing: “It doesn't matter what you're saying, it's how you deliver it.” You say, “Baby I love you,” how many times do we hear that? But if you've got a talent and you can phrase it and make people go “Ahhh”, like a gospel singer can touch you with it.

So MCing was a part of my culture, because the dancehall side of things and the hip hop side. I've always had MCs on my set, so when the grime thing came along, it lent from that jungle part where we had Shabba, Skibadee, Stevie Hyper D. Stevie was my MC. Sometimes the DJs would bore me, but if Stevie was on the bill, that's one tick. Nicky Blackmarket, that's a tick. Hype or Rap was exciting me the most. If they were on the bill and Stevie was there, I'm gone. It could be a Roast, it could be Telepathy, One Nation, whatever it was I was there, because I wanted to hear MCing. How I see the grime kids now, going up-front to see MCs, that's how I was.


MCs in a rave had a real training. They weren't just doing their latest bars on a radio, they had to keep going and going

I've seen Stevie spit for straight ten minutes, commanding the crowd where he'll start spitting and he's just bubbling, up a notch, up a notch. He'll get more and more tense and tense and tense, to where four-five tunes in, he'll know I'm gonna reload now and he'll say “D-d-dingding, hold up if you want 007.” From the time he's done that lyric “We don't need no” [rewind sound]. He'll start rapping half-time, you're like “Alright.” He'll start getting more from hip hop-ish to dancehall, I'd be like, alright, he's rapping then [sings] you're like “It's coming, he's coming.” I don't think MCs have got that power to possess a crowd now. I can't think of an MC that can start off easy, reel you in and still spit over the mixes and no one to plug out the mic. When they get to the point climaxing, they're 15 mins and spitting straight and it's “Pull up!” But what's good about Stevie, he wasn't just going straight, he will pause and toast a bit but then when the DJ's building, as the set's rising, he's rising. The problem with grime MCs, they don't pace themselves, it's all bass energy straight away [revving noises]. After ten minutes of a grime set you're worn out. It's almost like being with a woman and you can't go in there and go [slap noise] right from the beginning. You're just going to burn yourself out, pace yourself, go mad at the end, that's the trick, do you know what I'm saying?

It's the same for a set, after half an hour of an MC, you don't want to hear no more because they've burnt you out. When I do a DJ set, I like to play the vocals at the front end, DMZ tune, warm them in so when I've played the instrumentals now, then the MCs can go high. But if you started from the beginning and did that, it's like the set goes “Eeeeeeeeeee!” [high pitched noise]. I think dubstep was the other balance, where the MCs would MC here and there but I think they had the better balance. But if they had a bit more of the grime emphasis, it would have been perfect. I get it though, it's about grime, it's that energy. Because if there's ten MCs there, there's no time to play around.


Crazy D is one of the ones who finds that exact balance

Yeah! You just have that complementing the music, and with jungle you had two types, you had the Crazy D style. They all learn that from jungle, the Shabba, Skibadee type. When grime I think wins over D&B – I mean, it doesn't win over D&B, don't get it twisted! – but musically, the MCs are more in touch with the music, as in there's more artistry, so with the grime MCs, they're getting the more prominence. Because to be honest, D&B with those MCs is flawed, you don't really have a good D&B MC-type of tune. Not saying it can't be done, but people don't want it.


There are SO few

I think the music don't want it. Not just the DJs, but if you go to a D&B rave, you don't want to hear a song, you want to hear hype, “Dibby dibby wayyyyy”. You just want to go “Rah!” It's still got the sound-man mentality, where you start off the rave old-school, hip hop, R&B, then you put in newer stuff, newer stuff, then when you play the jungle part, that's the hype part of the set. Then you bring MCs on for 20 minutes, buss it up, then bring it right down, playing the classic hip hop again, the slow-down section. If you ain't got a girl at that time it's time to go home. But with a grime set, it keeps the soundsystem thing. I play that way, the type of set where I play all my classic tunes, the bait tunes, then I play all the tunes what's been played on radio like side by side. I play it again, then you start the instrumental set now, the instrumental segment, the MCs are ready now, you play a bait tune then you play a couple new ones. Just like a soundsystem. With D&B, I can't say they don't happen, but MC-wise, they're just there to shut up and just get the crowd hype. That's why I'm working with Trigga, Trigga is one of the few from that sound I can put on grime music and it makes sense because he does the dancehall thing, Shabba and Skibadee style.


He's schooled in drum’n’bass from young too

Yeah. Shabba and Skiba can do it but it doesn't correlate as much as it should.

I shouldn't say that because now they're going to probably shoot me. Nah nah, Shabba's my close mate, but I think Stormin does it well when he does Teddy Bruckshot. But on the D&B scene, I don't know.


Let's get to the birth of grime proper. Was it Paul Chue demanding a garage track that forced your switch into producing a different style that wasn't D&B?

That wasn't my tune really, it was Desi's. It was his tunes. What really happened was I made millions of jungle tunes then I had a friend –


[interjects] Did you ever release any jungle tunes or was it all just dubs for your sets?

Never released them, just dubs. So at the time, I had the bredrins, a guy called Looney and Skanker and Leon Smart, you know, Scratch. Looney said to me, “Rah, make garage! Make 130 [bpm].” I'm like “Ah man, not that stuff, I'm into my jungle, man.” It's like, “Really dude, jungle's dead bruv.” I was still in it bruv, but I know it's time to let go. So I said, “Yeah, alright.” So I made my first garage-y tune, and Slimzee played it straight away. This was when Slimzee was making the transition, so my mate was like, “See!” Them man were spitting on my track, but he played the instrumental – I went “Alright, cool.” Then the second tune I made, Slimzee played that. I was like, “OK.” This was for Pay As U Go. So then the third garage tune I made got signed to Solid City, that was ‘Firecracker’ with ‘Highly Flammable’ [on the b-side]. That was the name of the crew we started, Highly Flammable. That third tune was when I didn't really go back to the 170 but kind of stuck at 130-something. 135-136.


But those tracks were not exactly garage. Already you were doing something else

It weren't 2-step though, because at the time, I think I had Wiley's ‘Nicole's Groove’.171 I remember D.O.K. – he lives on my road – coming to my house, when I had the turntables and decks, and I still didn't really like garage yet, but D.O.K. played a Wookie record, the bootleg of the Brandy tune [hums tune]. I was mesmerised. I just sat there. Turned the flip over, I remember [hums tune]. I was like, “I'm not one to like this,” fighting not to like it – but you're sitting there like, “This is garage yeah?” Flipped it over again, “This is garage? This ain't garage, this is jungle.” He's like, “What you talking about?” “This ain't garage, this is sick.” Wiley's ‘Nicole's Groove’, I went, “I can do that!” It was the biggest tune around at the time. Then I heard [Wookie's] ‘Down On Me’. That's jungle programming, D&B structure, so you build up before the tune drops. When I got there, a lot of people in there said, “Nah, Terror's shit, that's weird man, don't like his stuff.” But I kept at it. I took the shit as a drive to be good, not a disheartenment. I knew I was still fine-tuning myself, then when I kind of clicked I went, “Aah, fuck it, I don't care if you like it, this is it.”

In East London, no one touched me. I went South, I had to do adverts, things like that. At the time, I was still hanging around with Paul, he said, “I got a friend that wants to do music.” I'd met him previously when he was on East Iz East, guy called Flash – we eventually started After Shock – so I done a tune for him called ‘We Told U’. I had to dumb it down into a stupid garage mix – so to speak – because the original was the one I put out on my Lost Tapes.172 The original was [beatboxes complex drum sounds], but I had to tone it down to “bom-bom-tish” [simplified pattern]. I was like, “This is shit man.” But they went, “Nah I'll do it.” By this time, too, I found Statik, so he was part of the family as well. I said “Yeah, I got this thing coming man.” So I said, “Yo, have him do your garage-y shit while I do my shit” so Looney and Statik, we all linked up and Statik had the tunes. Statik was tight with Heartless Crew, but they didn't really take him serious at the time. He was tight with Fonti and them guys because they were from north innit. So when we had a meeting with Timmi Magic from Dream Team I got overlooked. I was cool but they signed Statik and Looney's record, and my bredrin's record. I was like “Rah, OK,” like, “That's cool.” When I showed him the ‘We Told U’ one, he was like “What the fuck is this?” So I shown him the one with Looney, the stripped-down one, it had Magnum Force, K.T. on there, and a couple man was on it. Played it, he went “Yeah, this one's nice, I'd play this though.”

He played my tune which he didn't even sign, so I got paid for 12 weeks straight on Radio 1. So imagine 2001, it was mad. That's when I turned a ghetto celebrity. Dream Team played me and they had two shows innit so they played me on a Sunday morning or on the Saturday afternoon. That was a big thing. That's what started me getting things, people going “Terror man, play me that tune.” I'm like, “Really? I don't even like this music.” When I showed people the original mix, everyone's like [puzzled screwed up face]. Mak 10 was the only one that got it and played it and battered it. Then things started happening. But not until I started doing adverts and putting my tunes out, where I seen Wiley or Dizzee selling 100 in a shop, and I was selling four-five, then next release I sell ten. Then when we started After Shock, the first record ‘We Told U’, we just did 100 white labels because we weren't too sure. The second release, it went from there. That was ‘I Can C U’ 173 and the third was ‘Cock Back’.174

That's when I noticed the change where we were walk into Rhythm Division. I've just gone “Yeah, here's the next instalment, it's ‘Cock Back’”. “Ah yeah yeah yeah, the usual, SOR?” 175 Jumped in the car. “Give us two boxes!” “That's a bit ambitious innit?” But ‘Cock Back’ was getting battered, it was on Power Play on Deja Vu, everyone was playing it. You could get away with rawness because it was Deja, it was pirate. Everyone was playing my tunes but it didn't go to my head, I thought “Whatever.” We're there about half an hour chatting to Sparky, he's like “Yeah yeah yeah,” all casual. Jumped in the car, we didn't get down two junctions there's a call [screeching brakes noises] “Yo! Come back. We need another couple boxes, they're sold out already.” I was number nine in their chart, but ‘Cock Back’ went number one. They've always been supportive but now it was like [excitable] “Hey man! Yo!” But it was more like they're happy for me. I'm sitting there seeing people with bags, like they're cutting out food, cutting out cocaine, everyone's coming to buy the record. Flashy, we're looking at each other like, “We finally got our fucking record!” I was seeing people walking in wanting it, I'm like, “Did that just happen? Nahhhh!”


And all this completely without contact from the mainstream media, record industry, distributors, anything? Just cutting house, pressing plant, take it to the shops

Radio, pirate radio. RWD mag was around them times. Chantelle Fiddy was around then, mention in the magazine, but it was mainly radio. Channel U just started then too, that was new.


Those magazines were really for the people who were into it already. You weren't reaching NME or anything like that

That came shortly after though, but when that happened with ‘Cock Back’, I was just like, “Rah!” That changed everything, that tune.


How many copies did that do in the end?

About 10,000 eventually. Beforehand records could do 100,000, but the sales were dwindling, so I came off the late end. But I still got a good portion. I was signing on because I left my job in May. We put a record out in July, so I walked out and I was broke. So that day I turned the car around and was like, “Rah, I've got no money”, then we're splitting the cash from the record. I was like, “Shit, I've got to buy a phone!” From that day, 2003, I bought two phones. From that day I've never been offline, I've always been able to call out. I remember Loudmouth saying to me years after that: “If you ain't got no money, you've always got your phone, you can always call out. That's integral for your business.” I just thought, “Fuck not having a phone, I need to chat to girls. I need to phone people if I need anything.” That day changed everything.

After that I did ‘So Sure’. It got seven reloads at Raw Mission, and I thought, “You're just doing that because mandem are telling you to.” No no, he got 80 missed calls.176 I was like, “What, 80 missed calls?” I was with Sadie [Ama] and them lot and I'm going, “The tune got 80, are you listening?” I rang him up and said, “You just gassing that innit?” He said “No! No! Seriously!” I went, “Alright, I know you won't lie.” “No no no, bruv!” Then the next day, phone was ringing, Elliott Ness, he cut it [to dubplate], bare DJs started cutting the tune and that's another one that just went [whoosh noise]. Then when I done a tune with Shola, that's when the magazines started contacting me.177 “Shola's on your music! How does it feel?” They was really after her story, but that rose my profile. First I did DJ Magazine, Knowledge magazine, Mixmag, all the magazines, even i-D. All because of Shola.

So Shola brought me on the centre stage. To the point Wiley rings me saying, “You got all the white men on your side [laughs], you got the press.” I'm just like, “You're where I need to be. You You've got a deal!” Obviously the XL deal kind of fell through because really they wanted Dizzee innit.178 I think Wiley knew it weren't going his way, but he should have made the most of it. Wiley, Jammer, they didn't know how I did it, they were like, “You've got the press on side. You've got the white people.” I'm like, “What? You're Wiley though! No but you, though.” I think everyone was surprised, as a producer I got to the level where you have to be an MC. But it wasn't just because of my tunes. The model I had, I had the label. Every other producer was under a label, someone managing, whereas I was the head honcho. So that's why I stood above everyone.


Was there any thinking behind it saying, “This style needs vocal tunes?” – or was it more seeing it as another garage tune, where vocals were standard?

Nah! I liked slow jams, I still do, I love the old style of slow jams. Slow jams and reggae goes hand in hand for me. I love R&B. Not R&B as it is now, now people call it neo-soul, I don't know why, it'd still be R&B but it'd be slow.


Quiet Storm

Yeah. Jagged Edge, ‘Rain’ 179 and all them tunes [bassline sounds]. It's got that movements. I didn't even listen to the lyrics. I like all them [hums bassline], I just love the basslines. ‘So Sure’, I was actually trying to make a reggae tune, how about that?


Lovers rock is a London thing. That connection of soul and reggae is specific to here

The same thing! So I was halfway through the tune, it sounded like a reggae tune, then as I finished it – at that time I couldn't control what I was making, I felt like that TV show Heroes.180 I was on a course, I didn't know how to come one with the equipment. Now if I had an idea I can put it down exactly how I have it in my head. But then it would come out somewhere else. Like that “Sounds cool, sounds cool, ah fuck, that's not what I wanted.” The first person I rang up was Dirty Doogz, I said, “I got this artist called Sadie, what you saying?” He was like [creditable impersonation of Doogz's nasal tone] “Nah, really want the tune for myself.” “Nah that's not the vision man. I want singing on it.” So the second person I called was Kano. I know he'd probably say no, I thought he'd be like “Nah, I want the tune for myself.” So I thought of Dirty Doogz. It almost felt I was chasing him. But Kano's perfect because Kano was one of my favourites of all time, to this day. If we ever worked, I know that we would take out people. Those are the only two I would think of. If Kano didn't do it I don't think ‘So Sure’ would be ‘So Sure’. So what happened was, that was the first time Sadie was even in the studio, and Kano walked in and Kano looked at me. He had his head down. It's almost like they were lovers, they both looking down. I'm like “What's going on here?” Then when Kano delivered his verse, he heard the tune in the room, nodded, and went “Yeah.” Like, “I'm ready.” He was writing it there on the spot. That's what I'm saying. He delivered a 24 [bar verse] and it was magic! It was like, [flabbergasted] “Shit.” We were all sat in the room, went, “This is fucked.” That was the first one. First take.

I made ‘Cock Back’ just a month before I made ‘So Sure’. It was February 2003. What I was trying to do, I always go back to Dizzee. Dizzee at the time was my favourite producer because there was no rules to his music. His music was offkey, I didn't rate him at first. I remember hearing his tunes get played in the rave in Hackney, it stopped the rave, people like, “What the fuck is this?” Six months later the same tune is blasting the rave. When he done ‘Wheel’, I thought, “Bastard! This is so new. This is sick! It's a vibe.” 181 What I got from Dizzee was this guy don't give a shit. He put the tune, went, “I don't care.” I adopted that attitude more so when I did my tunes, I just said, “Fuck it, this is staying.” When I did ‘Cock Back’ – you know when Dizzee had the gunshots in the middle of his tune [gunshot noises]? I just wanted to put the gunshots as a sound effect to go in time to the tune, that was supposed to be just a fill [gunshot noises] cocking back. But I'm listening to this, “Yo, this is a tune!” I sat there, paused it, stopped it, put everything in. I went “Fuck! This is the tune.” I was like, “Yeah.” There was no bass in it, just “Boom, tsch, tsch, boom”: “You know what? This is hard.”

So the original copy had no bass, it was just boom. The kick was heavy. I went “Nah, it needs something”. I put the “Boom, tsch, tsch, boom” it in there, “Fuck it.” That's the most simplest tune I've done. I had doubts, “I can't get it right, I'm taking the piss.” Then Hyper came in as I was making it, he was like “Whooo! What's this?” Then he went, “Any time we go cock… back, them man there they go cock… back” just out of nowhere, I was like, “Aaaah, yes! You know what, I'm putting you on the tune.” He went, “Freeze, nobody move! Right, I'm gonna write the bar, it's on your tune!” So he went off and started spreading the lyric in raves and radio, but no one know the beat. Skepta's got a tune called ‘Gunshot Riddim’, so he went, “Aah, what you say about ‘Cock Back’, I want it on the ‘Gunshot Riddim’.” 182 Hyper went, “Nah, to be honest, I went to Terror's house, he's got a gun riddim before you have, called ‘Cock Back’. But no one's heard it yet and that's what inspired me to write the lyrics to his tune so I can't give that lyric to you.” Skepta had the ‘Gunshot Riddim’ creeping in.

There was no plan, I was like, “I'll go Commander B studio.” Commander's a pillar to the grime scene, he had the ‘Pum Pum Riddim’,183 he had the Night Flight show, where there was the Dizzee and Asher D clash, Wiley and Doogz.184 A lot of things happened on his show. He gave the commercial go-ahead, him and his brother CK Flash. CK Flash was the garage guy on daytime Saturday, almost the whole afternoon. That's how Sticky got the play, Sticky blew up because he was playing all the Social Circles stuff on there. So I went to studio Walthamstow and I remember this guy in there, obviously Wiley and Lethal, that's when ‘Pow!’ was vocalled in the studio.185 I knew CK Flash through Paul [Chue], I went gave him tunes, he gave me my chance as well, I'm not gonna lie. So we met Commander through Wiley and Paul, so Commander B says “Yeah come up.”

I swear this is what happened. Me and Flash was like “Fucking hell!”, not shaking, but you know! This is Commander B now, this old guy, quiet, just sitting there, I remember this guy as a kid. I was like, “Fucking hell, this is the big boss now, the commissioner!” He's very well calm, like “Yeah, what you saying, you alright man? Yeah man.” On radio, he sounds very [smooth radio voice] “Yes, you're listening to the Night Flight,” just chilled, zoot, zoned out, chill like a monk, like a Shaolin monk. Looks like he's ready to go fucking sleep. Went in there like “Yeah, I got a new tune.” He always had no emotion. I played ‘Cock Back’. The room was like, man in his desk is behind him, the equipment, so he wheeled his chair back, turned it on loud, sounded sick in his studio. I was like, “Alright.” He stayed emotionless, not moved, sat there. I thought, “Ah he don't like it.” He turned his chair around and still emotionless. Ah fucks sake, oh shit. “Can I have this? Who's got this?” I said, “No one, I've only showed you.” He goes, “Can I have this exclusive?” “Yeah!!” “Alright, I'm gonna play this, any time a war starts I'm gonna use this riddim, the Cock Back riddim yeah. Can I get people on it?” “Yeah!!!!” He played that tune for six months straight before the vocal was laid on it.

He blew the instrumental up, so when you heard the Night Flight, you hear ‘Cock Back’ instrumental. So it was crazy, the lyric was big on the Nasty Crew set, the riddim was separately big over there. I remember Mak 10 comes to me and said “Can I have that?” I went, “Nah. When we vocal, you'll get it first, but let Commander B do his thing.” He's like [sucks teeth, grumbles] “Nuhhh, but bruv.” I said “No man, this is the one tune that if he's doing the job, who am I to say? No disrespect Mak but Hype is spitting the lyric, don't worry you'll play the vocal first,” which he did. So like, Commander B got different roles. He got Shystie, he got bare different man on it, then when I got the official vocal done, that's when peak week came together. That's why ‘Cock Back’ blew up. He blew it up on Choice FM and everyone was listening, so everyone at Eskimo Dance, everyone listened to the Night Flight heard that tune. I remember mans going [hyped-up voice] “Heard your laugh, that gremlin, Commander B, what's going on with that tune?” He didn't say what it is. So when the vocal was done, that's when the record's flying out. If Commander B had said “Nah I don't like it,” the tune could have been dead.


You talk about Wiley and Jammer calling up, people from other crews calling up. People looking into the early days of grime, seeing the DVDs or whatever, they think of arguments as the defining factor – but as you describe it, it seems like there was actually loads of camaraderie too?

I think a lot of it was just rivalry of competition to be honest. I knew Jammer in 1997, I knew Wiley before that. I used to hang out with Wiley's cousin. The original lot, the pioneers, whatever you want to call us, we were just kids doing this thing together. When things started to kick off and it become what it was, we still talked. A lot of it was like people that didn't know each other all starting their crews. So say I had my label, the kids under me didn't know the kids over there, some of them did but it's like, you're creating a community. We're all family in this room, then we go off and have children and the grandchildren don't know they're grandchildren because everyone ain't got time to link up. So they could be feuding and you're kind of related. “No, you are related so hold it down.” “Ah but nah, it's all rivalry though because I want to be number one!” That's what happened. But between the original circle, if it was beef, it's like “Forget music, bruv. What are you saying? It shouldn't even be that.”

We've all fallen out but it all comes together. Like Wiley'll always say, “You're my brother because that's what we've been.” With Wiley, we ain't got no love-hate relationship. I can't say nothing bad on him because I know him differently innit – like my missus, she used to hang around with him. We were all a community, she's got stories, we've all got stories on everyone. I know him differently. When I see Jammer, I know him as Jermaine. If he was saying a lot of stuff – and yeah we have fallen out, we've had some stuff. Even Paul Chue said, “Come on man, Jammer I met you through Terror. What you man doing, man?” If I did fall out with Wiley, it would be let it settle, then go, “Come on, it's stupid innit?” It won't be like the grandchildren fighting. It's different innit. There's no love lost. That's what grime is like now, no love lost.


It's natural with any scene that grows beyond its roots. Hip hop is no longer just one neighbourhood of Harlem

Exactly. I think the difference, I'm not Run DMC, I'm still a Timbo or Dre in my own right, I'm not millionaire, we're yet to hit that plateau. The first generation of grime hasn't even gone through yet, because you can't surpass the Hypers, the Bruzas, all them. All the AJ Traceys and Jammz, they're massive. Even Chippy, they still gotta pay homage. But you put Hyper on a set who ain't been around for a year or two, he buss in the rave more than them! I said to Bruza recently, “The only difference is, when you smacked it with me, you came up in a time that it was too early, then you hit a plateau where there wasn't all these things accessible to you.” Anyone will lose heart. I said to him, “It's hard, but you have to get up on the horse and get it again, you're already there. You gotta convince the new audience and your compatriots, because they're gonna go, ‘Yeah, it's my time now.’ You gotta say, ‘Your time yeah? Let me show you something. Bang!’ You've got to propel yourself into Jay territory, Kanye West territory.” I want to be that guy that younger lots come to and I can move them into place. We've got to move up for the scene to move up. If these guys coming now move above, there still isn't no infrastructure. Kurupt FM, they're managed by –


Stanza

Exactly, so man, they should get in his position. Not management necessarily, but you look at me, I'm responsible for Butterz, Champion, the After Shock lot, Bratt, Jammz and them lot are their own thing but they're still around me, Spyro came from me, do you know what I'm saying? It was only when my old man passed away, I kind of stopped everything and had to take a step back. But now stepping forward it's like, “Who else is going to go and say this is what it is?” Why aren't I not doing this? Why ain't Dexplicit? Why ain't P Jam? Wiley's obviously done it and he's alright, but why are we sitting back and letting people control what they do?


No one can base their careers on Wiley. Wiley does things no one else in any genre ever could

Exactly. But then I think he gets a lot of creditation for things he ain't done as well. But you can't knock him, because he put himself in position. And that's what I've kind of done, but as me. If I was an MC and did what I did, I would be just there with them all. I'm not vocal as him, so I'm always a notch behind. Realistically, when you check the body of work I've done, I've done much more. He's done a lot because he's Wiley. Not taking anything away from him, don't get it twisted, he worked for it.


So to fill in the gap, there's this 2003-04-05 period, grime is hot, the newspapers are paying attention, Dizzee is a superstar for the first time, everyone thinks there's going to be more – and then you get to 2006 and out of nowhere, dubstep shoots out

You know why? The bay between 2003 to the end of 2005, there was no name for it. That's the one problem, so history is always blurred.


Grime was obviously used as a term then, but it was also sublow and also still garage

Everyone who was making it was trying to term it themselves. It's not till when Run The Road came out, the first grime compilation – then people went, “Fuck it, I want to get paid.” 186 Not me because I was already doing it. I watched the artists fold when 679 was giving single deals for a compilation and calling it grime. It was based around promotion of Kano ’cause they'd signed him – but that's when the name grime stamped its mark. That's when the press went bang: “It's grime.” Chantelle and Martin Clark were the powers that be at that time – like, not complaining, it was gonna be called something innit. You couldn't go calling it “What do we call it?” 187 That time is just bang, gone, but you got to remember as well – except for myself and a few others – there wasn't no business ethics. They came in, fuck it, the majors came in and just stripped us of everything because we didn't know we was the first. I was a kid, first time, I was 23-24, what business did I know? I didn't know fuck all. I was happy getting my remixes between three and a half and seven grand. I didn't need to DJ and everything those times, it seemed easy, so there wasn't no need for business ethics.

If I saw what I see now, I would have held onto a lot of tunes. I would have had my specials, I would have been DJing then – but it wasn't a trend. It was just like rah. Dubstep had business models within business models, when the grime lot, the oldest was me and Wiley, and we were in our twenties. They saw us from a mile off and just went [rubs hands]. They cherrypicked who they wanted. That's why when dubstep came in, those guys watched the grime lot couldn't get in. They turn around and made it a business and people went, “Why don't we just do that there and that there?” Look at dubstep, even to now, there's been this model. It's still more sounder than what's in grime, because they had the dances, this was the business. Grime wasn't a business. it was mandem vibing and coming off the vibe and it just happened.


Grime was a lot more people as well. It felt like was like half the city. Dubstep was a much smaller core of people, in the phase where it was getting its shit together

It was business! And the guys who were in it were like, “Come on.” Arthur [Smith aka Artwork], Zed Bias, Kode9, they're guys that are uni lecturers, this that. They have the sound mind.


Arthur had been techno, garage, he'd produced pop records, he'd done everything

So all you need, him, then you've got Sarah Soulja works at EMI yeah, who runs Tempa. She's business-minded, she signed my publishing for ‘So Sure’. Who in grime was doing that? No one. We had nobody. The most business-minded person was probably me. Paperchase, Rob, everyone at grime labels didn't see the point. It was like we were hitting a brick wall because we didn't know no better! Probably Paperchase were doing the Jungle Mania stuff, but when you check it deep, we had no one doing business. We had no one. Who? So in the end it was like, “[casual] Rah, rah [pulled up short] rah! Whoa, hold on a minute”. Dubstep had Big Apple records, they had business people, lawyers, things behind it – but in grime, we was fast food. The lawyers that came in didn't sustain us, they came and ripped us to pieces. We was left with nothing, like we got violated.

The dubstep scene looked at what we did, same thing with the jungle scene. D&B scene was parallel. Looked at this and went, “Yeah, OK.” Wiley didn't have the best ethos either. His biggest mistake was, if he had put a label on his white label, put a Eskibeats label on it, then me, Jammer, DaVinChe, all of us would have been a part of Eskibeats. That would have changed everything. He would have the brand where he would be able to sell that different. Wiley kept recording. I would have been one of the main producers. There wouldn't have been no After Shock. But because I had so much records, and also the label and logo, that made me synonymous. I became the guy, because he couldn't be bothered to spend £100 more [to print up labels]. That's the truth! Imagine what I was missing, what the dubstep lot saw. I didn't know! I looked at the dubstep scene and went, “Fuck, wow, we got our arses beat.” We got ripped! We just got violated left right and centre. It was almost like, when you're a young buck you come in the game, you had your run, you had your fun, now, strip us down. Go learn the game now.

That's how I felt so when I looked at the dubstep scene, I was like, “What did they do that we didn't?” My tune is still one of the biggest tunes in the dubstep rave and I'm not even getting nothing of it. I've learned and went “Ah right, you know what, I've just got to come back here and be reimbursed.” When I linked to a live show, that's how the Butterz thing came about. I was short-sighted, because “Hey, he wants to offer me how much? What, £5,000? Fuck, gimme.” Now fast-forward few years, them guys were getting that in booking money to play. I think now everyone's caught up. But dubstep had the business right from morning, because Arthur's probably been through what I'm going through. He was the governor. He made bare man happen. The Zed Biases, they've all been there. When people talk to me they say, “You're a jedi.” Yeah, because I made all the fucking wrong mistakes because I didn't even know. I can't go no more wrong now! I think with the dubstep scene, it was a lesson to where, ‘Whoa. We wasn't taught that.” But sometimes you can't get taught unless you go through it.


So what were you doing from 2006-07, when grime instrumentals weren't selling any more?

The internet, iTunes and CD came in.


And it was just MCs selling their mixtapes and stuff

Do you know what? I was on the CD thing first, when the rest of the mandem were still on the vinyl thing. So I bought myself a CD printer and done a mixtape quickly, mixed, all the bait tunes, got it vocalled here, and then I done them in the mix. I thought, “If I put them in the mix and I put vocals on it and I put sound effects, you can't exactly sell the tunes separately as a mix ting.” I had a few people giving slack, but I was using P Jam's tunes and that. I'd just left 1Xtra, my time was done. I just thought, “Fuck, I gotta do something.” So I had all the tunes I was playing – because everyone was giving me everything innit – so I said, “Let me do a quick mixtape.” I had everyone ringing me, I said “Look, I'm not selling your tune yeah, it's in the mix! It's a DJ mix. I'm selling the CD but it ain't like I'm making anything, I'm just doing it for my own mix. You're acting like I'm trying to sell the tune, but the tune's still available. I've got some on top and it's mixed, sound effects, the tunes are mixing.”

So P Jam's like, “That's bless man, what are man making noise for?” Everyone's happy, I'm still Terror Danjah innit. So everyone was like, “Cool man!” But certain guys were making noise thinking I'm trying to take the tune off of their label and try and put it on After Shock. It wasn't the case. I was like, “Nah, you can do what you want with the songs, I don't give a shit. I'm just trying to turn a CD.” I went to the RWD office and they put it online, I was like “Rah!” That's when I realised things had changed. I walked up with 17 CDs and they went in one day. I went, “Flash, this is future.” “Ah, CDs cost too much”. But I said to my man, “You know what it is yeah, tapes don't run, people don't play vinyl unless you're a DJ. CDs is the course of action, you can put that in your car, rip it and put it on your device, in your iPod.” I knew I was up on the times. But that was the beginning of the end for After Shock as we know it. That was one of many reasons. My CD sold up with all the big mixtapes, but when I convinced those guys a year or two later, it was already too late. The market's been cornered, True Tiger was killing it. All the MCs are killing it,188 everyone's realised the CD market. Vinyl is slumping, you're lucky if you're selling 100 copies now. It was just horrible, so like in 2008, I had to walk away. So I'm walking away from something – and the dust settles, boom! Because they're selling the vinyl, it's crazy. I look at 2009, all these names I've never heard of are the big guys now. The guys everyone was laughing at are now laughing at us. I remember Cameo going, “This is shit, it's shit!” and I'm like “Cameo man, look. My man's hitting all them festivals, he's on about £4,000. I don't think he's shit you know. Have to respect what he's doing.” Not that it's about money but yeah.

So that was like dwindling times. That was the hardest time for me, that was the haaardest time. 2008-09 was very hard. The only god-saving grace at the time, I've always had my head one step ahead, I was chatting to Elijah since 2007 – I met him through Loudmouth and we went to Mistajam, he used to do the hip hop thing in Nottingham – and then 2008, he tried to do a rave so I made a couple of tunes for that, but it didn't happen. We kept in contact, though, talked about grime all day long and that's the time I was doing my stuff with Bratt so I had a tune what saved me, ‘Who Do You Think You Are?’ You know I produced that right?


I didn't know you produced that

A lot of people didn't know. I did that as a joke. I did another electro tune with Bratt and Lauren Mason, it got played a lot. It weren't like our thing but Wiley come with ‘Rolex’ after so I had to remind him, “Don't try it because Logan was playing my record the week before he played ‘Rolex’.” 189 So I was on the ball, Wiley ain't getting in there. It's Wiley, it doesn't matter innit. So Wiley did get it in the end, but it doesn't matter. After that I said fuck it, it's love. Let's do an electro tune. The second one, let's do ‘Who Do You Think You Are?’ Even that was all a concept, meeting Bratt up in KFC, taking the piss. “Let's fucking do this!” So she went shop the next day and I made a beat in ten minutes. Came back, fine-tuning it, done it, sat it down and went “Fuck it, fuuuuck it. It's hard innit.” I was listening to a lot of Deadmau5 and Calvin Harris at the time, listening stuff out of the box. It wasn't I was trying to do old electro, because that's part of growing up as well. I had a manager called Shaurav D’Silva at the time, along with Maurice, who was part of Butterz too. He pitched it to my man from All Around The World, they were like, “Ah OK.” Pete Tong played it three times on Radio 1. The first time he played it, he went [claps] “Right!” Kano go, “Watch, I'm getting signed.” I went, “He played you, that's sick.” He wasn't lying, Universal picked it up. Then when we played it a couple more times, they shot a video, sold, money from it. It wasn't great but it was still money.

2010, Paul McCartney wife had a TV show in Australia and they took the syncing rights for the theme tune. “Ah, that's alright, yeah!” And Planet Mu approached me 2009, they said, “We'll give you £2,000 advance for your tunes.” I was like, “Fuck this, yeah.” I was broke. I got the deal with Bratt, I thought, “You know what. God's great.” I couldn't sign on any more because they threw me off. I got that money, I'm like “That's brilliant, I can live off that for four, five months. I don't need that much. I'm used to not spending money anyway.”

At that time I was wicked with my money. I was walking everywhere, I was good at budgeting because I can cook. When the Planet Mu thing came along now, I thought alright. LuckyMe did the artwork. They said, “Do you want to come to Glasgow to do a launch party?” “How much is that then?” £350? No grime DJ gets £350, they get about £150 or £50. I already knew the dubstep scene, they're getting at least a grand. At the time I was speaking to Joker and he was like, “Bruv what you doing?” “I'm broke.” “What? Why are you not DJing?” At the time I was like, “What?! That much?! Oh my.” If I get a quarter of that I'm happy. That spurred me on and I started to understand what was going on. Joker was considered grime but then dubstep.


And he could go out to the States and be called a dubstep guy and play American raves

He was grime, but he was riding the dubstep wave. So he cosigned me. Then the Planet Mu thing. That was like, when you post a Greatest Hits, that's probably the end of your life. But that was the start! They got me bookings here, I was like, “Yo! What's going on?” Then I realised it was Kode9 playing all my old stuff, the dances and DMZ dances and FWD>> and that. I said “Kode look, if it weren't for you, I wouldn't have a leg to stand on, let's do something man.” He was like, “You really want to do it? I'm honoured.” Fuck, come on – this guy! [laughs]. I'm like “Alright cool.” I approached him but I stated, “You've done this and I want to be at this plateau right now and I want to sustain this, because how I see, this dubstep doesn't hold me, but it holds me because this dubstep scene is off the back of grime.” Dubstep was running obviously parallel. I can't taint what El-B and Zed was doing, but I still thought a lot of it were grime. Skream said ‘Midnight Request Line’ was a grime tune.

As soon as dubstep came along, everything was “Naah dubstep!” Plastician was a grime person, “Nah I'm dubstep!” You know what, fuck it. So when everyone went, “Yeah man, you're a sick dubstep producer.” I'm biting my tongue. If grime's part of dubstep then cool. You know what I mean? After a while I'm saying, “Well it's grime really but dubstep is the closest relation to your understanding, that's fine, fair enough.” After a while I never said that my music wasn't dubstep or was, I just quietly said, “I'm just grime.” So when grime started be the cool kids thing again – dubstep had been big and everyone was getting bored of it, all that “wob wob wob.” I liked the actual individual bass. I love what Kahn's doing right now, that's sick, with the proper dubby stuff – but the “Wob wob wob wahhhh”, low LFOs, everyone got sick of that. So they turn around and said to me “Yeah, grime. We like what you do with grime.” I was fine with it because all my tunes are grime.


Your compilation started the reassessment of instrumental grime in the club world. Then there was a Best Of Wiley dubs compilation. Was there a Slew Dem beats compilation?

Yeah yeah. There was a Ruff Sqwad one.


And because of that lack of business sense, or maybe just the fast-moving nature of early grime – like “This is the hype tune now, and then move onto the next thing, move onto the next thing” – nobody had ever catalogued it all. Not many people outside a few DJs within the scene itself had a sense of the history of the specifically instrumental side of it

I was out there on my own. That's the problem with After Shock, I was in my own island. Everyone else big as producers, there were three-four powerhouses, Wiley, Skepta, JME, Jammer at least. And they were MCs too. There was only just me, Bruza was a thing but by then he'd faded away. If I had three more people like me, it would have been a powerhouse. It wasn't like the producer / DJ thing even, so my tunes were up there, but we was unsung heroes. Everyone would be shouting “Wiley! Skepta!” I had to go out and do interviews and say, “What about me? Yeah yeah yeah.” I was up there with them, but I couldn't speak on my behalf because I wasn't an MC. When 2009-10 come around, it was the first time all my old tunes got life. Until that period it was always [2003 Skepta instrumental] ‘DTI’ that got longevity. All my tunes went [thumbs down, blows raspberry]. Everyone speaks about ‘Cock Back’ now, but no one played them. It's not until I made Swindle remix ‘Zumpi Hunter’ and Planet Mu put it out, then everyone went [imitates crowd noise] “Raaaaaaah!” That's when I saw life.

It's only since 2010 I'm where I should be. When Terror's tunes played, everyone's giving respect, but from 2005-09, nah, I was getting no love. The only love I got is when I did ‘Zumpi Hunter’, that stood up with ‘Rhythm ’N’ Gash’ or Skepta's ‘Spaceship Riddim’, they call it. ‘Zumpi Hunter’ was the biggest tune. When Skepta vocalled ‘Rhythm ’N’ Gash’,190 everyone tried to ignore, but then like Wiley was on my tune, and it was getting battered. It was almost like my tune was still the unsung hero but ‘Rhythm ’N’ Gash’ pipped me to it. If Skepta had jumped on, everyone would have jumped on that hype. I'm up there with the tunes, but if it wasn't for me doing the whole plan with Butterz I don't think I would have been grime now, if it all makes sense.


We should definitely talk Butterz. That was the other big thing that secured instrumental grime as something with longevity

I planned Butterz with Elijah but I wasn't going to be the face of it. People would say it's the old hat again if I had. And it worked. Everyone went “Butterz!” So I was part of the label but Elijah was the face of running around doing things, him and his guy Skilliam. I sat back and went [relaxed] “Yeah.” So when people said, “Yeah man, it's good to see the new guys bringing back the old guys like Terror,” I'm like “Fucking, really?” Elijah did do his part of course, but I did a lot! I got the East Village and got Cable, I got the whistles and horns, that was all my idea because I went to Heatwave rave and saw, said “Right Elijah we gotta do this!” Because I came from the 90s, I come from a raving thing, and I said “Record the audio from the raves and give it away.” Again that's a raving thing, I was thinking about mixtapes from the jungle days. Me and Elijah used to speak from 11pm to 7am almost every day, on what we were gonna do next. It's mad how our relationship ain't like that now, but Butterz set off without me and what I can do. So that's why I'm back here going, right, make my own thing. Hardrive was part of the brand, but fine, I'm glad it's all a success. Same I'm glad After Shock was a success.

The other thing, Champion was a success, and he came off the back of what? Me, again. 2010, Pioneer was going to me, “Yeah I've got this guy called Champion.” I said “Nah.” If I didn't discover him, I don't wanna know. I've got to naturally go, “Oh my god!” So I was in the rave in Corsica rooms, Champion came, “Dum dum dum”, I was like, “This is a hype tune!” I went to him, who is this?! He went on his iPhone and showed me Champion, I went, “Ah.” I went to Pioneer with my tail between my legs, “ Champion is sick!” “Ah! He's sick man, what I tell you man?” I said, and I don't know why I said this, I said, “If Champion wants to make some serious money, come check me.” That's not like me, I don't talk like that – but then he rang me and that's how we got it together. We did the last part Butterz and part Hardrive dance in East Village, and then I threw him in the deep end.

I remember P Money and Jammer came up to me and went, “Are you going on next?” I said “Nah. Champion's next.” P went “If you're not on next I'm going home.” I went “Champion's going on next, it's my dance, who you telling? Champion, go on”. Champion was like, “Are you sure?” I said [sucks teeth] “Fuck them man, it's my dance.” If he empty the dance, there's nothing you can do innit. So Julie Adenuga's there, all the it girls are there, all the people are there. They turn up to see Champion, so I've grabbed the mic now. He went on, his first tune, the biggest pull up, it was empty before him. No one was in the room, everyone went to smoke break – but when Champion came on, everyone ran in the room. It was packed within minutes. So I was hosting when the set was done, I went on and I came off, we were both looking at each other like, “You're a good DJ!” “Yeah you've got a good sound man.” We was talking about soundsystem culture. I said “You know what, couple tweaks here and there but you're actually the finished article.” His first five sets, I went everywhere with him and tweaked his set for him. Say “Take that out the set, play this, take that out the set, blah, then you'll be alright.” I went to the last city and I don't need to come to his set no more. I ain't got a bad word to say, “You're cool.”


That Boiler Room set he did a while back with Kieran Hebden is just the perfect set. Amazing

Yeah. All that stuff. You know what else, I think the body of work I put out with Hardrive them times was big. The climax was ‘Full Attention”’, that was everywhere, that was just me on my own. That wasn't no major label, just me doing the legwork and it everywhere it got on compilations, this that, the other where every DJ was playing it. I shouldn't say this, but I showed Kode9 the record first and he said to me, “You know what, like, why are you doing records like that?”

It was actually coming back from Coachella 2011. It was that which made me make it. I got angry because I remember Kanye was on the same time as me, I'm playing to a room like [looks around as if searching for the audience] When I played in San Francisco the same week, I turned over the dance! It was Zed Bias, Roska and Joy Orbison.

I bussed the rave! To when Joy O was like [warily awestruck] “Rah, OK, yeah.” So then I've been walking through Coachella, Tinie Tempah was there, obviously we were close from After Shock, it's like “Alright, cool cool.” Bratt was there, everyone was there. While I'm talking to Tinie, Usher's there, Danny DeVito's there, David Hasselhoff was there, all there with him. When he was on the stage, I was watching thinking “Fucking hell!” He's not even on the main stage but his stage was proper, 3,000, 4,000 people there. So I see him, I watch Chromeo, then I'm walking back to where all the UK people are, Mary Anne Hobbs, Hype, Joy O, Ramadanman. They booked us for the sake of booking us, I don't think they booked much UK artists after that year. I think they realised America's went “Fuck these guys.”

They needed us then though. But when I walked through the park by the big stage, it hit me, I'm like, “I don't want to be over there. I want to be here. I don't want to do commercial but why can't our music be here?” Back to the park, a couple hundred people, sparse, dancing around you know, then Mary Anne Hobbs had it nice, built it up, Hype went on, all the names went on, when it got to dark, it was packed – then as soon as Kanye went on, “Yeah brother, see you in a minute yeah” [massive sigh]. That's when I met Zed properly. I was the only one standing there, Zed goes to me, “Respect for hanging around.” He hang around for my set too, but I was vex because I took it to heart. But walking through the park made me realise, “You need to do songs again Terror.” I came back and I was so frustrated. The day I came back, the next day I went on Twitter, I went, “Who's a good singer? What's going on?” Then Ruby Lee Ryder hit me up – I heard the vocal and I went, “It's not what I'd normally do but fuck it.” ‘Full Attention’ is a bold statement.

And I made it work. So when I finished everyone was like, “You know what, I actually like this.” I was like “Yeah!” She'd sent the acappella, I made the tune, and you know the intro part, that's all I had [hums the bleepy notes]. I'd got stuck at the drop. Normally that's a bad rule, you don't do that. You do the tune first, then you do the intro. It's like a barber, when you get them brushed and you shape it, you're taking the brush and wiping the hair off of them. You go, yeah, “You've finished now, how's that?” That's the intro to me. I've got a knack of always making my intro not like the drop. So I did that now. I was stuck, I was thinking “Shit, this intro is epic.” So I'm jogging around my park – I always say to everyone, “If you're stuck on work then exercise, not the gym, just do some cardio, run!” – so I was thinking, jogging, jogging, stopped. I started to jog again and I got the idea. I'm going home, running round. I come back home, I felt good about myself.

I went right in, opened up the files. I had a tune called “‘East Village’ because obviously the club is where we did big things. I opened it up, put the intro on, tuned the bass a bit, that was it. The intro was [hums the bleeps] so then I just got the little wobbles here and went [hums]. I went down [exaggerated hums]. Same as ‘East Village’. I went “Fucking hell, aah.” Then from the chorus back in, I was like “Aaaaah, this is it!” It's a perfect marriage. Sent it to Kode9 first. “Why you doing these records?” “Kode, this is for the people that don't understand, I'm not known now. I'm not the Terror Danjah you see in your eyes.” So when I sent Champion, he said, [disbelieving] “Yo you're Terror Danjah!” But I explained to him, every three years the students change, so at this point I'd missed three loops of that and no one even knows who I am. They know who you are because you're current. I'm not current. All my old school stuff is missed except by the few old men. The people who bought Planet Mu knew, like people that are connoisseurs, sipping their wine like [comedy posh voice] “Yas it's Terror Danjah.” But the kids don't know who I am!

So when I done ‘Full Attention’, this is for the kids, the ravers of now the N-Dubz kids. So no one that I knew got in until when the tune bust. When I'm showing them the Twitter response, “Read that,” “Aah, your first tune I've ever heard was ‘Full Attention’.” I said, “Don't ever think that people are where your mind is because they're not. Think like a youth for the first time.” I said Champion, “If I'm some kid, probably the first time I've heard you was [Champion's 2013 remix of Four Tet] ‘Kool FM’, not [Champion's 2009] ‘Tribal Affair’. I heard the tune you made two years ago, not the tunes you're synonymous for. They'll check back later.” When them kids are now seeing “Grime legend”, they just go “Yeah sure you are!” Then mayyyybe, they check round and go “Oh shit, OK, he worked with X, Y and Z!” But nine times out of ten they're not gonna do their homework. People are lazy.


So you've had a couple of years off. When you stepped aside, the whole thing with Butterz – and a few other people getting on instrumental grime as a thing – reached the hipsters. Then in another couple of years, it went bang to Only Way is Essex. Across the country grime is now pop again

Yeah, yeah, yeah. It's a mad time. But remember I still was in it. A lot of people don't know I helped Champion running Formula. I'm more behind the scenes, it kind of kept me sane. I'm giving him my ideas but my mind was not on it. Champion's every day, “Come on man, make a tune,” “Ah fuck music man, I just want to live.” Just got my new [BMW] 3 Series, I want to drive around. I've been enjoying life just eating food, putting on weight, I stopped training. It feels good, I don't really like the grime where it is at the moment anyway, everyone's fucking pissed me off. Fuck them. Every day people like “Terror don't…” “Ah don't worry, I'll come back, I'll be back.” I've not lost sight of it. Still doing bookings here and there and I'm still turning over raves, it was never a problem.

I needed that reset to where I look at things now and I go, “Right, I'm more hungry.” I feel like it's 2002-03 now, my appetite is back, I know I've got to do. You hear what I'm making now, it's like, I feel like I'm untouchable. I feel like there's no stipulation for me to do anything again. I feel I've been pushed to the edge where I've lost the plot. I've gone through so much in the last two years, I don't care no more. I literally


So back to your original inspiration, those Dizzee tunes where you realise he doesn't give a fuck?

Yeah. I've gone mad now. Having a child is a turning point – having my old man pass away, and having kids. I'm now the responsible role model. I'm probably not the greatest – but I'm not like the worst. But what's good about everything that happened with After Shock is I'm used to recording 20 artists and making tunes, it's made me efficient. Not saying many of them are brilliant but I can make a beat, mix, master a tune within a day. I can make a tune in five minutes, call an artist, say, “Listen to this!” Oh my, come down, vibing, vibing, you know, get the tune more or less sculptured out. Next day mix it and master it because I don't believe in doing it all in a day, so I always give it time. Last couple of years I got people doing stuff. D.O.K., P Jam, Dexplicit. But now I want songs again, I've got things going where I can do albums now. I'm ready now!
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OLLIE Jones is an archetype: an urchin, an artful dodger, in every possible way a bit of a lad. And if you think that's a patronising way to talk about a young white working-class man, well, you've never met him. An old employer of mine, Mark Ellen, has a theory that musicians get stuck at the age they first achieve success. Well, Skream was putting out records that defined one of Britain's most important musical movements when he was just 15 – and there's still something of the precocious, provocative teenager about him. Yet he also has an air of being, if not worldly-wise, certainly well adapted to the world that he's lived in his whole adult life. This is someone who has lived a dozen lives, who's spearheaded huge musical shifts, who's indulged in enough partying to kill a herd of buffalo – and also someone who's come through it with insight, a sense of what is best for him, and an extraordinary memory for the specific musical and cultural moments that got him here.

Alone and with his best friend Beni “Benga” Adejumo, those teenage releases from the early 2000s still stand up as tracks as great as anything in Britain's underground rave and bass lineage. They show the moment that dubstep completely untethered itself from its immediate influences and became a new language in its own right. At that point, Croydon became Britain's Detroit, its technological adaptations of musical history and reactions to social shifts creating something that altered the fabric of global club (and pop) culture as much as techno ever has, and which has been bastardised and misused as much as techno to boot. All of this came from a tiny core of friends: Skream, Benga, Mala, Coki, Hatcha, Walsh, Distance, N-Type, Chefal, Cyrus, Pokes, Crazy D, Cotti, Cluekid. A genuine micro-movement from one unprepossessing slice of suburban sprawl genuinely changed the world.

Skream rode the rocket all the way. Already a star in the little world of Croydon before he even released a record, he was out front with each expansion of the sound, on the dancefloor, at the party, in the press. But he also maintained a ludicrously high output rate, consistently making the tracks that defined each new phase in dubstep's growth, as well as all kinds of oddities that have stood the test of time (for example the trio of grime EPs he released as Mr. Kaes in 2005-06 that showed he could have casually excelled in that scene if he'd made that his focus).

As you'll see, he talks at a mile a minute, with few filters, and is completely willing to contradict himself. One minute he's saying he's never rude, the next that he “don't give a fuck” rudeness is a defining side of his character. But this is a fairly accurate reflection of the contradictions that made him a star, first within the enclosed world of dubstep and then within the global DJ big league. He is both belligerent and charming, unhinged and focused, a rampant ravemonkey and a caring, thoughtful dad. And he absolutely loves to tell a story, again with a conflicted mix of self- mythologising and a desire to cut through the bullshit and ensure the right people get their due. He's certainly not a different person when the tape is rolling from when it's not. Indeed, as I pressed record for this interview (in his home on a nice, leafy fringe of Croydon) he was already in full flow…

I still haven't got all my kit set up yet properly because I've got such short patience. I've just got the speakers set up, the keyboard set up. Fuck wasting time. So where do we begin?


Let's start at the start. What part of Croydon did you grow up in?

I originally lived in South Eden Park Road, then I moved to Croydon when I was around nine – no, what am I talking about? When I was five. Or six, eight or something. I lived in an area called Selsdon. Grew up there, with my brother Jack playing music. He's nine years older than me, so it was jungle and hardcore. He was my connection with Big Apple, he worked there from when it opened [in 1992].


So you were hearing rave music

I remember jungle when I was about five, or proto-jungle, and thinking it was a fucking racket. Obviously my little delicate ears didn't understand, but yeah. The first time I remember walking in the shop, I was down on Surrey Street fruit market, where the shop was located. My mum was getting fruit and I was like, “I'll be back in a minute,” and ran in and did the most annoying thing that you can do in the record shop, I asked for the very highest record to have a listen to it and said “Nah I don't want it”, and I walked out. I must have been 12, they didn't know I was Jack's brother. At this point I didn't know Benga, I didn't know anyone, I was just sort of… 12.


Do you remember what the record was?

It was ‘Bizzy's Party’: “Bizzy, Bizzy's Party” [singing] “This one's going out to all the pretty girls.” 191 I'd been hanging about with two girls the weekend before and one of them had mixtapes. Everyone made tapes for girls, it was cool. I remember them singing it, it'd been on Upfront FM – which ties in with Hatcha actually, that's where he was on originally. Then I started to go in the shop regularly, and started working there pre-15. Hatcha was the first person I met from the shop on a personal basis. He woke me up once, my brother was meant to be at work. He must have only been 17 himself, and he come and knocked. I was in bed, got up, angry I'd been woken up. Answered the door and there's this little geezer there standing with a massive grin on his face asking if Jack's there.

Then we become friends, and around that time I started to make music. I was at a friend's house in Penge and we went to see one of our other friends and he was making music. I've obviously told this story loads, but seeing him making music on a Playstation One and thinking, “Rah! I didn't think you could do it this easy.” Not easy in a sense, but easy to get music to come out the speakers, without having a multi-thousand pound studio. I think it was the back-end of garage, the start of 8-bar. When DJ Youngstar ‘Pulse X’ came out, around that time. I guess that record was the start of a lot of young bedroom producers. Maybe I'm wrong on the timeline because I remember making stuff that was more El-B garage before I did a ‘Pulse X’ bootleg. Everyone did a ‘Pulse X’ bootleg.


What were you interested in, apart from making mixtapes for girls?

It weren't until Big Apple that I knew what I wanted. I listened to pirate radio, I was into MCs, the Pay As You Go, massively into So Solid being from South London. Delight FM was the local.192 There was Upfront but that ended when everything got a bit tougher musically, then it was more about Delight. Occasionally Rinse, occasionally Freek, which had Heartless on – but mainly it would be So Solid Sunday all day, all the MCs.


But were you sporty, were you arty, were you a reader?

I played football up until I was 15, for a pretty good team. Half of them are professional now. I was never gonna be a professional. Always chasing a girl about somewhere. I was a big stoner when I was younger, which is mad, I haven't smoked since I was 18. I was that kid who was into music and smoking weed. The record shop was where I felt like my life started to take place.


I'm guessing school didn't –

[jumps in] Nah I didn't really get on with them as much as my mum wanted me to. I'm really lucky in the sense that what I ended up doing worked, otherwise I'd be fucked. I talk to people now – I've got a good group of mates I still talk to that I grew up with, non-music friends I call them – and they say, “What would you have done?” I say, “I would have been fucked.”


Do you think growing up in this area doesn't give you many opportunities?

Nah nah, all my mates work. Not one of my mates is unemployed, they're all carpenters, electricians, all fully qualified. I hung about on an estate – which was the pits really, but everyone had a grafting mentality because all their dads grafted. Luckily, majority of people had their dads in their life, which is quite rare. However shitty the estate was, there was still big family mentality there. I didn't even live there, I was an outsider. I lived in a nice house at the bottom of the hill.


So you automatically gravitate to people like Hatcha – who, let's face it, is a bit feral?

Yeah yeah, he was nearer my age. John [Kennedy, founder of Big Apple] and Arthur Artwork were older, my brother's age. They were my brother's friends, so I was doing stuff I weren't meant to be doing. I felt I could get away with more and talk about more naughty stuff.


It's funny you're talking about this sense of belonging, because Hatcha told me they were replacement male figures for him, with his dad not around. People talk idly about musical spaces being a family, but it really sounds like it was

For me it was. Very much a part of the shop for me still to this day – and I take nothing away from my mum or dad who I lived with until I moved out with my girlfriend. I learned the majority of life skills from them – or music industry skills, I don't know how different they are. My dad brought me up not to be an idiot, don't be rude to people, don't be a cunt. There's never no need for it. So I already had that instilled, and I've never felt I've been rude unless it's been provoked. But in the shop I was the youngest until I met Beni – I'll get onto meeting Beni in a minute.


That place was such a hub for people far and wide. You must have met all walks of life there

I learned the majority of stuff that's got me on in life in that shop: I met people who were dodgy, people who weren't, people who were sound as fuck and people who weren't. And the constant interaction all the time, there was never a dull moment. The musical aspect too: if Hatcha was there all you'd hear all day was garage – or later dubstep. Well, it was pre-that but he wouldn't cater for the customers.

He was an amazing salesman because he could sell you shit on a shovel, but if someone came in and asked for something he'd be like “Nah nah this is what you want” and they'd be like, “No it's not.” He used to drive the owner John up the wall but he'd get a sale. But I didn't work with Hatcha a lot, it was mainly when he was off. I'd work with the owner, John Kennedy. They were house heads at the time, I got there after they were all bang into techno: Naked, Azuli, what was turning into funky house, handbag house. Proper house really. Hearing stuff I wouldn't hear otherwise – I didn't have it at home and I wouldn't be hanging about with people that listen to that.


That was the way garage people went. If you weren't young and into grimey noises, you'd gravitate back towards house

Yeah, totally. And you'd meet all John's and Arthur's friends from that side, clubbing-wise. It was just a melting pot, every record shop is. And it was in a fruit market. You'd get people from East coming down, from pure concrete jungle, and go “Fucking hell, in this fruit market?”


Did you start to understand the details of people's tastes as well?

Yeah I think it made me want to explore music more. It was definitely where I found my love for disco. I remember my mates coming round and I'd be listening to a jungle tune, they were strictly garage, they'd be like, “What's this shit?” Just that thing of not being like the average radio listener, who only listens to what the mass listens to. So I thank the shop for giving me an open mind. Plus the part of talking to anyone, regardless of how they looked. You didn't really judge anyone because at the end of the day, you had the common connection which was music. However cheesy that sounds it's the truth.


And you wanted to get them to spend money

Heh, well. But I wasn't a sales guy particularly. My main job was doing the post but I'd stay behind the counter until it shut, until they asked me to leave really. I got the job in the first place because I used to get suspended a lot from school. Even if I hadn't been suspended I'd go in the shop in the morning, I'd have breakfast on the market in one of the caffs, wait for the shop to open and I'd be standing outside. I remember John going, “If you're gonna fucking stand about here all the time, get round the counter and do some work.” It was one of the saddest moments in my life when the place shut.


Did you let the people you were working with know about the music you were making?

OK, so going back to seeing my friend make music, I bought the Playstation programme the next day and I told Hatcha, because Hatcha was the biggest influence on me as a producer at that time. I still hadn't met Benga at this point. I started doing stuff, it was wack for ages. To be fair I got really really bored with Music [2000, the Playstation composition software]. I don't think anyone heard the stuff I wrote on it because I got extremely bored really quick. It weren't until my brother did a garage vinyl, it was called ‘The Loops’. One side was a track he did with Artwork, with a Colonel Mustard sample on it, it was a black label that said Hijak, and the other side was a DJ tool, like 30 garage loops.193 It's probably one of the most sought-after now because it was one of the only DJ tool garage ones to come out – like scratch vinyls that hip hop DJs used to do except for garage. Jack used to scratch DJ, and it had all the classic loops on, Masterstepz ‘Melody’, Feel My Burning, the famous one EZ used with the DJ Luck & MC Neat ‘bad bassline’ lyric looped. At the time EZ was the one who killed it because he was a skilled DJ – obviously he still is – so he found use in it. A lot of people knew what to do but didn't really know how to use it.

Yeah, it was when I seen him using Fruity Loops, I think it was Fruity Loops 2. I was always scared to ask for help, I don't know why. I think it's that nine-ten year gap, he was a teenager, practically an adult. I waited for him to go out and I opened it, figured it out and voilà, I'm still using it. That was like breaking the ice, I felt a lot more free asking about it. Basically I kept fucking with his loops, I kept opening the projects where he'd set these loops up and fucking with them. He was like “Look, fuck's sake, let me show you: don't touch these, these are my things, but there's some samples, go through them, you load each one into here.” People started hearing what I was doing, mainly Hatcha. So at this time, musically it would have been pre- start to Ammunition, Sarah at the time, Neil Joliffe.


So what was your approach building beats?

The easiest way for me to think of stuff is the music I was copying. This was pre Wookie ‘Storm’, or around that time, a lot of the El-B remixes. The tune that fully got me into wanting to make the stuff I started to make was Darqwan ‘Confused’. Actually saying that, I knew Beni at the point I heard that track, so maybe I should go before I met Beni. I was working in the shop on a Sunday. I knew Benga's brother, the one older than Beni but not the oldest – but then his other brother Flash came in and was like, “You're making tunes right?” I'd made a tune and played it out at a social club party, and he came in and was like, “My brother's making tunes, Beni G.” And funnily enough at the time, my brother had just played back to back with Benga when Beni was about 11, at a club called The Blue Anchor in Croydon. So he knew my elder brother and I knew his elder brother but we didn't know each other. Then he give me his house phone number and later on that Sunday after the shop had shut I rang him up. We just started talking and playing music down the phone to each other – kind of underground garage, mutated I guess because we wasn't as good as the people making the garage but we still wanted to do something. Conversation down the phone is probably the equivalent to IMS messenger now, or whatever you use to send tracks back and forth. As soon as we start something we'd ring up like “Listen to that” and he'd be like, “Fuck, right, I'll call you back.” Then an hour later “Right, listen to this I've just done.” So there was always an amazing creative competition but in such a fun way, it was purely excitement. Then we sort of started a crew, Smooth Criminals – but most people were playing garage, then the start of Pay As You Go type records. It weren't necessarily grime but it was leading that way. We always wanted to play really dark stuff. The b-sides, which were the El-B.

This was start of 2001. I had a time of MCing pre-me and Benga. I started DJing when I was 12-13. Kutz has tapes of me MCing somewhere, I'll fucking kill him if that ever come out. But everyone wanted to MC at the time, it was the start of glorified British MCs – garage MCs anyway, not like hip hop artists. Club MCs because it stopped being hosting and started to be lyrics. Then we was making what Hatcha was playing on the radio, which was still Upfront FM. Him and MC Easy Rider – RIP. Before there was Hatcha and Crazy D, it was Easy Rider and Hatcha. I'd wait up on a Sunday night or a Thursday, 1am, fall asleep listening, wait until my tune gets played. It was very dark, as dark as you could possibly do it. Benga was heavily inspired by Wookie and I was influenced by Oris Jay ‘Confused’. Darqwan, El-B, then Horsepower, – fucking loved it, and when I heard ‘Confused’, the bassline on it, “wuwub wub wub”. I'd heard wobble basses but not like that, like constant heavy…

So basically me and Benga were replicating these basslines we was listening to on a plug-in called the TS 404. This one was pure monophonic, it was solid, we remade these basslines and we was like, they've got to be using this, they can't be making this bassline on anything else – stupidly not understanding anything about synthesis at the time. I remember meeting Oris Jay and going, “You use Fruity Loops?” He was like, “Nah, I use Cubase mate.” Then the start of FWD>> was all stemmed off the back of a Big Apple Christmas party. I think I was 15. It was a dubplate-only set. They came up with this idea: all the DJs play dubplates only, Heartless Crew, Hatcha. Time-wise, 2001, that was still predominantly garage-y. I didn't have a record played out, I think Benga did, ‘Dose’ – which came out on his first release, but the proto-version before it had been beefed up in the studio.194 That was when we were fully on making tunes, we did it every day or as much as we could anyway. Then obviously FWD>> started in earnest, Hatcha was a resident. He might have been the only DJ who had a dubplate box and only played dubplates, that was his thing. He wouldn't play a record anyone else had heard. Which meant we couldn't give music to anyone, which didn't turn out to be a bad thing.


So you were literally making music for Hatcha

Yeah. And that's where the story properly begins for dubstep I guess. Because the term still didn't exist at this point. There's a slight debate over the creation of the term. I believe it was Hatcha in the record shop. The record that started it for me was Elephant Man ‘Log On’, the Horsepower mix. I'd never heard nothing like it at the time. It was fucking unbelievable. Benny Ill brought it down. When I started making music, I become very good friends with Benny Ill. I must have done his fucking head in. I'd be round his house all the time. I'd just sit at the back of the studio and just watch him for hours and hours. Yeah, he brought this tune in and, like, Benny's an unconventional-looking person.


Is he called that because he looks ill?

I think it was just a clever name. Now he looks pretty fresh, at the time he had a long ponytail. He just looked like a stoner really. He brought this ‘Log On’ tune in – it was Friday, the day the distributors come in, there was a pub opposite, go get some beers, be there until half eight, nine, ten, whatever. And a lot of people brought tunes in, like “Oh have a listen to this.” Friday is when me and Benga would go and test the music on the speakers. But Benny Ill brought this tune in. I swear to god, to this day I'll have a reaction go through me hearing ‘Log On’. It got played about four times.

It was an official mix at the time, which was rare unless it was a new pop act. But for something like Elephant Man, vocal samples like this, that he'd actually got legitimately and did this mix – for me, that was the start of dubstep. There was either going to be a term raggage, like ragga garage, which thank fuck it didn't! Sounds like a disease don't it? “They've all got raggage.” Dubstep was the term came about. I think it's been linked back to Martin Clark – but just for the fact of something so simple as putting two words together, it sounds so Hatcha. I did a remix for Kode9 and off the back of that I did this tune called ‘Dubstep 3’. He was like, “No you can't call it that because that's what the sound is called.” I was like “Yeah but so? That's kind of what the tune is, it's like dub stepping.” He was like “But that's what the music's called.” I was like “Alright”. I remember it stemming from Hatcha. There's probably going to be mass debate. Actually there won't, it'll only be between him and Martin.


It was first in print in XLR8R, I guess that was Martin Clark.195

That was a really good article actually. And then it was fucking such good times. It was my first time going out. I'd been to under-18 raves, but this was Velvet Rooms in Charing Cross. We'd all go up in a limo because it was cheaper than everyone getting cabs. I was out with the older boys, I started to feel part of what was happening. It was still the back-end of garage, very slick production. It gave place for Zed Bias and that. They did used to play like that up at Sidewinder, but this was about dubplates, it weren't about MCs. I think Slimzee and Maxwell D played the first one and it was pure grime, pure 8-bar. It was still a bit champagne. But by the third one the girls had gone, it was a man-dance. It didn't bother me at the time because I couldn't have pulled any of these birds anyway. It felt like grown women at the time and I was properly a kid.

We'd go there, me, Beni, my brother, loads of us. A Croydon crew out, with Hatcha's mates, we'd all go up together and it'd be wicked. Pitch black room, sit in the back, I'd get drunk and stoned, wait to see if one of my tunes got played. The first one out of me and Beni to get a tune played was Beni, ‘Dose’ that I was talking about earlier. It was once a month – or fortnightly – so you'd make records up until the day. I knew when Hatcha was going to cut in Transition, so I'd get in the car with him and we'd listen to my tunes on the way. So it'd be like “Right, you're cutting this one or this one or this one?” It started off as one, it'd became ten of mine at a time, ten of Beni's. That was 2002, the big tune was El-B and Juiceman ‘Buck & Bury’ – it got made in 2002, released in 2008.196 Another important party for me as Skream was FWD>> takeover at Fabric Room 3, when Hatcha played. I made so many tunes for this because it was like, “This is going to be a big one, I can feel it.” It weren't packed but it felt packed. I'd never really been in a big room. At the time, it was great. That would have been 2002 as well.

I think Hatcha played about four of my tunes, it was going off. If you listen back now the tunes sounded cheap, but they still had the vibe or whatever. I remember Juiceman going, “It's all about that kid there, Skream.” I didn't even know him at the time. I think Hatcha had pointed me out.


At that point, dubstep must have been another of these half-formed things, like sub-low and 8-bar

The clientele that got into it were the WARP fans. Very much boys is what I mean, the man-dance. It weren't a mass thing. You knew or you didn't, you was interested or you weren't. If you were into mass popular music at the time, it would have sounded like shite, the rhythms and everything were just out, it was like your own timing almost.


Going back to the grime influence, you said ‘Pulse X’ changed things. It's a bit like a punk record. It shows anyone can do it. It's so simple

Yeah and it sounds like shit.


But you can still play it and people will dance to it

The kick drum is distorted because it's coming out of the computer too loud. The claps distort out – so yeah, very much a punk record. And everyone likes it. I've got a version of it with Elephant Man over the time. Arthur did it, it's a fucking killer. But yeah, dubstep – and grime, very much grime – was the spawn of the bedroom producer. On a bigger level, I think me and Beni was at the front of that, when we met Zed Bias and people. When Arthur and Hatcha played records, I know Zed Bias in particular was like, “These kids are doing it in their bedrooms.” He was fucking really surprised. We were the only people who knew we were making tunes in our bedroom, even people who come into the shop. Silkie was the one we met from coming to the shop who made tunes on Fruity at the time as well.

We knew Youngstar made ‘Pulse X’ on a Playstation. It very much got focused on. By 2002 we left off with the fabric thing, by 2003 we did ‘The Judgement’.197 Which very much felt and sounded bigger than most records at the time, it sounded fat. That was Benga's fucking magic. And that was the start of us, we were in. That was the start of Dubstep Allstars 1, the intro tune. It was Hatcha's intro tune everywhere. And then we had people hitting us up for tunes. Every other tune we'd make would get a rewind. We were the lads. I still don't think we were 18 yet. It was great.


Did you think “This is what I'm gonna do”?

I knew that about three years previous, there was never going to be anything else. Even if it hadn't happened, I'd still be making tunes. But I felt like I had made it, especially when we did ‘The Judgement’. We did our first magazine feature, I was just 16, Beni was 15. I could finally show my mum something, because they were panicking. All they know is I was coming home, “Oh my record got played last night.” To them, it was like, “OK, that's all good and great, what does that mean?”


Like me saying “I sang a song down the youth club” as far as they're concerned

Once ‘The Judgement’ came out on Big Apple I had something I could hold. Then in the magazine we had the record of the month, cross-genre – in Juice magazine. I finally had something I could go, “Look, I'm on the cover of that and I've got a record.” And since that moment it's never felt like work, up until the year I took off. The bit that felt like work was dealing with people. With pricks basically.


You said on Twitter not long ago that around this time, in the early FWD>>s, you would be like, “It's going to get bigger and we're going to build on it like this.” Was that bravado or did you have a battleplan?

We never used to look too far forward. It just all started happening. I genuinely loved it. That whole period. I still love the music. Some of it's got a bit monotonous because they're trying to replicate a period in time, but it's in my blood, it'd be like me disowning a child. I get the shock when I said I wasn't doing it any more, but I never said that fucking quote – the “Dubstep is dead” quote – and any interview says that I said it is bullshit. At the time it was fucking magical. It all started happening. It started and then stopped. That whole time up until ‘Request Line’ it felt like the bubble was happening, bubbling under the surface. But then you started to notice parties that had got really busy, half the time were dead again. At the time, I guess 2004, it felt like it had fallen off. Hatcha was playing garage sets, the same records everyone says are old school now. Beni had started making hip hop for Crazy Titch. It felt like it went on a bit of a lull. Then Digital Mystikz came and gave everyone a kick up the arse. They were older, they'd studied production and stuff, so it was wicked. It was the best thing that ever happened. It had been such a close knit group, and you start not getting inspiration because you're all around each other playing the same stuff.


Was there anyone from outside the initial group of friends at that early stage? Mark One?

Yeah, but you didn't see him all the time. You only really heard his tunes.


He was almost a grime producer

Yeah yeah yeah. Virus Syndicate, Slaughtermob too, I'll give them their due. It wasn't always just a South London thing – which I know a couple of the West London and North London lot used to get annoyed by. But it felt like for us at the front of it, it started to get a bit bored – not bored because we were still making tunes, but it needed a fresh injection. That was when it went a bit techy. I never really made dub- influenced stuff, Horsepower was the dub influence for me. Then Mystikz came in with ‘Mawo Dub’, that first Big Apple EP198. I remember Loefah bringing ‘Indian Dub’ in, there was me behind the counter, Chef sitting on the stairs, Benga in there. He could not have felt more intimidated in his life. He was old enough, but it didn't matter: he'll tell you now, it was probably one of the most nervous he's ever been. He played ‘Indian Dub’ and we was just like, “This is sick.” The intro's like four minutes long, that was weird just in itself. They added a whole new dynamic to production. It was fat, it was just wicked, and then obviously they're all sound as fuck as well. Like family. I remember meeting Mala in the winter, I went to buy my first MIDI controller from Turnkey 24-hour sale when everyone would queue outside all night. That was when I heard the tune, I was like “Fucking yeah.” That Christmas is when I did ‘Request Line’.


So 2004 still? ‘Request Line’ came out in 2005

There was the two Rephlex Grime compilations, I think they were both in 2004. No, second one must have been 2005, then it had all Digital Mystikz.199


It was totally different to the first

The first one was Mark One, Plastician200 and Slaughter Mob. That was when it all kicked off. For me it was ‘Request Line’, but that's when it went [zooming noise], the Mala stuff, the Coki stuff, the Loefah stuff. 2005 was the year. And it only got bigger from there.


That was when you lot started reaching Laurent Garnier and Ricardo Villalobos, all these people already established in techno

I see Ricardo a lot now and he's fucking bonkers. Lovely, lovely, lovely guy. He decided to tell me the other day he did a remix of ‘Request Line’ that he was too scared to send over. There's a Villalobos remix of ‘Request Line’ somewhere, which blows my mind! But it wasn't just that record they picked up on, because a tastemaker doesn't pick up on the biggest record. They'll hear it before it's the big record. Laurent Garnier would have known already at that point. ‘Request Line’ wasn't the best tune about, in all means it wasn't – as I've said many times, it started off as a grime record, and then I thought, “Why am I writing a grime record?” But I kept what I had and added more.201 It was melodic. A lot of the stuff was one-note basslines then, even the Mystikz stuff. Coki's was always ultra melodic but Mala's was always like chamber music.202 It was all about the dynamics, the bass was here – everything else was wherever. But yeah, 2005 was the year everyone started to make a living.


And it had well taken root in Bristol as well?

The first place I went outside of London – not in my life but on a musical thing – was Bristol. They were all doing their own records, it was very much a dubplate culture in Bristol: Appleblim, Shackleton, Wedge, White Boi, Komonazmuk – it wasn't HENCH at the time, it was just them lot. It was Skull Disco, because I remember the Skull Disco parties in Stoke Newington. That added a whole other dynamic because it was like, we went minimal and they went even more minimal. It was intense.


Sam [Shackleton] and Laurie [Appleblim] are like old-school squatter psychedelic punks

[laughs] Well, I met them at a squat party. It was then you had Pinch, that dub background in Bristol, they really took on that side of, it whereas we were starting to make bigger records. I was adding more hooks, more catchy melodies. We was looking to go bigger. Then I released the first album.


What were the first bookings you got outside of the dubstep scene? Plastician got the Rephlex ones obviously, and that was a whole world of its own

Yeah! He'd be like, “I'm going to play in Vienna.” I'd be like, “Fucking Vienna?” As if it was alien. But for me, Bristol kicked it off. My first international gig was Brussels, which blew my mind. It was sold out. The Belgians were always really on it. Leeds was 2006. We went up there on the coach together. As there wasn't that many parties, if there was a big one we all went together: full unit. We did the first Leeds Subdub gig, two coach-loads of people, got on in Norwood. My hair stands up talking about it. It was fucking epic. We went up there, tore the shit out of the back room, absolutely smashed it to bits.


And you would mostly play your own tunes?

Just my own tunes. It was the first place Quest's ‘Hard Food’ proper played out. I didn't even really know him, he sent it to me, or I think Heny.G might have given it. There's someone I've completely undermentioned: Heny.G. I've known that boy when I was about 14. He knew me and Beni for years, he's come down the record shop. He used run for pirate radio and work for pirate radio.


He still bloody does, he puts the hours in

But it's sad how much he forgets to get mentioned, so I have to stress that he has been around forever. Anyway I got Quest ‘Hard Food’ off of him, I had ‘Kalawanji’ which came out on Deep Medi three years later, but I played that that night. They were the only two, all the rest was mine. I don't think I even played any of Beni's. It was unbelievable. When you feel like an outsider because accent – clubs that you're not used to being in, you don't know how the security work, I didn't really know Simon Scott at the time – you feel like you're out in someone else's club. At Plastic People I used to run round causing riot – in a nice way – and you feel like it's your hub, your home. So when we was out of there, we didn't have a point to prove – but we fucking proved it if we did have! We absolutely annihilated it. It was wicked. I can't remember who played before me, it might have been Distance. He's another person I've failed to mention a lot.

What did I make that weekend? It might have been ‘Stagger’, off my first album. It was sick, I've got the recording, and the Digital Mystikz set after. It was just electric. They were going off because that night was so dub heavy, steppa heavy. As soon as you went up there and introduced a bit of enhanced bass – I mean there was a big drum’n’bass crowd up there anyway so it was just the mutation of it all, and it went off! Every tune. I played ‘Tapped’ for the first time, ‘Request Line’, tunes like ‘Dutch Flowerz’, ‘Irie’. I went up with a dubby head on, but quickly switched – I hate giving everyone what they want, I always have done, so I switch to playing my remix for Distance, ‘Cyclops’, it was a fucking beast! Mary Anne Hobbs was on the coach, Crazy D, Sarge [Sgt. Pokes], Coki and everyone. I was very much known as the partier side of the scene then, weed and whatever – but I was from a different background, very much pub kid, not kid but you know what I mean. So we was out having it on Es all the time. Me and my brother were just having such a great time. I remember going to sit at the front, I sat next to Coki, didn't really know him – Coki's one of them people you never really know until you know him. We're really good mates now obviously, but I've gone and sat next to him, “Don't care, want to talk to someone, and I want to talk to Coki!” Because I think one of his tunes had gone off that night. I just remember sitting there fucking chewing his ear off, and my face off to be fair.


And he's just deadpan

Yeah yeah yeah. I didn't give a fuck what his reaction was at the time. I just kept talking and he kept laughing. Then I was like “Alright see you later” then going to the back of the bus was like going home. So yeah it was just an all-round really fun journey. Then it become an annual. Everybody made sure they was on that bill and luckily I managed to be on the majority of them if I was around.


And from that Outlook came?

Yeah but this was before, I didn't do the first Outlook I don't think.


But that's the root of it. Did you start travelling on your own as well around that time?

Yeah. I didn't really have an MC, it was a while until Sgt Pokes became a regular. It was Digital Mystikz and Pokes, and Crazy was with Hatcha. I never really had an MC.


Where would you play? Was it mainly back room of a drum’n’bass club to begin with?

A lot of the back room in drum’n’bass clubs was in London. You'd go to smaller parties where the last DJ might be drum ’n’ bass or jungle but it was pretty much garage or dubstep and then it'd be smaller.


So for most towns, what became known as post-dubstep or bass music was really the way it was anyway – that people would have garage, dubstep, jungle altogether

Yeah, playing grime too, it would be just not the mass. It would be very much underground.


It was small clubs

Yeah. You wouldn't have got away with playing cliché garage tunes that people play now at cool parties, it wouldn't have gone down, you'd have got booted out. I remember playing a basement in Glasgow a little bit, me and Pokes. I was playing plates and it was [makes puffing noise] we got there: there was free Bucky punch203 on the side and it was tiny, my kitchen is wider. Me and Pokes come out covered in mud, you'd be sweating. The venue's still there, the dust turned into mud. We had it up our necks, behind our ears – but it was a fucking good party. Parties like that, if you knew someone at the gig it was a bonus. Luckily from the record shop I could fucking talk to anyone. I still do, It's why my fucking phone book's a nightmare. I didn't really want to sit in my hotel room alone, I'd go out with the promoter and make sure I go for dinner, drinks, meet as many people as possible. That'd be it, then you'd be in an after-party somewhere you've never heard of with people you've never met before, but somehow you knew it was alright.


You must have a strong constitution. You go out and you're up the next morning working

Yeah yeah yeah, I'd be on the train. I never used to miss my trains or things like that. I could only really do one gig a weekend then because I didn't have anyone driving. Eventually my mate started driving for me, then you could gig all weekend, it was great. You could go home whatever time you wanted. It was a magical time. It started to feel like it was a thing. It was cemented. You didn't have to explain what you played any more. My mates were the hardest, my non-music mates. They'd say, “What you play?” I couldn't say “dubstep” because it wouldn't mean anything, but if I said “garage”, they'd be like “Ah yeah let's hear some then!” Then you'd play it and they're all going, “What the fuck's this?” But then people started to hear about it and review columns come out and it was a thing.


I'm trying to think when Mixmag got its own dubstep page. Originally it went on the experimental page with anything from folktronica to breakcore. The dedicated dubstep page was probably end of 2006… then it was the end of 2007 when Caspa and Rusko FabricLive came out

That was another peak. It was just like in drum’n’bass, True Playaz, when it went more Hazard, Tax Man, the Clipz Bristol stuff.204 It went a lot noisier. But as much as people like to slag Rusko and Caspa, whatever, me and Coki made very much mid-range heavy fucking tunes, they just wasn't particularly noisy. There were frequencies which was lower too. It still had fucking bass. But it's the thing, if that fabric CD wouldn't have happened, the bigger boom wouldn't have happened. So it helped everyone. Everyone started to earn more money from then, you could play main room in a drum’n’bass club on a drum ’n’ bass bill. I used to have to check who's playing before me, but then you'd have the local dubstep DJ warm-up so it was alright. I was a big Rusko supporter, I'll tell you that. It got to that point where there became a headline slot, and more was expected to make everyone go mental. That is where that emerges from that CD. What a lot of people don't realise with the CD is they had 24 hours to do it – from finding out they were doing it to mixing it was 24 hours. The Justice CD was meant to be coming out and for some reason fabric weren't happy with it – and fair play to fabric really because to keep up with deadline they just went, “Right, we need to get something!” And it happened to be something that became possibly one of the most important or milestone CDs of any in this whole thing, other than Dubstep Allstars Volume 1.


I went to Tel Aviv with Rusko just before it came out, so I heard the whole story of that. There was no time to plan it, they literally rolled into fabric and mixed it live on the decks in the club. But it's an outstanding mix, it's fucking brilliant. And they were not really more extreme than others around them. N-Type's Dubstep Allstars is hard and heavy and fast and furious mixing. Even your Rinse:02 mix has got plenty on it that's just as hard. That was the sound of the time. They weren't taking it to an extreme, but everyone who latched onto that CD did. People who'd never made dubstep or been into it had that as a starting point, and ratcheted it up from there

That's where it became about the drop. I never hid from the fact, I used to play big drops. When people go back to making old-school shit now, what old school-shit are they talking about? Stuff that had the big drops? The odd melodic tune? Mala chamber-dub tunes? I used to make fucking tons of music, and the ones that went off were all kinds of things. But in that time, big drop, big noises, big fucking reaction. Still, if you look back, it was a great time, it was mental because parties were getting bigger and you'd see more dubstep on the bill and then a full dubstep bill everywhere, or it'd be like me and Andy C or Mala and Gilles Peterson or Annie Mac.


We did that Mixmag cover in 2010: you, Caspa, Rusko, Beni, Joker. In the interview for that you said you were really into the fact the bills you were playing were more like a festival lineup

Right yep. And a lot more money started to come into it.


Exponentially up and up between 2007 and 2011-12, basically

Yeah 100% yeah yeah yeah. And Skrillex was another jump. Actually we've jumped quite far ahead but we'll go back. So we became headliners in our own rights really and that was it. Up until Scary Monsters and Nice Sprites is a blur. From 2006, from the DMZ first Birthday – one of the highlights of my life was when that moved upstairs. Then what happened from 2007 was more people went towards the light. A lot more producers who were better at making noisy stuff cleaner, a lot of drum’n’bass producers came in. They'd still make it to send us, to the close- knit control. Control is a bad word because that sounds like we're the fucking Illuminati or something, but it wasn't just 10-15 people, it was going to thousands of producers really quickly. The amount of dubstep tunes I get sent, it was like, it was happening, it was everywhere. America. We was all going to America at the time, non-fucking-stop.

We'd started going before it went really crazy. My first tour of the States I weren't old enough to drink there, I think I was 19 or 20. It had a presence there, the Dub War, Dave Q, Ken Seckle, Joe Nice obviously. So it was kicking off. Not like it ended up kicking off, but you could go out, sell out, have a really good night, feel like a fucking king. You had that in England, but you're still there with everyone you know. When you get taken out of that, you're like “Fucking hell!” I was going like Romania, it'd just be mad and they'd know every tune.

Another thing with dubstep, it was very much the internet: the dubstep forum was the hub online. Before that was dubplate.net but no one really used it. Forums felt very specialist, people would go, “What you doing?” I'd be like, “Listening to some tunes, listening to the previews” and that was weird to people. But dubstep felt very internet-led. I met Kode9 through dubplate.net. I posted a thing looking for [audio editing software] Soundforge, he said I'll send it to you. Then he emailed it to me. No, he posted me it with a CD on! But other people like Pavel – he used to come and rave from Czech Republic – I remember him emailing me and I fucking got really scared and showed my mum. My mum was like, “What you doing emailing people?” I was like “I haven't, he's emailed me.” She's like, “That's fucking worse!” But I mean, dubstep was always going to get massive because of the interaction it had online.


It was documented from early on as well. The Barefiles DJ sets being online so someone getting into it could reverse-engineer

There was everything. He fucking grafted. It all ended up becoming a problem, he fell out with the Rinse lot which was a shame. It's one of them things that happens in anything that becomes more popular and more people get involved. He worked hard. If he wasn't listening to your show, if you didn't get a message or text, you'd be like “Shit why's he not recording it?” That's where I used to get my sets from, of my own show!


So post-2007 you were gigging several times a week presumably

At one point round that time I did 13 shows in 2 weeks, which was [thousand yard stare].


And you were making tunes all the time

Whenever I was home. I had no responsibilities. I had a girlfriend, but I'd work in the day, see her at night. That was when everything was full systems go all the time. That was the one downfall of the radio being online, you had to keep having new tunes. I'd play ideas on the radio – loops, unfinished tunes – but then people had heard that creation, so you need something new to play out. It was kind of shit on my behalf because I was forgetting loads and loads of ideas. I was like “Shit, I've played that already.” I would've had a lot more tunes if I'd just taken a breather and finished stuff. Mala and everyone, they wouldn't play anything until it was finally done – but that was an age thing as well. Yeah, it was non-stop, pissed every night, either travelling or asleep, DJing or pissed. You was always involved in some sort of social interaction out. Whereas if I was inside, I was making music. If I was outside, I was DJing. It's not that different now but then everything was a big show because it was your headline show every time. You had to be on point. Not saying I was on point every time –


You survived a reputation for wrecking things on occasion!

I worked, regardless. I get shit done. Arthur says I'm not normal, he's never seen anyone like me. But I've never worried, never thought “Fuck I've really done it this time.” The way I see it, as long as your family's cool and you're not getting wrecked in the week, what you do at the weekend is fine. I've definitely calmed down anyway. That whole time I was doing a bottle of vodka straight before I played, a bottle during, whatever else after. Even the thought of that makes me feel sick now. I'm nothing even close to what I was. But back then, if I turned up to a club pissed, I still played my show. Might not have been my best show ever but it definitely weren't the worst. The Boiler Room in Texas, that's the only one where I go, “That was too much.” But there was personal issues going on there.

But going back again, early days of it going crazy in America, I remember seeing this video, Sonny Moore, From First To Last playing a dubstep tune. Amazing, I don't give a shit what anyone says. It has one of the best riffs and it samples Aphex Twin. That was the turning point – I didn't know who he was, I never heard of Skrillex. He played it at a 12th Planet show and that was what made me watch it, because 12th Planet's a really good mate of mine. It was a big deal. I liked the record, that was all I knew about it. I didn't realise it was going to piss off so many people to be honest. It tapped into a white America – it was very much frat boys, red-cup holders, almost a generation, a side of America, unpopular kids had been given a voice via this small kid with black hair and glasses. Obviously I didn't know his history, but his fan base got on it because they loved him as the band leader.

From that moment, it was a whole new ball game. And for me, money got much better – you were going to these fucking festival shows, this was before Skrillex was doing Skrillex DJ shows or playing out. It was just more people on it, and they needed people like us to feed this. But it also meant this harder side had come in, and it was like, “Fuck, shit's gotta get harder!” Or noisier. It's mad I say this because Skrill learned everything from Noisia but the frequencies got a lot higher. For me and Beni especially, we started to write a lot more noisier stuff. Not necessarily less hard than I was writing because that was my thing. But yeah, it completely changed. That whole time's a blur because it was big rooms. You'd end up on bills with your mates a lot more – you'd be able to share these big experiences abroad.


Things like Exit festival and festivals in Belgium?

Not necessarily Exit. Me and Beni DJ'd there after Pharrell to about 30,000 people, and we played what we made at Exit. I'm talking about the EDCs, the big American ones because the impact it had on America, it didn't have in the UK at the same time. It weren't until the artists that were big there became big here that it happened. We were still cool in England, we were still alright. It just started to mutate into something it wasn't, it started to become not what we created. But what ever does? Look at jungle up until 1996 when it went drum’n’bass, then from then till 2000 when it was Twisted Individual and John B beefing on soundsystems in clubs. Everyone outside of the people that made it go “Skrillex ruined everything!” It weren't, at all. We didn't help. I didn't help. I went out and played harder and harder, to keep up with what people wanted. It was past the point of being the ambassador of the early sound – because you was playing to 6,000-7,000-8,000 people. Who want to go mental because that's how they associate the music.

The festivals I was playing, you wouldn't have seen Mala on. I got held up as the poster boy of dubstep for quite a while. I didn't think nothing of it, until the point where I said, “I'm not doing it any more.” I'd been there the whole time, stayed around longer than a lot of people, and managed to be still fairly relevant. I had to smash it when I was out. I couldn't go deep, I'd be playing a prime slot at a festival. Most of the club shows became like festival shows, big shows, 2,000,-2,500,-3,000 people. I was down for deep sets but I was never in the position to play them. Some people go “Yeah but that's what a real DJ is.” No it's not! A DJ is there to make people dance ultimately. If playing fucking mental tunes is making them dance and everyone went home having a good time, that's ultimately what your role is.

You can throw curveballs in, which I always did. I'd always make sure I played something of mine that I believed was really good – better than the ones being spotlighted. Towards the end, I'd play a deeper one, with maybe more of a tribal feeling. Skreamizm 3, with ‘Filth’ on, that was like tribal. It was like the old stuff, it used to go off. I'd have to throw it in, it was all about timing. All DJing is about timing. It just became very much about the drop. Sets got shorter as well, a standard hour, you rarely got 90 minutes any more. The fans that started to come, it was like ADHD crowds. You couldn't have anyone on too long. It was like boom, on, off. You'd hear so many 16-bar loops in a night.


And for the promoters, it was more like a sausage factory, cram it in, get as many names as possible on the bill, stack ’em high and sell ’em expensive

The thing is, how am I gonna turn down headlining a tent at Creamfields, for example. I still had a good time, I've always liked seeing people go mental. You feel like you're on top of the world. I don't ever regret any actual set or show.


It took longer for you than for most to go, “OK, I've had enough of this.” There were certain people tried to play harder and you could see they were uncomfortable with it, like Chef and Quest. Quest was obviously one of the first people to really go off and go, “I disown this.”

Yeah, but also they were never part of the same thing I was by that point. Different people was doing different circuits. The people I were playing with were the people I was hanging out with, and the people sending me tunes and who I was sending tunes. Beni was who I always looked to, we talked to each other more than we spoke to anyone else. And the last two years of that was Skream and Benga. We rarely did solo shows any more. Not counting Magnetic Man we'd only ever done one release together. As us we only did one release together and never made records together.


I guess Magnetic Man was kind of tied together at that point

Yeah. I loved doing Magnetic Man, we were allowed to be fully creative. It wouldn't work now. It wouldn't have worked a year later. It was timing. La Roux had happened – I might be biased but it was the first one that daytime Radio 1 grabbed hold of.205 They were backing for it to be number one which was fucking unheard of. Magnetic Man was a continuation of that. I've been able to write songs. I've always wanted to, it's a really fun process. Working with the two people who I've been closest with for years was natural and it fucking worked. It's a great album. It stands the test of time. It's a good album, good songs, we worked with some amazing songwriters. ‘I Need Air’ is fucking, it was a festival smash.


And a huge radio tune as well

Angela Hunte wrote and produced [Jay-Z and Alicia Keys’] ‘Empire State of Mind’, which is one of the biggest records ever. Magnetic Man was the real fun bit, but also the very much professional bit. We could do that and then me and Beni would do a club show somewhere and get really mad and really unprofessional.


You guys were the only people to do dubstep pop. Obviously Katy B with Benga, but she was on other stuff as well and she was always a house girl. Nero had dubstep pop hits, Chase & Status, even DJ Fresh did on a dubstep tempo track. But none of the original guys did. Distance got lost in development with a big label. They sat on his vocal tunes for ages

I think Distance was a very much harder sell publicly. Whereas I was headlining every other club and party, and Beni was just doing the same. It made sense. People know us already. And to a pop crowd, one of them made the La Roux remix. That's why I say it was all about timing.


Some of the dubstep guys should have been producing more for pop acts

I don't really think so – but Coki should have done a lot more bashment. He's an amazing bashment producer. The thing was, I think a lot of people started to get scared around that time, it was getting too big. But at that point it's too late to revert back underground. When Distance was doing the main stuff, I was well happy – because he's one of the best producers from the whole scene and still is. I don't know. I don't think people wrote as melodically popular – it weren't necessarily soulful, we always wrote catchy riffs. Arthur was always about lead lines, Benga too. Everything we wrote at the time solo could have had a vocal over it but it weren't the same with everyone else.

Then we got the grant from the Arts Council to do it, fucking so last minute. Our first night was our first rehearsal. Live, Cargo, we'd never used the system before. We let Arthur set it all up for weeks to get it working because we couldn't get a good enough timecode box at the time. It was awful, but people seemed to like it. But I think it was the back end of that. Actually I think we toured the record too long. We just kept getting offers: A-list act, a top three album, a top five single. The money that was getting put towards us you couldn't say no – because you don't know how long you get offered that money for. I had my son during Magnetic Man, I missed the biggest tour Magnetic Man ever did waiting for him to be born. Every show was 30,000+, I missed that. Don't regret any of it. Got paid still luckily, but it was like there was other things. Everyone was getting older and you have to start thinking about things.

I'm 32 now, I've got a kid growing up. You do start thinking about things other than yourself. But yeah, the Magnetic Man thing burned itself out for us – there's still demand, not mass demand but people would still like to hear what we started for the second record. But I don't think they'd like it. It weren't 140, we was doing mad electro pop. It was really good, one of the tunes is amazing. But we just couldn't really do it any more. And the club side of dubstep, I didn't think it was dying when I left. I thought it was very much still active. Obviously the UK started to move away from it, as it does, but radio, Nero singles being number one, albums being number one. Skrillex was still the biggest artist on the planet playing ultimately dubstep – regardless of people say it was or it wasn't just 140, mutated version but it came from us. You can't fight progression.


Part of the decision to step away from Magnetic Man was presumably what happened to Beni

I haven't spoken about it much, and I don't really want to. A big part is he was just kind of whisked away. Nobody let us know what was going on. We were doing the Radio 1 show, we were cool, even after stopping dubstep, it worked nicely. I saw him one day at Radio 1, then didn't see him for nearly two years. At first it was “Oh he's taking a break” – I didn't realise how bad it was for a long time. It was a really scary and confusing time not knowing what was going on. I don't want to be selfish and make it about my feelings, though, because what he was going through must've been horrific. The real confusion was that he was like my brother, we went through loads together, but I was completely unaware until it happened. That's the scariest thing: I would never, ever have predicted that. It just shows you how scary mental health is – you might never know what someone is going through.


I know that even though things have improved they are still difficult for him so I'm not going to dig any more. But you mentioned “stopping dubstep”. When you stepped away from all of that, what was it that made you gravitate to the established clubland – house, disco and techno – rather than bass music or neo garage, all those other things that came from your original scene

It was playing for Modeselektor, who I've been good friends with for a while. They've always known I've got a deeper taste in music than what I'm known for. I got a really odd request which made me so nervous once I accepted it, but I accepted it because I like a challenge. I got offered to play with them, Aphex Twin, then who's the other nutty one who plays mad like Aphex Twin, same vibe, he played in like a sphere, an egg? Oh, Squarepusher, sorry. It was the Modeselektion thing at Warehouse Project, and I was asked to play on this bill playing a techno. It was Modeselektor, Squarepusher, Four Tet, me and someone else. They were like “We'd really like you to close, playing a techno set after Four Tet.” I was like, “You're having a fucking laugh, not in a million years.” I said, “I'll play early” – and at the time, I'd never said I'd play early, I'd say I'll play the best time possible. So for that gig, I practiced for so long. I was working with the Instra:mental lot a lot at the time and Boddika had just been created.206 I more moved towards the tempo, a whole different style in a sense of DJing, letting tunes play, letting them really roll out and blending them – instead of mad cutting in and out of tunes and drops.

Just one beer, but I did smoke 40 cigarettes from nerves. I hadn't been that nervous in a long time, it felt nice, it felt really good. I realised I'm a pretty good DJ. I put the set up online. That was the other thing, because when you're just playing 16 bars, 32 bars, you're just like dun dun dun. I had so much fun playing that night. I went through how much music I had when I was practicing for the set and I was like fuck me, I've forgotten how much I've collected over the years. From there I had so much fun. There was a lot more Boddika stuff coming in to my sets. It weren't long after that I was like, I started out playing just 140 sets, but the buzz I had from the Modeselektion show, I didn't feel it any more.207  The more I was listening – it wasn't even necessarily Swamp, it was old Villalobos sets or whatever, I can't think off the top of my head. I've always been a house fan from when I played garage, when I was DJing in my bedroom playing garage: Nice N Ripe, Grant Nelson. Even at 11-12, my brother would take me to gigs he did in Clapham and it'd be funky house, Hed Kandi house, and that never left me. It just felt natural. It felt like I'd had enough of doing dubstep. It didn't even feel sad because the thing was, I weren't playing what I originally set out, I was playing for other people. It's fun each gig seeing people enjoying it, but it becomes shit for you. The process of me saying I'm not doing it any more was from that show ultimately, in 2011.


And you just stopped making dubstep?

I never stopped completely. But basically because of my part in the start of it all, I could never do something else on the side, because I'm never going to be taken seriously in another genre world. I don't want to have one to be work and one to be fun. During the time after I realised I needed to change, I spoke to my manager Sarah [Lockhart] and my agent. They were like “OK, are you sure you're done?” “Yeah I wouldn't have come and said it, this is quite a big thing.” Didn't realise how big it was gonna be eventually. The pre-announcement was the first Skreamizm tour, people didn't realise. I played for three hours, started off with my old stuff, moved into slightly more current stuff – then the last two hours was techno records, old-school house, new-school house, darker techno and stuff. That was meant to be the bridge so when I eventually said “Right, look, I'm hanging this up” it weren't meant to be such a fucking surprise. It was supposed to be easy…

My last actual show was in New York, the roots of dubstep party for Red Bull, such a great night. I did some interviews – and it shows you to pick who you do your interviews with. You just get a list of interviews because it was at a Red Bull thing – so I'm like fine, I've worked with them since I was 18, it's cool. I went from this really weird obscure interview with someone where they kept changing the lights and changing our setup, to doing this one with this geezer from London, asking relatively normal questions. Then an announcement was gonna come that things were changing, but off my own back. That was the plan. But I landed from New York fucking two days later, my phone's going “Bzz bzz bzz.” Going insane! I remember looking at my Twitter going “What the fuck is going on?” My phone had never reacted like it. Someone text me saying, “Go on get the paper.” I opened up and it's on the entertainment page, “DUBSTEP IS DEAD” – with a picture of me looking like I'm about to get hit by a fucking car, like a deer in headlights. I read it and it was the biggest load of shit – because they put that knowing that's all everyone sees before they read it. If you actually read the quote, I say, “The movement for me is over, I don't feel a part of it anymore. There's other things I'm more interested in now.” Nobody read that bit, everyone just read “Skream says dubstep is –”, no, I think it was like “the pioneer of duh duh duh said dubstep is dead!”

It was like “Here we go.” I couldn't go online. I had this massive American crowd going, “You fucking douche” etcetera. “It's not over!” I checked certain comments and they'd never listened to me anyway. They don't actually understand what I'm saying. It upset so many people. The majority of people I know, who I thought it would upset, I didn't even need to speak to them about it. Anyone who knows me well enough will have known how much of a big thing it was. There wasn't a more active person during the creation to when I left than me. You ask someone like Kode9 who was there the entire time, I'm pretty sure he'd agree I did some groundwork. Not blowing smoke up my own arse here, but just being out and being involved and making sure everything was going all the time. I very much felt like a fourth member of DMZ. I was in the studio with Loefah more days than not. I would be with Mala, he was going out with Charlotte's sister [Charlotte is Jones's wife], and I was very much a figurehead. But I got to the point where I don't want to do this any more. Nothing was exciting me. The set I did at Modeselektor for Warehouse Project went online and it won mixes of the year and stuff. I was getting pure ratings from people until that piece-of-shit journalism came out. The frustrating thing was I was about to announce “I'm not doing these dubstep shows from January onwards.” But do it in a managed way instead of this shit!

But the first show I'd had to do that year, the first official all non-140 set, was Bugged Out Weekender, and it went really well. The exciting thing was I had the groundwork again on the social side. I was going out on my own a lot. I was forced to go out and talk to people. Luckily I knew Seth Troxler really well, I met him on a plane and we just talked. Neither of us said what we did for a living then we met backstage at a festival, he was like, “What you doing here?” I was like, “I DJ.” He was like, “So do I!” Then it turned out he was the same age. I spent literally a year just going to every party, meeting everyone I could and doing it all over again.


And you've not looked back?

No. Fuck that. This is me, honestly. When I made the decision to keep the same name but play a different tempo, I worked hard to prove myself. I wouldn't take top of the bill gigs, I wanted to build it up. I even said to Jamie Jones, “Look, I'll play for you for free, just to prove I can do it.” I needed to show it wasn't a flash-in-the-pan thing. But now I vibe off going deep, playing people stuff they ain't heard before, old, new, whatever. I've got sucked back into buying vinyl again, £500 a week gone, but now I literally love every song I play. I'm playing from my personal collection, and it's massively made me a better DJ. I'm always thinking about what goes with what, I really think about the blend, about chord changes, about how much variety I can get in the set. I'm seeing what a great DJ – a Harvey or Villalobos – can do taking people to other places, changing the feeling. And I can do it. I'm comfortable going back to back with anyone now. I'm in this for the long haul, I'm really, really happy where I am now. As long as people want me, I'm there. I'm really content as a person and artistically as well, I'm back in the studio again and the records I'm making are becoming standout tracks in my set.


Have you watched what's happened with the scene, now you've got your head in another?

I still listen. My only problem with dubstep now is a lack of variation. I don't claim to know everything that's going on, but I check what Distance is doing, what Pinch is doing, what Mala's doing, what Coki's doing. A lot of people, Mala's their god – but they're on that vibe so much they haven't got their own vibe. I feel like there's a lack of dynamic in what I'm hearing. I watched Quest and Silkie not long ago, fucking absolutely smashed it. They had that colour to it. It feels very black-and- white now, I don't mean in a race way, I mean dynamically, in a colour-wise sense. It all feels a bit heard-before, other than when I hear a new Mala tune, because it's Mala and he's not doing what anyone else is doing. You had Skream and Benga, Digital Mystikz, Pinch, Distance, Slaughter Mob, Caspa and Rusko – there was a lot of colour, six different DJs would play six different styles all night. If people remember anything about the “classic era” it should be that, you know? It wasn't one thing!
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OF all the people in this book, Mala is one of the most visible, and one of the most elusive. Briefly known as MC Malibu in the UK garage years, he was born Mark Lawrence – and he made his name as Mala, as dubstep emerged from Croydon to the world. Digital Mystikz, the name that he and Dean Harris (aka Coki) chose for their joint musical venture, is one of the most appropriate in modern music, and also one of the bluntest. From the very outset, their sound was as pure and strange as anything in British electronic history, harking back to the bleep and bass of LFO and Nightmares On Wax, with as much techno oomph but more strung out still, and with even more space between the beats, to let the elemental bass tones expand. With Benga and Skream, their young labelmates on Big Apple Records, they created a musical language the world would try to speak, turning Croydon into Britain's Detroit.

Taking their cue from the FWD>> dances where DJ Hatcha broke their tunes, they put on their own rave, DMZ, and set up a label of the same name, together with fellow producer Peter Livingstone aka Loefah, and the heavily dreadlocked MC SGT [Sergeant] Pokes. Shying away from even using the word dubstep, DMZ nevertheless quickly became the locus for the sound's expansion nationally and internationally, building connections in Leeds, Bristol, Baltimore and beyond, with Pokes's Croydub sessions being the place that all the DJs would return to when the sound's international spread took them further out and about. And with very good reason: DMZ was one of the greatest raves ever, with a perfect tension between dubstep's inward turned “mediated on the bass weight” vibe and explosions of excitement when the most out-there new dubs were dropped (which was very, very often). It was welcoming and extremely diverse, and it brought together all the threads of UK bass culture.

And Mala wasn't shy of riding the dubstep wave to international success. He and Coki played the big raves, he took the big remixes – up to and including Grace Jones – and he connected with both disco legend François Kevorkian, and with Public Enemy producers Hank and Keith Shocklee. But at the same time, while friends were reaching for the lasers and the US arena gigs, he did as much as anyone to maintain his sound's connections to dark rooms in South London and home-built speaker stacks. He bound together dub, abstraction and directness in his production, as well as soul (his white label ‘Alicia’, which samples Alicia Keys, remains as sensual as soundsystem experience gets). Alongside Loefah's militant minimalism and Coki's deranged “scrambled egg bass”, he produced classic after era-defining classic. And he remained the mystic (or Mystik) throughout: “I do have a fascination with outer space,” he told me in 2010, “just the vast, indescribable beauty of it, the wonder of creation which kind of happens constantly; these things interest me and inspire me all the time.”

But this is no hippie. Still the savvy South Londoner, adept at branding and knowing his audience, he built a career and connections: as DMZ became sporadic, as dubstep rose and fell, his Deep Medi Muzik label surged on regardless, mentoring different waves of talent and testing the edges of the music he was part of. With Gilles Peterson's Brownswood label he's explored Latin America, making excellent, exploratory albums with local musicians first in Cuba then in Peru. But he's still at his finest in a dark room with a wall of speakers and a bag full of dubplates, delivering the visceral experience he and Coki discovered when they boiled their rave influences down to their purest essences back at the start of the 2000s. Abroad now, with a family, he still channels that soundsystem spirit effortlessly.


So you were brought up in Croydon?

Born and bred South London, lived in Croydon pretty much all my life. I was actually born in Beckenham but Beckenham to Croydon is 15 minutes in the car so.


And was it a musical household?

Not particularly. There was radio on and my mum and dad had a few records, from Trojan and Motown to mainstream pop or disco. A mixed background, pretty normal by London standards: my mother's white English and my dad's Jamaican. South London was always a melting pot of cultures even back then, and even with the problems we had in the 80s. Always different people from different cultures and parts of the world in my environment. Later in life you realise how much of a blessing that has been. Pirate radio was probably the main thing that switched me on to music and sound. I was listening to hardcore and jungle in 1992 when I got a hifi for Christmas that year, I was 12 years old. Tuned into the pirate radio station, attaching a metal coat hanger, untangle it, unwire it so to speak, and attach it to your FM aerial on your hifi, wrap that round the metal and hang it out the window to get your pirate signal. That's what I did as a 12 year old, and yeah that was a rich source of music.


My aunt lived in South London then and when I came into town I was really blown away that there were 100 pirate stations. You'd move the dial a tiny amount and you'd go across three stations, it gave the sense of this culture being so alive

It was fascinating because it was there – but not to the ordinary public. Then that feeling was amplified when you went to an underground rave. I wasn't raving in 1992, but by the age of 14-15, we was already experiencing the feeling you used to get going to a jungle club. You knew the music wasn't being heard or played anywhere else in the world. A really important part of my growing up was feeling like I had discovered something, from the mentality of the underground pirate radio station, the underground rave, and dubplate culture, not knowing what music was being played and or who was playing it even. That was a massive part of the mystery, which definitely had a huge impact on me.


Did you have obsessions before you discovered music that way?

I was obsessed with football, all the way until I was 17-18. I've always been a driven person, competitive in the sense that I've always wanted to be the very best at doing what I do. I played for a football professional team at school level for seven years. You train day in day out but only the top in the group will be on the starting 11, and you still might be a sub. That's offputting for a lot of people: we're told that giving everything is enough and you'll be rewarded, but life isn't fair like that. You've got to be prepared to give your all regardless of the outcome, that's when your heart and soul is tested. Or maybe you're doing it for other reasons – which is just as valid and commendable, I'm not saying there's a better or worse – but I knew from a young age I was willing to give everything that I had for the things that I loved. My music's been no different.


So when you started raving at 14-15, did you immediately get the urge to get stuck in as more than a passive participant? Were you with a crew? Did you want to be involved straight away?

Even before that, listening to pirate radio stations inspired me and friends at school, we already started writing lyrics because we didn't have the resources to buy turntables and go record-collecting. Only when you get your first job, around 13-14 doing a paper round, getting up before school, probably for £12 a week or whatever, no minimum wage then! Again, this is all about character-building and what you're doing to elevate and progress yourself in life. The money I earned on my paper round would be the money I would buy my records with. On our walk to school we had a shop called Upfront Records which used to sell hardcore and jungle and a bit of house and garage, this is 1994-95. We'd go past every day, you'd end up knowing the guys in the shop. One was a guy called DJ Face, who always treated us like any other adult that came into the shop.

Back when you were younger, some record shops would be quite daunting, because of this air of mystery, the pirates, the illegal raves and warehouse raves. We went to Wax City records and Big Apple records in Croydon, another shop called Swag specialised more in house and techno and garage. Wax City was hardcore and jungle, Big Apple jungle and house and garage as well. You go in, pick up your flyers, buy your rave tape packs and record tapes from the pirate stations at the weekend. Then you'd go and exchange them at school on a Monday morning. Some people would record stuff from Kool FM, some from Dream FM, some from Don FM, some from Energy FM.

We'd swap tapes for tapes, tapes for lunches, buy tapes off people. I remember the Desert Storm tape packs and the AWOL tape packs. I still have some at home, from 1994. They're a bit noisy now and maybe the recordings sound a bit low but they still hold the magic they did then. I wasn't in a gang or a crew, but there was definitely close friends: Pokes – Jody – and Coki, we've known each other since we were 10-11 years old, and we were very much into similar things. The story was Coki and Pokes and myself and later Loefah, who actually went to a different school from us.

I met Pete through mutual friends who I went to primary school with. He had a really sick record collection of hardcore and jungle, and I remember them saying, “You've got to meet our mate Hardcore Pete!” We'd go round his house and have a mix. We were like-minded in many ways so instantly there's a friendship that begins to grow, That was the case for a lot of people, the music brought many people together, and maybe not people you would have met in other circumstances.


By the time you started going out it was full-bore jungle

The years where no one's been able to recreate those type of sounds. That 1994-95 era was incredible.


It seemed like it would never end at the time, but then it was just gone, and onto drum’n’bass. It had an insane white heat of creativity and it brought people together – but it also had conflict in it. Were you aware of that, or did you have that youthful bravado, thinking you're bulletproof?

If you've lived a certain lifestyle from a very young age then you'll be aware. It wasn't obvious for me. At first it was just the music but then you start sensing, “Ah that character over there feels a certain way, what's going on over there? Oh right.” Or you go to another dance – and it's the same with the garage raves – and you smell something funny that's not weed or a cigarette. Do you get what I'm saying? I've always said that being in clubs was like my university, the pirate radio stations, the clubs and music. I went to college but I never went to university. I was already growing up in what I was going on to do, already living the life. As soon as you understand the world isn't as nice as adults make out it is, then these mishaps and the dark sides of people and of any kind of scene make themselves apparent. The music I grew up listening to has been no different.


The music encapsulated the tension, the adrenalin and the glory of the fact that all of those different people – even the sketchier people – could be held together in this one coherent thing

I think these things became more apparent when I started creating music myself, because then you start self-analysing what it is you're putting into your own music. I didn't hang around with older kids, I didn't have an older brother showing me things. I was discovering things for the first time – maybe I showed my brothers things when they were a bit younger. You're talking about a 14-year-old still trying to focus at school and do exams, and still into football, but just feels very passionate about this strange music. Which adults don't seem to understand but I feel so connected to.


When did you feel it was something you would do? You were MCing in the garage days

There was some under-18 jungle events, not dibby-dibby little things, proper jungle events where the line up would be solid: Kenny Ken with Mickey Finn and Brockie. From the age of 14-15, I managed to get myself on a few bills as an MC. I was very fortunate in the mid-90s, and I have the tapes to prove it, MCing with people like Kenny Ken, DJ Rap, Mickey Finn, Randall, Jumpin’ Jack Frost, Nicky Blackmarket, Grooverider. I've got flyers with my name on alongside these MCs, alongside people like Skibadee and Stevie Hyper D and the Ragga Twins, Moose, Navigator, GQ, you know.


The unique art of the jungle MC is overlooked in the history of British music, in terms of them cementing a British style and a rave style into the way people spoke and expressed themselves

For sure. You'd hear people talk certain quotes in school that were from certain MCs. They changed or inspired youth language, it's as simple as that.


And it was the rave rather than strictly an MC performance, the technique and the stamina and everything they honed and then taught people, obviously affected everything. Flowdan told me he would never have got the skills he did if it hadn't been for listening to 90-minute tapes and rapping along with every word

Of course. You didn't turn up for five minutes and go: the MC was there for the duration. And as a result, they learned to host as well and that was what I loved about good jungle MCs. Somebody like GQ epitomises that, he can spray bars over any type of beat when the beat drops, but he also has that hosting element where he can sit back off the beat and let the music do the talking, rather than being the driving force, which some MCs do and some genres do. Obviously in grime, often the DJ and the music caters for the MC – whereas jungle in a way did both. Some MCs let the music do the talking and they host, some did both, some were right up- front, lyrical from start to finish. That's what was always really diverse and exciting about a jungle rave. You got to see people's personalities – because when you've got a mic, you're not just going to say lyrics for two hours. You talk to your audience and this is when you see someone's personality. It's not so much a performance, you're getting the person you know. I always liked that about jungle music, it always felt quite personal in that respect.


And no one epitomises that like Pokes

In our genre of music, there's nobody else who does it like him. Very fortunate that he's part of DMZ. Fascinating that he didn't have to say much but when he said something, the way that he said it, how he said it, when he said it, it was always on point. He epitomises that ability to show your personality, and really host a dance. For the type of music that we were making back then, it really needed that. It didn't need the grime thing, it didn't need an MC jumping all over it.


So did there come a conflict between football and music? What made you divert into music?

I got recurring knee injuries. After the second injury, when I was about 16, I had to take several months out. Coming back I knew in my heart I wasn't up for it, so I kind of sadly put it aside. But I was already doing music, so it wasn't like music then took over. I just had more time to focus. At school everybody says by 16-17 you should know what you want to be. I didn't really, but I knew some of the things that I liked. Fortunately my parents were always supportive, as long as I wasn't bumming around doing nothing. I've always worked side-jobs. They didn't force me to go to university just for the sake of going, which I think was a blessing. Any youngster knowing that they've got support from their family to make their own choices is a big deal. It gave me a deeper sense of responsibility.


You were involved in a couple of records in the garage years. What was your experience of dipping a toe into the record industry?

By that time I was a bit older, we're talking 17-18, 19-20, so I was much more aware of certain things on the garage scene. Whether because I was young, or not very good, or people didn't rate me, I felt a lot of hostility from other people that were performing. The MCs, I mean. It felt like, “This is my time, give me the mic!” You had to be on your toes with that, and that was my first taste of mainstream major labels as well. Fortunately and unfortunately for me, the people involved – from my manager at the time to the A&R at EMI – didn't really care so much about the 19-20 year old whose hopes and dreams they were building up. They were just interested in what money they could make. You have all of the pampering and the grooming and the gas and smoke blown in front of you, they put a bit of money on the table, but ultimately if it doesn't achieve what they're expecting… I was expecting more of a human response after that, but it wasn't at all.

It was very cold and dismissive. I worked with a major label for about a year and a half, making a track, the track getting signed, touring the song – because even for a single you'd go out, go do a club tour for nine months up and down the country building the track – doing all of the interviews and rah rah rah. They raise your expectations, you're put on a pedestal you didn't ask to be put on. Then when the record didn't do as good after that 18 months, I think my manager spoke to me twice and the A&R woman spoke to me once, and that was it, done. So as a 20-year-old that was my first real experience of how brutal and unforgiving the music industry is. I went back into regular work after that, and any youngster putting their hopes and dreams into this situation would feel depression and humiliation. It wasn't like I was going around flossing rolexes and renting Porsches and Lamborghinis! But you tell your friends and your family that these things are going on, and in your mind you think, “Right, this is going to be a stepping stone to the next thing.” And it just wasn't that. On top of that, the people treating you devastatingly had been your so-called family for a year. It was a harsh lesson, but very important, one of the most important music industry lessons I was fortunate enough to have.


You've hit on two things that come back again and again. Obviously the short term-ism and the bullshit is endemic, but especially in garage that short-term thinking destroyed so much. Then there was the generation gap thing. Everyone in both grime and dubstep camps, from Jammer to Hatcha to Plastician, has said, “We were ejected from garage, we were not given the chance so we went and did our own thing.” Did you feel that drive among your age group and the people you knew in Croydon early on, a sense that something was kicking back against that?

Nah, because it wasn't against it. Not for me. It wasn't like, “My song didn't pop off in the charts as they said it would, so I'm going to get my own back.” In hindsight thank god it didn't go to top ten, I might have lived to regret it maybe. It's not for everybody. Some people are happy to sing and dance for other people. I guess in my heart of hearts it wasn't really for me, that's how I look at it. One minute everybody's reading about you in a magazine or looking at your video on MTV or hearing you on Capital Radio and the next you're in the call centre collecting money for some insurance company. Not that there's anything wrong with working in a call centre, there's nothing wrong with that at all. But the two places are very very different.

As a youngster navigating that mentally was really challenging, because I had no idea that Hatcha or Plastician felt a certain way. I've MCed for Hatcha many times when he was playing garage, we played many shows together. But he was always about something different as well. He always played b-sides. You wouldn't necessarily know all of Hatcha's tunes as a garage DJ, and he didn't really fit in the DJ Spoony mould of garage. I never knew this at the time and I don't know if it's true, but a story was going around that there was a garage committee trying to stop certain MC tracks being played.208 On the outside of these music scenes, people talk about community and unity and rah rah rah, but on the inside it's often very different. Often it can be full of conflict, and sometimes you need that conflict for people to break the mould and go off and inspire them to do something else.


When did you first become aware it wasn't just Hatcha playing instrumentals of existing garage tunes but that something else was brewing. Obviously FWD>> was already running by this point

Yeah, I went to a couple of FWD>>s. I went to a FWD>> at fabric one time. I think El-B was playing and Juiceman was MCing. It had more of that garage vibe. And Big Apple records was a local record shop to us, so I used to speak to Hatcha, it was through that: “Come down to FWD>>!” A good thing to come out of my major label record deal was buying myself a PC and some music software, so I'd started making my own music. I wasn't making garage tunes, though, I was trying to recreate 1994 jungle. But the more I made music, the more I seemed to be making this stripped- down minimal, the early sound of Digital Mystikz records. Feeling depressed and humiliated, I just locked myself in my studio and made music. I'd go to work during the day and make music all night. Go to bed at silly o’clock, wake up early and go to work, that was my cycle. I even got rid of my bed so I could put a music studio in my room. I bought a futon mattress which I kept on the landing, and used to bring it back in my bedroom to sleep. What are you prepared to do for your passion? It's devotion and dedication, and the telling of character.

So finding a sound, then we'd go to Big Apple and play tracks to Hatcha, and I think he said “Pass them to Tempa.” I remember playing stuff to Neil [Joliffe], who helped run Tempa back in the day with Sarah, and they weren't really feeling it. Then I got some dubs cut up for Hatcha – at Transition because everyone got their dubs cut at Transition – and it wasn't too far away from where I live. I sent music to a couple of people at the time, Kode9, Hatcha, and I think maybe Youngsta. I became very closed and guarded with everything going forward, I'd only give it to a few people.

At Transition I remember hearing a Scottish accent. I asked Jason “Is that Kode9?” And Jason was like, “Yeah.” I ran outside: “Hi Kode9! I'm Mala, Digital Mystikz, I sent you some music a little while ago.” He was one of the first people to go “Yeah man, your stuff is sick man, keep sending me music.” Only a couple of people enjoyed the music I was making, but enough to keep the fire in me burning. Hatcha's DJ set went overnight from having no Digital Mystikz tunes to having almost half his set being Digital Mystikz tunes. Me and Coki had been building tunes for about a year by that point, building and building and building. We gave Hatcha like 15 tunes and he started playing them – then the tracks were getting response straight away in the dance. Don't ask me how or why they got a response – or why I made the music the way I did. I've got no answers for that.


It was coming from an introspective place. You can hear you were depressed and spending a lot of time alone. Did it feel therapeutic? Were you feeling better as a result of getting it out there?

It wasn't really getting it out there. It was definitely about putting everything I was into creating music. Spent hours and days and months and years doing it. So yeah, a type of meditation, but I never thought for a minute that people would enjoy it as dance music. That thought was absurd back then. But it was Hatcha who said he could play this. I don't know how many years later we are now, but Hatcha still plays my music in his sets and I'm very grateful for that.


He's a linchpin. Is it fair to say he defined what dubstep is more than anyone else?

In those early days it was his taste. He wasn't trying to play garage or breakbeat, he wanted to play that stripped-down ongy-bongy because it was beats, bass and some sparse weird abstract pad or synth. It generally had percussion in there because back then we all did. It was very simple hi-hat, then we'd bring in the percussive element of the congas or the tabla or the djembe, whatever drums we were sampling back then. He encouraged people like Benga and Skream to make that music because back then he was only playing stuff from them and Benny Ill and Digital Mystikz and Loefah when he started. It was me and Coki dragged Loefah down to Big Apple records. Back then Pete was a real introvert and pretty shy as well. He didn't really like to make himself known in spaces so I literally had to drag him down to the record shop and play it to Hatcha because it's sick.

It's one of my fondest memories of music, actually. I know Pete's history pretty well, he's a very close friend for many years. And experiencing this moment with him was something that was really beautiful. ‘Indian Dub’ was a track he signed to Big Apple. I remember when he first made it, when it first got played by Hatcha down at FWD>>, the response. He got an instant rewind and I'll never forget the feeling I felt then. And the look on Pete's face, of sheer amazement and sheer joy, not a validation but “Rah!” Like what is it? A sense you're able to be yourself. That's what I always tried to encourage among the producers I work with and in the music I work with on my label, and the environment we used to create at DMZ.


Can you remember when you collectively first started feeling optimism or excitement about spaces like this? Skream's talked to me about going up to FWD>> in limousines together from Croydon, and going up to Leeds and all these collective experiences

Yeah, the DMZ road trips to Leeds. There was a real sense of unity and community. Is 2006 when I first did Leeds? We started DMZ in 2005.


The tipping-point year was 2006, and DMZ moving upstairs was symbolic. Did it feel it was building towards that?

Yeah, so we'd released a record with Big Apple records, then shortly after they closed down. We had already had the hunger then – myself, Pokes, Coki and Loefah – because we started a DMZ record label, put our money together and pressed our first record. That was really exciting for us. We didn't know what we were doing, there wasn't all these YouTube videos online on how to start a record label. Call pressing plants, call distributors, all the things. FWD>> was amazing but some of the music getting played wasn't really us. It was East London, and we wanted something in South London. We did a few test runs of dance events called Dub Session, at a bar Pokes and Loefah worked at called Black Sheep, in Croydon. And an opportunity came up to do a dance in Brixton, which felt perfect. And we wanted to hear more of this minimal deep heavy stuff rather than the bouncy, breakbeat-y stuff. Because FWD>> always played a very diverse range of what was going on at 140.

I guess we narrowed it down. There wasn't just one of us, Coki had his style, Loefah had his, I had mine – so with the record label we just wanted to move forward with that. It was a non-exclusive event, everyone was welcome. And things very quickly started moving and going back to my youth of feeling very driven and playing as a team. There was no plan, no weekly DMZ meeting. It was like, “Let's make music and put on a dance and then release this record because it's having a good response in the dance.” The dubplates became the A&R man, and the dances and the pirate radio stations, Rinse FM being crucial to spreading our music further afield at that time. The reactions were what inspired us to continue making music and to keep putting on dances. Quite quickly for me, it was no longer just about me. There was so many pieces involved here so you've got to play your part as best as possible. Then after the first birthday, 2006, things moved up a notch.


Already by 2006 there was inklings of things happening in Bristol and Amsterdam and places like that. Then Mary Anne Hobbs did Dubstep Warz and really it went global. Which almost exactly coincided with DMZ blowing up from the smaller venue to the much bigger one in Mass

Hats off to Mary Anne Hobbs, because to this day she was the only DJ who really I felt really wanted to represent the music to a mainstream audience, but also wanted to be authentic with it. Some of these DJs come around later on claiming they'd always been supportive, but you'd never ever see them at a DMZ dance. You'd see Mary Anne Hobbs at FWD>>, at DMZ, she'd get on the phone to you for an hour talking about the music, how you're making it, why, where you're coming from. She genuinely wanted to understand. I remember talking to her in great depth before the Dubstep Warz show, before even agreeing to do it. There was no way I was going be misrepresented again. So I was extremely cautious and thorough with my research and conversations I had, but Mary Anne Hobbs was as legit as they come. I presume that's why everyone agreed to do the show, because everybody felt the same sense of security and authenticity. It was like “Come on the show, we've got an hour, six of you come down and do what you do.” It was a massive platform, but at the same time it felt like, “Yeah, we should play our music on here.”

Back then with a 25-year-old mentality I was like, “Yeah this is the sickest music out there, no one else can hear this anywhere. This is unique to our part of the world right here, right now.” It felt like we were sharing something to a much bigger audience for the first time, and for me it felt like I was representing a whole group of people with a certain taste in music and mindset and maybe a greater outlook on life. There was a much bigger sense of responsibility than just being a DJ playing a few tunes. So then a month after Dubstep Warz, we had the DMZ first birthday. That's when I realised, “Rah, people are really paying attention to this.” Because DMZ was never just 50 people in the dance, like them stories of back in the day there were more producers than clubbers in the dance.

So when it come to us putting on an event, there was a healthy interest, a scene, a mixed culture and like “Rah, things are moving here.” And you can easily look at that and go, “Oh, that's the biggest one we've done yet, we can take it easy now, we could just keep doing the same things we're doing,” but my mindset was never like that: “What else can I do? How can I make a better tune than the ones I've just made?” It was constantly driving things forward. Everyone was inspiring and encouraging everyone else to raise their game. You'd hear a dubplate from Kode9 in the dance that would sound sick, you'd go home and be like “Raaaah, Kode9 played some serious dubs.” So then you were gonna go and make some tunes to come back to the next dance with even more firepower, because dubplates were rapid back then, people were making dubs all the time. When Coki played me a tune, I'd be like “Rah how'd he make that?” And it inspired you to go back to the studio and make more music. Same when I heard a new Loefah tune: “Damn, how did he get the frequencies, how did he get the bassline sounding so low and heavy, how has he got it sounding sparse but so full?” It was a really amazing time full of energy and full of good will.


And the transition was just preposterous. Within a year and a half there was playing to thousands at Sónar, Plastician getting Snoop Dogg involved, the Caspa and Rusko FabricLive album going ballistic. And it didn't stop for another four-five years of just constant growth. What was it like to be in the thick of that amount?

[Long pause] It's mixed, isn't it? Growth can be a blessing and a curse. I remember having to move from the small room in DMZ to the bigger room. We moved from 3rd Base which was like a 500 capacity venue to a 1,200 capacity venue in the same building. None of us wanted to go to the bigger space because we knew you lose that intimacy. You'd have to speak to Coki and Loefah and Pokes because I can't speak for them, but for me it was always, “How can I continue to grow in terms of my profile? How can I grow my audience. There's always new generations, how do you stay relevant and not sell out, so-called? How do you keep your integrity and your ethics, and still keep that intimacy when you're playing in front of 1,000 people or 2,000, 5,000 or 10,000 – or however many you want to go?”

For me that is where the challenge is. You'd have to speak to Caspa and Rusko and Benga and Skream, because they were really on a different kind of trajectory than I was then. The type of music they were making became much more accessible across the board, where the music I was making and playing was still very abstract. Also it come down to our personality and our age. Benga and Skream were ripe for doing all the things they done, they had the playful characters and natures, they were great at what they did, and full of energy. And Artwork with the Magnetic Man project. They were the right people to go to those stages and execute it the way that they did. It's just not me. I've always thought of myself as the underground guy who wants to play the obscure records and sign the unknown artist. I don't think I've changed much in that respect. It was a fascinating time.


But once again the major labels failed. Was it frustrating to see Magnetic Man and Skream get ahead because they had Rinse behind them – but when the majors signed Distance209 or True Tiger, they ended up in development hell, stifled by calendars and diaries and sales plans? When they should have been able to put things out at a pace and in a format that naturally suited that music

Thousands of people are enrolled in these companies, employees and employers, to support and network. Whereas little old me with my label of a few people, it doesn't need the same engine to drive it. It's much less stress and pressure, and I'm not interested in persuading a listener to like what I do. But major labels spend millions of pounds to get records played at certain times on certain radio stations and in certain shops. It's not a myth, it's true. People should be free and feel empowered to be themselves. That's what I've always tried to do with the people I work with. Not say “Right, I need you to write this beat because if you write a beat like that then everyone's hands are gonna go up in the air when the tune drops, and that means we're going to sell X amount of thousand.” It didn't really frustrate me because also everybody has their own journey. There's one person I think who came through at a later stage of the dubstep sound who's kept their integrity and their creativity and gone on to great things, and that's James Blake.

It's funny how you remember some people. I remember meeting James for the first time, handing me a CD outside DMZ. He's doing some amazing things but it comes to this: why do we do what we do? Is this why some people go on to achieve and some people don't? Do we get caught up in the fame and the money and the success and the nightlife and the parties, and if we do get caught up in those external things, do we then lose focus on who we are and what the music is and what the music means and our sense of responsibility in the art that we do? That's a question that I will always ask. Some people went so high and then it just kind of stopped. Why, when the world was at your feet? I don't know the answer. Of course at certain times when you're younger you think, “I'd love to play in front of 10,000 people.” And I've played to audiences that size but not on a regular basis. I know that's just not me. It doesn't make me happy.


As dubstep was accelerating away, Deep Medi was developing as a more diverse label, with soulful and melodic tunes as well as the deep minimal stuff. Was there a conscious decision to branch out with more varied Quest tracks and Mark Pritchard, those kind of things?

Nah, not really. Most people forget that Deep Medi is nearly as old as DMZ. It's only a year difference. So the first Deep Medi release was 2006 or 2007, I can't remember. It was going to be a space where I could put out the more experimental productions I was making at the time, but it never worked that way. With the amount of music I was getting sent through MySpace and that people were giving me music in the raves – and I was also doing youth work at the time – it ended up like a perfect opportunity to provide the platform for like-minded people. The music I was making was giving me a sense of wellbeing in my life, doing something you felt was right, adding value to your life by doing things you love, felt passionately about and giving your everything. I don't want to come across hippy or something like that, but one of my thoughts behind it was that if I could provide a platform that allowed other people to get on that vibe and do things that they love, then it could create a better space.

It changed from being just me – and it's really nice to have something that you can share, and work with like-minded people. You don't want to lose money – it's always a challenge to keep afloat and break even – but it's something I've loved doing. And I've put out more than 100 records now. The different ways of music have always inspired me to keep my ear to the ground, and the label's definitely helped me be at the forefront of moving forward. I thought my responsibility having a label isn't to bring out the next biggest producer or release the next biggest banger, it's to look at the people I'm working with, when I deeply feel their music, to find what it is within them they want to make. A lot of the time you get sent the music they think you want them to make, because it's the Deep Medi sound – but often and not it's the stuff they don't mention they're making that's more interesting.

The only way to encourage a longevity in the music industry is if you are yourself – or else you constantly have to reinvent yourself with what's now trendy. You see many pop artists doing that, constantly reinventing themselves, singing another song that sounds like someone else because it's popular. But in an independent lane of music, you've got to find out what it is you want to do, and go with that. There's plenty of 001s and 002s, but at Deep Medi we've done 104 singles, which is well over 208 single tracks. And 13 albums on top of that. In a really strange way, it wouldn't really bother me if I myself didn't release a record again, but releasing other people's music means a lot to me. I know how hard producers work on the music they make – I very much enjoy playing that in my shows, and spending time making a nice record that people can go out and buy. It's not an easy business and that's why not many record labels get numbers in the hundreds. It's really a labour of love, because the music industry is full of brutal, unforgiving and complicated people and we have to navigate through that.


Do you find having a label has broadened your own musical horizons, all these different people you've been working with?

No. If anything, it's made it harder to write music because you listen to these young guys coming through and you're like “Rah how did they make that?” You listen to Commodo's mix-downs and you're like “Wow!” We all have that self belief and confidence, but we also have that self doubt and uncertainty. Being an artist is always standing on the thin line between those things: as much as something can inspire, it can also make you look at yourself and go “Ah shit!” That's my reality and it always has been, as much as I can lock everything off and focus on what I'm doing. It's not like I'm going to listen to someone's tune and go “Ah, I want to make an exact copy of what they're doing,” it's like when I hear Commodo – or something as obscure but as on-point as the stuff Gantz has made – it's like “Wow, you've completely reinvented something!” But I think it's very important to find people who can inspire you to be yourself. When you do that, that's when you find something unique.


The person who's taken that role with you is Gilles Peterson and Brownswood. You'd collected club tracks together on the Return II Space thing but that was a “triple pack” of 12”s of your existing dubplate tracks, but you were not an album artist before Brownswood

It turned out Gilles had been coming to a few DMZ shows over the years. And anybody that knows Gilles knows that he just loves music, he is really childlike in that respect, very enthusiastic and very passionate. He genuinely loves it. I'd never made an album before, and it was a completely different mindset and approach to making music. I'd never really worked with musicians, and now I was working with elite musicians, the people that played for Buena Vista Social Club. I was severely out of my depth. I felt very very uncomfortable when I was in Cuba recording – but this is part of growth, right? We have to go to uncomfortable places to learn something, to feel inferior and humiliated in order to grow. And that's what going to Cuba did for me.

There was very much of a sense of “There's no way I'm going to be able to do this.” But coming back to devotion and dedication and wanting to better yourself, you prove to yourself you can do it. As a result, I toured with musicians for a year. I'd never played in a band before but I found myself with a small band. Gilles with his record label had a completely different audience to what I'd been developing for X amount of years, so a real new world opened up performing at the North Sea Jazz Festival, say. Jazz festivals in France where they'd never invite a so-called dubstep artist to perform. It showed me in a different light, maybe even in a truer light than just making 140. I remember as a 19-year-old being inspired by Nitin Sawhney and the album he made, Beyond Skin. He was very much UK, in London, and obviously he had Indian heritage from his parents, but his music sounded so worldly. I'm not talking about [air quotes] “world music” because I don't particularly like that term, but his music was worldly. It didn't sound like an underground movement from a certain part of the world. It sounded like it breathed life from all parts of the world.

Doing the Cuba album – and after that I went and recorded an album in Peru – allowed me to explore some of those things I always imagined I would do as an artist. I always wanted to travel and make music around the world, but I guess I'd forgotten that, after years of just being in my studio, playing dubplates and playing on soundsystems. You've got to be careful. If in my mind I'm just Mala the dubstep guy from DMZ, if I choose to accept that's who I am, that's all I'm ever going to be. As much as that's a blessing, it can also be a limitation: “Oh I'm Mala, the dubstep producer, I better make a beat at 140 when actually right now I'm feeling 112 or I'm feeling 170 and actually I don't even want to make anything with beats at all.”


It's strange. Underground music, especially London's underground music, is so hybrid and so fast-moving and fast-evolving that the idea of conservatism, and saying “Why aren't you doing the same thing any more?” seems laughable. But it's a really strong imperative for a lot of people

Yeah it is. A lot of the time it's steeped in fear, in fear of change. We all know that exists out there, and when things change some people choose not to make any changes within themselves, because they're scared of the outcome. Sometimes it's a good thing and sometimes it's to their detriment. But as an artist, I think my responsibility is first to myself, to explore the possibilities of who I am and how I can express myself through music. And I hope my audience respects that and comes along for the ride. If they don't, they don't, that's just the way life is. Had I not taken the opportunity Gilles presented to me, because I wanted to stay in South Norwood and keep making dubplates, I would never have had that experience in Cuba, I never would have gone to Peru and explored all of the things I did – I went to Peru with my family for one month and made an album.


Presumably it helps with people's perceptions if you have a bag of dubplates good enough to come back to London and tear down a dance at any time, though?

Well the thing is, just because I was touring the Cuba album, I didn't stop taking DJ shows. And my experiments in Cuba weren't so far from what people knew me for that they couldn't relate. If all of a sudden I said “Right, I'm not going to do this thing any more and I'm going to go and make a folk album or a country music album,” that probably would be a detrimental change. There's no point being radical just for being radical because you don't know what you're getting yourself into. Trying to understand what it is you're trying to express and portray allows you to navigate through this maze.

Now it's great because I feel like I have such a diverse range of music to draw from when I DJ. That's why I like doing long sets. Shaka and Aba Shanti play soundsystem all night because they're still playing music from the 70s, but it's their music. And the youngsters coming out to the dances now have only ever heard some of those tunes by myth and fairytale or on YouTube. So music is given longevity as a result of people staying true to their craft. Longevity in their careers comes from being true to the craft, and that gives the music that they play longevity, which allows them to play it to new generations. Shaka's literally majestical when he plays music. He's on a totally different frequency and you still hear tunes now that you've never heard before. How does he do it?


Outlook is really interesting nexus for how people are connecting into that history, because it's a party festival. It's not museum pieces, but part of a living tradition with the younger generation

I remember meeting David Rodigan for the first time and he said, “Ah my son man he loves your music, he comes to a lot of your raves and I've got to say big up because without what you guys are doing in the dubstep, it's brought me back round again.” I do a session in Bristol with Dubkasm and Musik Matter, called The Weekender, and on the Friday night all the guys from Medi come and play, and on the Saturday we invite people to come and do more of the roots thing. We try and do the new meeting with the old. At the first one we had Shaka, and that night was very very special because it summed up what you're talking about now. It was mad, it was six in the morning, Shaka was gonna play his last couple tunes, the lights were on and he said, “Giving thanks for the session, thanks for everybody to come out to the dance, this is my 44th year playing in Bristol.” And nobody in that dance that was 44 years old, you get what I'm saying? The closest might have been Congo Natty, then it was probably me and one of my business partners and Dubkasm, and everybody else was much younger.

And what was fascinating is that I played, then Congo Natty after me, and then Shaka played after that. It was that UK soundsystem lineage, that culture. Congo Natty used to go see Shaka when he was 15. I was 15 when I used to go see Congo Natty. Congo Natty's MC came out to my raves when they were 15, to see me play. It was a very very very special session, and this year will be the fourth year of the weekender. We do it every year. It's a beautiful festival, we bring a soundsystem in, we sell nice food. And Outlook Festival has been instrumental in that, in aligning all of the parts of UK soundsystem culture together. Because the term bass music didn't really exist before. I think in a way the dubstep movement and how big it got globally, that brought a lot of things back in, man.


What became really apparent was dubstep's hybrid nature. Skream called it British mongrel music. It came from a generation that had grown up on all the styles of dance music and soundsystem music and dub, so it was able to go back into those styles, whether it's you playing for François K210 or hip hop artists hearing it or techno DJs playing it

People forget we had Hank and Keith Shocklee play at DMZ. It happened, we got photos of it. The producers of Public Enemy! That's the amazing thing, it infiltrated so many different scenes, all people on the fringes, it pricked up all of their ears enough to get involved.


And even if it appeared to peak and burn in 2013, to people looking in from the mainstream, that infiltration – and the real-world and aesthetic connections that were built then – never went away

Nah and to be fair, it never crashed and burned where I was. There's always this “dubstep died” and post-dubstep and all that, but what happened was that all of the media jumped off of it and began to look in another direction. Which allowed people who were serious about it to continue cracking on with what they had always been doing. We'd done it without the support of media, so there was no problem doing it again. It just got rid of a lot of people who didn't really need to be around, to be fair.


A mighty wind blew away the chaff

You know, I don't mean that in a disrespectful way. Once the hype gone, the hype takes away a lot of people. To me I'm grateful for that, I don't need no hype around here.
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RICKY Kalsi is a mysterious force. When dubstep and grime were at their creative peak, MCs loved his tunes, which consistently demolished raves. Of course others straddled both scenes – Plastician, for example – and many crossed the fence from time to time. And studio-heads are often allergic to the social and promotional side of things. Yet given the reverence his music was held in, Kalsi always seemed a distant presence, existing slightly away from both scenes. And for all its ability to deliver precisely what each scene wanted – grime's vainglorious, militant energy, dubstep's skull-crushing dread weight – his music always had something “other” about it too. As if he came to the sounds and rhythms by processes completely different from anyone else's. As if there was always something else going on in the track, which had nothing to do with its immediate function.

Turns out there was a lot more going on. Throughout the late 2000s he was extremely prolific, pouring out the beats, but his musical second act, starting around 2010, was at least as potent as his initial impact. Now he let go of the rhythmic constraints of scenes completely and started composing at whatever tempo took his fancy. With his Tears of Joy album (2012) themed around the death of his baby son, it became clear that he was significantly more engaged with his music than someone just banging tunes out for the sake of it. Every passing release saw new permutations of the themes running through his work: cosmic, Vangelis- style synth themes, superhuman overwhelming bass, militant rhythms. This was clearly the work of someone seeking something in their musical explorations.

In interview, Kalsi was enormously genial – he welcomed me into his local Italian restaurant in Croydon and introduced me to the boss with a classic “my mate'll take care of you”. And he was open too, but he's a complex character, sometimes moody, sometimes disappearing off-radar completely. As became clear, his connection to the music he makes and plays has always been a steadying, constant force, which perhaps explains the intensity running through it from his first tracks to his most recent. Just listen to Vision (2018) – made with German producer / instrumentalist Danny Scrilla aka Daniel Pirkl – and you know he doesn't mess about. Iron Soul, his grime alias – which is in fact older than Kromestar – is still very much in evidence too. Sometimes operating in the shadows can be a very healthy thing for a musician to do.


You've been called the most under-appreciated producer in the UK

OK yeah, I've heard that. I always have in my head that I have to build something of my own and the only person that can do it is me. So I don't give top radio DJs my music. That's probably where that “underrated” thing comes from. I just don't give out my music. I keep it to myself.


Was this an active choice to avoid hype?

Yes and no. In 2005-08 I was cool, man, but too laid back. I didn't know how many fans I had. I wasn't on social network sites, I was sitting in my house making tunes. Since 2012, I've got more involved. One time I put one message up on my Facebook to see what happens. [The reaction] was funny, I loved it, so that's when I went to start my own label [Nebula Music] and set up my own agency.


Have you always insisted on going your own way? Even as a kid?

Probably until my sister was born. Being an only child for a while, I had everything I wanted, I didn't want anything to change. Certain people like to do this and that with other people, and get their quarter million plays online, but that shit don't get to me. It's cool.


Have you always been musical?

I was around music. My dad used to play tablas and was always singing. Every Sunday we had to have this noise in the house. And in the morning my mum had had to play a prayer. So there was music every morning and when I went to school I'd be humming the prayer – the melody anyway, I didn't know how to speak the language. But I was into art and design, graphics, that was my first love. I meant to become an architect, but that went pear-shaped.


What got in the way?

Believe it or not I went through a psychotic episode at 16. It wasn't bad, but I wasn't… there. That lasted about a month, but I lost my talent of how to draw! I lost everything, I couldn't understand it. All I got out of it was anger, I started suffering from anger management problems. So I went into music, as a release. I started buying garage records, got some decks, and when I heard a So Solid record, I straight away went “I've got to make some beats!”


Were you out raving too?

Yeah, I used to go Exposure, all the garage nights. I never got into jungle. That was my uncle and them lot. It wasn't our scene, but that's an era I wish I'd got into. I don't know what I would've been like now.


What did you react to in garage tunes?

BASS. Bass. It was tunes like ‘Piano Loco’.211 It's the end. I heard that and it was a mad one, like “Why so much bass?” But then you see people moving to it, and alright, it's doing something. Then the [Ms.] Dynamite tune, ‘Booo!’ That was a different type of frequency. A mad frequency. Sticky's serious.


How did you start with the production?

A guy I was studying with came round my house in Selhurst, like “Check this software out.” It was Fruityloops 3, and I was straight away “Woaaaah, this is alright!” I was familiar with drum patterns because I was playing drums from young, just tapping on the tablas. I can't do all the tones and that but I can play a rhythm pattern – and I played the dhol as well, with the sticks.


Did you know anyone else producing?

Not straight away. For South London, it was So Solid, then it was grime. That's what came through. I liked the grimy garage to begin with: ‘Piano Loco’, Zed Bias, Narrows and them lot. Then grime, DJ Oddz, Wiley, Wonder, Hindzy D, tunes like ‘Shrapnel’. They were the people that stood out, and then it really started being a madness. I knew I'd never likely meet any of these people, so I'd just make it myself in my bedroom and that'd be that really.


It was getting pretty abstract at this point – Hindzy D's productions were weird. Was that part of the appeal?

That's what I'm saying, mad sounds, but put together so well. That's something I thought I could do, so that's where I started to write under the Iron Soul alias. Replicating other people's tunes, unofficial remixes, then my own ideas.


You've always been pretty prolific. Did it come thick and fast from the outset?

Oh yeah. Back then I was on it. Didn't have no job, wasn't studying, I was making about five tunes a day. Some producers do one tune, then keep doing versions on that sound – with me it was a different tune every single time.


How did you break out from just doing it for yourself? Did you get reaction from people?

Just my friends. But they never went “That's sick”, more just sly hating, like [tooth suck] “You didn't make that man, nah, prove it to me” But I was MCing too before I made beats, and one of the guys played something I did to J-Sweet. I didn't know who he was. Even now I don't listen radio, I don't watch much TV either. J-Sweet said he wanted to put it out, so as far as I was concerned it was “Cool, someone'll hear it, great.” Then I realised who he was, making tracks with Alias and stuff, that ‘Gutter’ tune, rahh that was huge. That was the breakthrough.


Did you see any reaction to your beats in raves?

Nah. I wasn't socialising like that then. I didn't know what was going on. I was at home making tracks, didn't know who played what, how many units my records were doing. Just went in got my money, came back. Doing what a teenager does.


Did you know what was happening around you in Croydon – which became dubstep?

I knew about that weird 2-step stuff, when Skream and that were first doing it. People around me mixing records would go “Have you been to FWD>>” and I'd just be “Nah, what kind of rave name is that?” But first time I went there I met Jay 5ive and Plastician. It was that one time that changed everything. I felt like I could be a part of it, straight aways. So I went home, and again I done the same thing – five tunes a day, but dark, bassy stuff, just aiming to be played at FWD>>. N-Type was the first, he'd go in there and play them. And I kept coming with so much that people paid attention. I didn't know then, but consistency will get you a long way. Being overly consistent, if that exists: just constantly bringing something new for people.


So when you were first producing, what were you listening to?

I listened to a lot of Mike Oldfield, Tubular Bells 2003. There's this one track, ‘Ghost Bells’, super short but with these ambient scary sounds. And a lot of Wu-Tang, Mobb Deep, that's what I was chilling to.


How did you start building relationships within the dubstep scene?

I was just in their faces all the time. I'd go FWD>>, then Mixing Records, and what used to be Big Apple – I'd see N-Type there all the time. Hatcha would come through, Arthur would come through, certain people would go “Oh that's Benga” or “That's Skream” – and then when I saw them in the rave that's when I was plugging music. Passing them CDs. I didn't know how to use the internet, I was a bit backwards on that, I still am.


Did dubstep become your sole focus very quickly?

No, I was still doing Iron Soul bits as grime settled down, and the UK rap scene was doing its thing, I wasn't really cool with myself doing just that though: not saying that I was getting bored, but I needed to spread out. I was doing dubstep that whole period of time, and I'd go back to hip hop to take a nice little break and stay inspired. People were still calling me Iron Soul. ‘Kalawanji’ was originally going to come out as Iron Soul.


Did you need to separate the identities?

Yeah. Iron Soul was still that soulful sound, it wasn't as heavy. But I could take it to the darkest places with the Kromestar stuff. I needed to make sure there was a thick line down the middle.


And did things get busier quickly as the dubstep thing took off?

Yeah, loads of bookings. My first booking was at DMZ in 2005. Bruv, I only had about five or six Kromestar tunes finished then. That's why I'll always big up Mala, because he threw me in at the deep end. I couldn't DJ! I mean I could mix, but in front of all these people? But Mala trusted me. And because I was on the stage, and I saw the people, I went “Wow!” and that's when I started paying a bit more attention. I wasn't really used to it, I didn't like it. But that's when I realised this shit was real.


And then dubstep's breakout: Mary Anne Hobbs, Dubstep Warz, international shows…

More shows, more Deep Medi stuff, more gigs everywhere. Though I'll be honest: I never left the UK. I have a real fear of flying. I'd go to Amsterdam, mind, obviously [smoking mime], but only with friends. If there was a bag of us – Deep Medi or DMZ on tour – I was good, but I wouldn't go anywhere on my own.


Why did you gravitate to that particular circle within dubstep?

It was live man! We were all on the same level. I can't explain what that was exactly. We're all very different people. For people that different to connect, it's got to be solid. I find it very hard to connect with anyone: not only am I the black sheep of my family, but I can be that guy with friends who won't talk to anyone, who'll just sit in a corner. But with Deep Medi, I was involved. And that's how it all started to spike – I met Coki through Mala, met Jay 5ive through Quest, met Silkie, anyone else who came through in that way I knew I could chat to.


Did you relate to where the Antisocial guys – Quest, Silkie, Jay 5ive – were coming from? They'd been through grime too, but they had this very soulful, musical approach like you, more instruments…

I just thought they were sick, straight away. Silkie's a different one, though, musically. It's good, just real, real good music. But me and Quest connected straight away, because we've got a thing where it'll always take you to a dark place when you listen to our tunes. It's got that door in, that door where you can pay a little visit in that dark room. Same with Jay 5ive, Reza.


So obviously the DMZ vibe of eyes-down, dark room, suited you, but how did you feel as the sound got rowdier and more ravey? End of 2007, when Caspa & Rusko's fabric mix came out

That's where you know more than me. I'll be honest, I stopped going out in 08. Life took over, I had to stop.


So you missed the real insanity of the peak years – the endless touring, the drugs. And as we've seen from what Beni's talked about recently, that took its toll

It did. I've related to what he's gone through, because I went through what I went through when I was 16. It's not on the scale of what he did, but I know the anxiety and the pressure. I still do – not like I'll have a panic attack, but if it gets to me, I need to be left alone.


Was that another reason you stepped aside from the pressures of scene politics? Your health?

I think so. But I miss the madness of those days. If all those lot were here now, this building wouldn't be here. Those TVs would be smashed up. Just from good times! But so much from then on is lost in time. I was doing so much, I'd end up rushing tunes. Tracks like ‘Aggravation’ I just don't like to this day, because they were rushed.212


Because people were so hungry for new stuff?

Nah [rubs fingers together]: easy dollar. There was stuff going on I had to take care of, madness going on in my family, break-ups and stuff. I had to take care of my mum and my gran. So it was making money. There's a period of time I just don't remember, it's blank, gone, 2006-08. Just gigs, too much music, rushing tunes, not respecting the fanbase. Earning money. I don't miss that.


So you were increasingly broken away from dubstep, but still putting out 12”s, for a very long time! What happened then? Was it meeting Om Unit?

It was [laughs]. And I was bored! Compare the length of time I was in grime from how long I was in dubstep. I was stuck in that zone for time. I was bored. I think I just did something at 150 or 160bpm, and then I just thought “Yeah, I don't need to stick at a tempo.” I wasn't listening to anything else, except to Jim [Om Unit] because he was the person I was sparring with at that time. He'd come out of doing his hip hop, the 2Tall thing. I think the first tune of his that really messed up my head was his remix of Joker, the ‘Pop Lock Mix’.213 That was where I really went “WHAT?” And also I could hear Prodigy, Mobb Deep on this, because my head was still in that American rappers thing. And then it was ‘Corridor’ that opened up the next door for me.214 Just listened, and I'd be like [nods] “Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah.” It made sense.


‘Corridor’ sounds like film music too

I was building shit like that before I ever heard Om Unit. So when he came with those it was like “Ohhhh shit – there's my brother!” Cool. Done. Gave him a heap of stuff to listen to, ‘Don't Make Sense’, all those tunes, and that's when the link happened.215


How come more people don't break out of the single-tempo? Quest did ‘Smooth Skin’ and that downtempo Ghostpoet remix216…

People are scared. It's safe to stay with the style you made your name with. I'll do anything, though. I'll open up my shows with a brand new rap song. I just do what I want. Even if it's just one person buys that one song, it don't mean nothing to me. Making music is like talking to someone for me, it's like therapy. Makes me feel so much better.


Do you still do tracks every day?

I take my time now. People say to me, “You knock them out, man,” and I'll nod and stay quiet – but really it's not like it was back in the day. I'll spend a week on a tune. I'm making two, three tunes a month. Life takes over too, you've got big things to deal with.


So the meditational space-voyaging tunes take longer?

They do. Because how long is a buzz? There's a lot of different buzzes out there. I could be referring to anything, could be talking about a psychotic episode, could be talking about drugs, could be talking about some deep thought that puts you in the zone.


Your mixdowns sound anything but basic

That's dub. That's the University Of Dub. When I used to go there, same time I went to FWD>>, that's when I knew I had to make sure my shit is pumping like the way it's coming out of Jah Shaka Sound or King Earthquake. There was the day I literally passed out at University Of Dub from the sound. Blacked out. I came back about three, four in the morning, thinking “How am I going to get my music sounding so fat like that?” Woke up in the morning, went to Richer Sounds, bought myself a 22” sub. My mum's house had solid walls, switching that on in a room with solid walls: that's when I made ‘Kalawanji’! Then Skream played that in Leeds, Subdub, and I heard it and it was [rubs chin, grins, nods]. The end. The b-line's kicking out still. That was that. That's where my mixdown comes from.


You started diversifying after you'd separated from the dubstep scene

Yeah, from 2008 really. I tried different things, and that's when I started to be comfortable, knowing I wasn't stuck with one sound. But I'll be real, it was literally from when I lost my son in 2012, that you can see the path to where I am now. It came together in that Tears of Joy project, because that was personal, it was hard, but that's also where I finally was like [middle fingers up] “Fuck everyone else, I'm doing what I want to do now. This is me.” I still thought about bread and butter, but it was never more about that than the passion for what I was doing. And you know what? My loss didn't get to me as much, because I had someone to speak to – in the music I was making. I put what I was feeling into what I did. What else was I supposed to do? Go into a dark hole, start picking up the drink again? Nah.


Is that where your disciplined nine to five routine nowadays comes from? Working through a tough time?

Yep. I hadn't thought of it, but yeah it is.

Kromestar released the Visions collaboration with Danny Scrilla in 2018, and continues to roll out EPs on his Nebula Music Group Bandcamp page
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WATCHING Tesfa “T” Williams navigating through the complicated genre shifts of the 2010s has been both inspiring and nail-biting. Essentially he's a successful international house DJ whose taste for experimental sound – and willingness and ability to knock out a grime tune if he feels like it – set him well apart from his peers, who are by-and-large slick scoop-necked T-shirt bros. Before that, he existed somewhere in between the mainly black UK funky scene of the late 2000s and early 2010s and the same period's post-dubstep diversificaton, where the various rhythms and tonalities of the UK underground rearranged themselves into all kinds of permutations. Before that again, he was in one of grime's most interesting and unorthodox crews. He's never played it straight at any point, never acted like the archetypes particular genres demand, and all the while consistently delivered what works for the genre audiences.

Finding a path through all these scenes and style developments, and making a living while remaining creative, Williams has mapped out some of underground culture's more problematic contours. He deals with it all very courteously, very calmly, very smartly, but it can't be denied he's faced and faces overt racism, including preconceptions about what music a young black Londoner should be making and playing. Nor are the inward-looking and hypercompetitive scene politics of grime and UK funky particularly conducive to unorthodox career paths. Nevertheless, he's racked up the gigs and the releases, and as with all interviewees earlier in this book, he's cemented the links between diverse spaces with records that will be getting played for a long time to come.

The most obvious of these was ‘Heartbeat’, the 2010 single with British soul singer Terri Walker that bridged the gap between the UK bass world and straightforward house, more perfectly perhaps than any other record of that time. It was remixed by both Mosca, a hero of the post-dubstep movement, and Paul Woolford, the long-established Yorkshire techno / house journeyman at that point, under his Special Request alias, just starting to move into the eclectic bass world. The single reached party people of all stripes and races, as an endlessly playable classic in all its forms. But he has a whole other slew of tracks that elegantly and naturally stitch together the varying elements of international club history, and he continues – even on the demanding and often homogenised international dance scene – to represent who he is and where he comes from.


As a black Londoner, do people assume you play a particular type of house music?

Yeah yeah yeah, definitely. When I say I play house, they think tech house, the current generic thing everyone's playing. But if people dig a little deeper, all the music's UK-focused and more bass heavy.


What was the first thing where you felt this is something I could do?

I guess early garage, before grime. Just making bassy garage.


Turn of the millennium?

A bit before, 1998 or so, when I first started producing and making something, not knowing what I was doing but trying to make the music I was DJing at the time. Tunes influenced by like ‘I Don't Smoke the Reefer’ and things like that.


So breakbeat garage, add going into ‘138 Trek’, that kind of thing

Yep, yep. Wookie ‘Down On Me’, ‘Scrappy’, all these songs that came around that time. Even So Solid ‘Dilemma’, songs that influenced me to be like, “This is actually a bit of me now, I can do this.”


So you were school at the time. Whereabouts?

I was at school in Ealing at a school called Brentside.


What was your upbringing like? Ealing's kind of suburban I guess

Yep yep yep. To be honest, for music, Ealing was really good in terms of education. Long before garage, I was going to an under-18s party called Tomorrow's World, which had DJs like Nicky Blackmarket, IC3, jungle DJs back in the day like Darkman [an alias for DJ SS]. It was a good education getting to see jungle DJs before I even got to go to a rave. I was about 11 years old when I went there. Then we had another under-18 party in Greenford, called An Educational Dance: again, all the top garage DJs, EZ, Martin Larner, Matt “Jam” Lamont, you name it, CKP, PSG, Creed, all these people come through when I was a kid. And they didn't really dumb down the music either, they were just playing songs that were on the radio, on tape packs, exactly how they'd play at an over-18s party. And there was another party in Harrow, called Jungle Bash: Skibadee, Brockie, Shabba, people like that. So musically Ealing was legit, and we also had a lot of record shops in the area, Vinyl Mania, Cake Records, D Vinyl in Harrow. As a young kid that kept me buying records and fed very well. And stations I could pick up Kool FM, Ice FM, Mac FM for garage.


So you locked into the music quite quickly. You were a junior raver

Yeah 100%. My cousin Adrian was into jungle and always had a lot of tapes. He used to feed me tapes, that was part of the education. Having an older cousin makes discovering stuff easier. And I got older brothers and sisters as well, so always getting ahead for my years.


Were your parents musical?

My dad used to be in a band, he was a singer, he wanted to do music when he was younger, so he had an influence on what we were listening to around the house, a lot of roots reggae, soca, calypso, a bit of R&B, a bit of groove. He dad used to work at a youth club locally as well, used to buy music for the youth club, so records like Now 35, but some of the kids were into jungle and he had to go and find out where these records were rah rah rah, so he bought Jungle Mania.217 And again, I got to hear this music straight off the mark as well.


Those compilations are so important as cultural artefacts, with the ridiculous computer graphics and colours and everything

So so important, the big tunes all in one place. To be honest, when I was younger, I didn't know that's what it was but it was a good part of the education.


Did you ever get to reggae soundsystem events?

100%. We used to go to events quite regular with my parents, I'd be 12, I'd see soundsystems but also bands, people like Twinkle Brothers, Alton Ellis. Probably the soundsystem I was around the most when I was a kid was Jah Youth Soundsystem, still going now to this day. My dad is close friends with the guy who owns it.


It's an important facet of Caribbean culture, which people from Irish families or Spanish families can recognise as well, the generations partying together, enjoying music together

Yes yes yes, and I remember being really young. It was only when I got to my teenage years and I found jungle when I want to go somewhere else and do my thing with other teenagers. But in reality, that early experience, I was always really excited to sit down and watch the bands or listen to the music. Find a corner and sit down, soak it in. Everyone was there, uncles, aunties, you name it.


So you went through jungle into garage during school years. Did you have any other interests?

Nah there was nothing else, just music. Before I got to high school, I played violin, trumpet, didn't really stick at either properly. Then my dad sent me for drum lessons and I loved it, so by the time I got to high school I was part of the school band, one of the top drummers in the school. We had a couple of computers in the school with Cubase, and I was one of the few people allowed to use it. One of my good friends, Kuljit, got me a copy of Cubase via one of his uncles. I put it on the family computer at home, I was about 11-12. There wouldn't have been a sampler or sound modules, so no sounds, just the standard sounds on the PC and muck around with the sequencer. That was my in to producing. The first record I probably bought when I was nine, Salt N Pepa and Michael Jackson. Then I was 11-12 when I bought some bargain-bucket pound dance records from Cage Records in West Ealing.


When did people start noticing your beats were something DJs might play?

That took years! DJing-wise, everyone was DJing when I was a kid but I was one of the few people that stuck at jungle. Then there was a guy that used to throw house parties, like blues dances but for my generation, you'd rent someone else's house, the local known DJs would play, the older guys. And I'd always give them tapes. I think I was about 13 and he was like, “Yeah, you can come and play one of the parties.” He was on Choice FM, his name's DJ Quincy, he went to my school as well. I had already put in the work via making tapes and DJing at youth clubs – we'd go to other youth clubs to clash other DJs or show you're a good DJ or you've got tunes. And by doing that, you build a little name, you're one of the guys who had the hot tunes. So getting to play that house party was a big deal, like “T's a serious DJ.” That's where the recognition started. Someone inviting me to play a party was like, “OK, I'm legit now” [laughs]. I didn't think I could be a DJ as a career because I didn't really know what that entailed, but I was like “OK, well, I can see myself being known.” Also I had long dreads back in the day, I didn't cut my hair until I was like 17, so even if they didn't know my name, everyone in the area knew I was the kid that had dreads that went to that school. So I was always known, plus older brothers and sisters, and my dad was kind of known. We were the kids that had dreads. So aged 13 I'd say people were definitely knowing I was a DJ.


What was the atmosphere like at the parties? Did playing jungle get people hyped?

Definitely! Jungle was a smaller segment of the party. They played like bashment, hip hop, R&B, whatever, then jungle one hour, two maybe max. There was times it used to get a bit rowdy but at this first party in particular everyone was waiting for the jungle to come on, so I was proper nervous. I didn't even have 1210s or even 1200s, I was practicing on Soundlabs218 – and then I'd go DJ on 1200s at the party. But the atmosphere was an extension of a family function party really, because it was in someone's house, it was quite controlled, there was adults there as well and older people, so it was quite cool. I definitely had been to jungle parties when I was younger, when jungle come on and people start rushing and pushing, it could get a bit aggy at times.


What about garage parties and moving towards grime, what was the atmosphere like in that?

[Laughs] Yeah there was some seriously wild parties in those days. There was a lot of gassing going on, people bringing tear gas to parties and gas the party, which was awful obviously. And maybe people shooting outside, that was the biggest things that would happen. Thinking back as an adult, I haven't been anywhere in the last 15 years that's been locked off or had anything happen. But those days it was always touch and go whether the DJ on the bill was gonna turn up, especially garage days – whether EZ was gonna turn up or not, whether he was even booked.


So you were becoming aware the industry around the music was not exactly reliable

No! Not even in the slightest. Being that young, you don't even really realise. It feels like that's part and parcel of everything, so I guess that was the normal journey through. I went to a party out of town, past Ruislip anyway, and I went with my cousin who was 18 at the time. I was still in high school, I was 14-15, it was an over- 18s party and it's going along all nice – and then it's literally kicked off and the bouncers couldn't control the fighting, and it spilled out into the car park and onto the road. At that age, because of what I'd seen with the tear gas and from the jungle days of people pushing and stuff, I took it that that was part and parcel of raving.

So if you're in that industry, you might be a DJ and it might just really kick off and you haven't really got much control over that, that's just what it is at a party. So that definitely played a part in me always being on the fence as well, not only my parents being like “It's not a proper career,” but that bit of violence behind it, drug dealers, gangsters blah blah blah. I was like, “This is cool, I love this music, I love this London vibe, this UK vibe but is it really worth it in terms of the trouble?” I felt like that was the industry, I honestly didn't know any better.


Did you have a crew as you started DJing more?

I'd say more I was just a raver. When I was in my mid-teens, I'd go and rave. I was getting my cousin to take me to over-18s parties. I was DJing with my friends but I wasn't getting paid nothing to do it. I wouldn't say I had a career but I had a name for myself, I was on a local pirate radio station.


Haha not career, crew! Did you have people around you, like regular MCs or whatever?

[laughs] Oh yeah yeah. No doubt. All my friends were either MCs or DJs, we had a little crew called the Designer Label Crew, at The Base, which is our local youth club. Up until I was seven I lived on an estate called the Golf Links Estate which was in Southall. My family are from Grenada and Dominica, and there was a lot Grenadians on this estate so all the families knew each other. And quite a lot of Asian families as well, and the melding of all of this altogether with a few English families, that was my going out to play and being around on the estate. Going round other people's houses and hearing other people's parents playing music, good summer days, people have their music on and be out their house.

The estate upbringing was an amazing start to taking in other UK culture, people that have come here, the people that were already here. But then I moved to Northolt, my parents bought a house. It was a massive change for me – and there was quite a strong NF presence in Northolt and Ruislip, so my parents wouldn't really let me go out the front and play as much as we did when we was younger. And I didn't really like going out the back, because you couldn't really kick ball properly. So I ended up playing records and listening to the radio. I didn't have a console, and my parents didn't really let us watch TV. So the radio was it. And within the two years of me being in the new house in Northolt and not being able to play outside as much, I had found jungle and I began to be a massive fan. My cousin would give me tapes and all the rest of it. Me and my friends was making tapes all the time, bedroom DJing and friends MCing and all the rest of it. I had one Soundlab my cousin gave me, and a normal JVC turntable, but I didn't have a mixer. One of my friends had two Soundlab decks and a mixer, so his house was the hub. If we wasn't going to the youth club that had 1210s, we'd go round to his house after school, people would be MCing, we'd invite other people from other schools, other crews, and make a tape to circulate around all the school, that's how you'd get your name out there.


Flowdan told me that was one of the great training grounds of MCs: “Can you last the side of a tape?” That's where you learn your stamina, you learn in 45-minute chunks

Yeah man. Those tapes, man. I've got a few of mine, they are so jokes to listen back to. The mixing is kinda tight still. I used to MC a little bit as well back in the day. That's another thing, you just try your hand at everything, to see what works for you.


People have said if you can mix jungle on wobbly belt-drive turntables, you can mix anything

This is true. I definitely agree with that.


So if you weren't certain this would be your path, did you have other ambitions or ideas?

I thought I'd be smart and play to what my parents want me to be in life. Something respectable. If I can't be in music as an artist or DJing, I could do engineering, sound-engineering, work in the studio, then you don't have to be in the nightlife and clubbing and all that stuff. Or just teaching, becoming a music-technology teacher. I thought, “What I've got here, if I could teach someone else how to do that, that would be cool and I'd get paid to do it.” Maybe I could be one of those guys, and that would keep me out of trubs and the rest of it. I went to college and did a BTEC219 in music technology and then I went on to Northolt College in Worthing to do a degree in music composition for professional media. I thought, get the qualifications in that field and hopefully you can become a teacher one day.


But you were still making beats

Yes, completely. More in fact. Funny enough. I went to college in Paddington, so I met a lot of people from Ladbroke Grove and Kilburn, and there was a station called Lush FM and quite a few people at the college were on that station so I used to give them dubplates to play. A good friend of mine, DJ Dice, he was part of Black Ops as well, he was on Lush FM, and he was in my class doing the BTEC.


Black Ops was Jon E Cash, right?

Jon E Cash yeah, yeah. So I was giving him dubplates, I cut them at Music House, or going to raves and standing outside with my friend Cool Jim and trying to catch EZ or whatever DJ coming out the rave and give them the dubplate. And Jon E Cash heard one of my dubplates Dice played on his show and asked to Dice, “Who's this guy?” So yeah, when I was 16 Jon E asked me if I wanted to be part of that crew. I was like, “Yeah yeah yeah, I'm gonna be part of Black Ops!” My first year of college!


Were you aware something new was emerging from garage at that point? For me, it was maybe hearing Jon E Cash dubs on Slimzee sets which was like “Whoa, this is completely different!”

This is something else. Do you know what's funny? Because of how much garage had moved and changed from 1995 to 1999-2000, I honestly thought that we just keep things moving here in the UK. Even jungle, it was there, it was what it was, but I still loved drum’n’bass as well, as it moved and changed through the vibe. I see it like this, if Shy FX can make drum’n’bass and jungle, I didn't really categorise it as two different things. I didn't really look at it like, “OK, well Mampi Swift makes drum ’n’ bass or Mampi Swift makes jungle, Andy C makes drum’n’bass,” I looked at it all as one thing, and the same for the garage. The first time I heard Brasstooth ‘Pleasure’, that was something COMPLETELY different. Same thing with ‘Dilemma’,220 same thing with ‘Don't Smoke The Reefer’, same thing with Wookie ‘Down On Me’, ‘Scrappy’, same thing with ‘Pulse X’.

At that point in time I still don't see this as something new, this is just garage. Even with the invention of dubstep. We used to go to was it Madame Jojo's and you'd see J Da Flex and people that used to work at Uptown. I didn't see dubstep coming and I didn't see grime coming at all. I was like, “This is just dark garage.” Same thing with Jon E Cash. His music was really his character, so if you knew the guy, of course he's going to make music like that. He's not going to be making ‘Flowers’,221 he's definitely going to make music like that. To me, having your own style back then was such a thing. You were trying to be part of a genre but bring your own flavour. So there'd always be some kind of mutation. Even Wiley and Eskibeat, it's just a different sound within a genre.


Totally, and that belonged to each crew. Whether it was Tubby or Jammer or Wiley, whoever was producing, you had the exclusives of that producer

Let's just say 2000, to me it still felt it could potentially be garage. If those garage- heads had embraced it, like the natural progression of what garage should have been at that time. Because it was just as popular with the kids innit, so it was what it was.


But they didn't embrace it, they rejected it

They completely rejected it. You know DJ MA1? When I tell him about my journey into DJing, it's funny, because he's got a completely different experience. He just hated that whole moment, he was saying like people like me were ruining it by producing the way I was producing. He was like, “You're messing up the whole flow of things.” Even the parties and stuff like that, they blame it on the music.


And it was happening whether or not you had shiny shoes and fancy clothes

Exactly, exactly. He knows and I know, we both know we've been to parties where we saw our life was in danger and we was in a Moschino shirt and loafers. Running for your life.


On the sonic side, Zed Bias said it took him ages to get over this idea that this was just a bunch of people that didn't really care about musical precision mucking about with their Playstations making beats. Because he'd worked really hard on this elegant garage, all these jazz chords and everything. A lot of the older people felt it was unmusical because it was simple and raw

Even me, I'll be honest, I just did what I could with the finance I had around me. I didn't have a computer so I was using my big brother's, in my uncle's house. I just about had a Minidisc222 to record it on, so I could actually go make dubplates. These are all the things I had. My first tune I wanted to put on TDK.223 I couldn't have taken it any further because I couldn't go to the dub-cutting house with a TDK 90. Under 16, I was buying records with my paper-round money.

When I first started producing when I was 12 years old on Cubase, you couldn't put audio on it.224 There wasn't enough space on the hard drive to put audio onto a track, the sequencers didn't have that functionality. Then with Cubase VST I could put audio in, and that's when things started changing. If someone took me into a proper studio and said, “Look sit down, here you go,” by all means I would have probably been making garage. But none of these older guys did that. They didn't see kids like me coming into the record shops, trying your hardest to be a part of things. I knew that I did didn't stand up against Zed Bias, MJ Cole, any of these guys. I didn't even have a mixing desk. Just recording out of a sound card straight into a mini-disc player. If you listen to ‘Invasion’, my first proper record, you can hear the buzzing from the fan. On the track itself. It's cringeworthy for me, but they let that become part of the aesthetic, that lo-fi distorted sound. It wasn't pro, it wasn't clean, it wasn't polished – and that became part of the aesthetic people wanted in clubs, and wanted from grime.


It might be a story he's put out just to mythologise – like the Aphex Twin or whatever – but I heard that Actress mixed an album down through the MySpace player just to get the aesthetic of that ridiculous compression and bit reduction, because that was the sound of the time

Man. That's what I feel like. If you're a producer where everything's clean and polished and pristine, and everybody's making stuff that's really crushed and compressed by these mediums – even Music 2000 and things like that – sooner or later you're going to lose out, because you're not able to get that sound. But yeah, I can imagine people would probably do that. That's crazy though! MySpace!


As someone whose focus was on DJing and producing, did you mind that MCs were taking the limelight more and more?

I hated it, I absolutely hated it [laughs]. Nah I'm being real, I love MCs. I used to MC myself but I really hated MCs becoming the focus. Super disrespectful at times to DJs, suuuuper disrespectful. I was never that kind of DJ, but I could see DJs in other crews, they didn't even look comfortable being there behind the decks. It's like “You play the tunes for me to spit over as opposed to the DJ playing the tunes for the actual vibe and atmosphere, it's a surprise what the DJ's gonna play next or whatever it is,” nah nah nah. “I know what you're going to play next, I put this record in your bag, you play that one next, reload it now," and all the rest of it. The more it became MC-focused, the more I started to move towards house music. When Wiley and Dizzee and those lot were really flying, that's when I started to move away from it. You go to Sidewinder, what's the cheapest thing to do? MC. Pick up a mic, it's free.

Loads of my friends would say, “I can't believe you bother with buying records,

that's stupid, you're spending all this money and you're not getting nothing back.”

But if I can write some lyrics and get on a mic, I can get paid. So you're the DJ, you're the idiot. I'm like aight cool. We used to go to Sidewinder, everyone would bring their mates – and again, some of these people have turned out to be massive MCs. I seen them bullying their way onto the stage at Sidewinder. It felt forced. I understand the reasons, everyone wanted to show what they had to show, but it didn't make for a great atmosphere for a raver like myself, I'm here to hear some new music. Slimzee and maybe a little bit of DJ Cameo, there wasn't really many DJs people were wanting to see. It was just the MCs.

Even as bad as jungle got or as garage was with things going off, there was still a level of respect for the DJ, the music, who is on the line up, who's not on the line up, who's on the bill, who's not on the bill. People still come out their house to see these DJs. That's from me going to garage raves and there'd be dancers on the stage, to 30 guys on a stage not paying any attention to the crowd and fighting for the mic. I was like, “Yeah, nah.” That definitely pushed me towards going to house raves, because there was no MCs and it was just about the music and the DJ.


This is early-mid 2000s, right?

Yeah. I started moving into house music in 2004.


There was a movement of people who felt like you, wasn't there?

100%. Martin Larner used to throw his party Liberty at this spot in Vauxhall, around 2000 time. Every now and then there'd be a party that'll have that throwback to the 1995 [i.e. early UK garage] kind of vibe. But there was another party called Big, after Liberty. The club would close for an hour, then Big would start up in the same club. And sometimes I used to DJ at Liberty, and when we'd be leaving, there'd be Big afterwards. That was house music, a house music after-party and people I'd met in garage who were into house were there. So every other week I'm going to this party and slowly but surely you're staying later and later at the after-party. So those Vauxhall early-morning after- parties were where people like Gavin Peters and DJ Wigman, he was one of the early house/UK funky guys, DJs. He was part of Black Ops as well.


What was the crowd at the house night? Black, white, gay, straight,  Italian, Russian?

Just a nice mixture man. Mostly I'd say a little bit older than the Sidewinder crowd. Very small, you're talking still a very small thing. And because it was an after-party it was a mixture of all people that are in London. It wasn't heavy with anybody in that respect. And soundwise, it wasn't highbrow house so they're taking just taking any record, electro house, afro house, Chicago house, garage, they're taking all these records and playing them in a set. It wasn't a set sound, it was a real journey through sound.


That's why it was called funky, right? Because it was exactly the sort of thing you'd play for people saying “I'm going down to Ministry for funky house.”

Yes, exactly! And everyone had a little piece of that, so the crowd resembled – from my drunk after-hours lens – like a mad cosmopolitan crowd. The DJs weren't huge DJs or nothing, just a bunch of people like “We're gonna throw this after-party,” and that was it. That was my first step into house music. To be honest with you, that was me relearning things because I didn't realise how influential Kenny Dope or MK was to the movement of garage back in the day. Then you've got people like Justin Martin on Buzzin’ Fly being like a new guy or DJ Gregory, and these people moving things forward as well. But grime was still going on. At the time we were just saying, “We're going do it all together, we're going to call it future music.” 2005 we would have done Cameo's 1Xtra show and just played house music on his grime show. Literally me and Jon E Cash.


Would it go down at the same raves? Would there be a funky room at the grime rave?

Nah. As far as I know, it didn't cross-pollinate like that at all. All I know is the grime raves started to dip off a bit. Sidewinder became less frequent, Eskimo Dances became less frequent – but we still needed somewhere to go. You'd still get people like Skepta and DJ Footloose, they were in that world as well so the people from that world would come through to those parties, but it was more, because there was less grime raves going on anyway. Everything started to die off round 2005-06.


Long before UK funky got the media attention, you had Boy Better Know doing the Tropical EPs and stuff like that.225 It was obviously buzzing

Definitely! There was a party at Departure Lounge in the city, in East Central, called Red Carpet. It was early doors, me and Jon E Cash were definitely there early doors because Wigman was one of the DJs known to go and play at these parties and yeah, it's funny because definitely Skepta and Boy Better Know were there early. Even Kano, Ghetts, these people, they were in the UK funky scene. Skepta was probably one of the first people I knew other than Apple to try his hand at making the DJ Dread D kind of vibes. I was like, “He's already done it.” I even put out a house record with my pal. It was just a white label but everyone from the grime thing was trying, everyone wanted the good vibes. I didn't fall out of love with grime at all, I always thought the music was amazing but I definitely fell out of love with the energy at the events and the parties. And the fact that there was no parties was even worse. I make music definitely to hear it on club soundsystems. That's where I get my kick. Hearing it on a club soundsystem, hearing if the mixdown's tight, correct, seeing people interact and get down to the music, that's it. Much as I love being in the studio, I love seeing that and hearing that and feeling that energy. If that ever disappears? I'm always going to find some way to get music played in clubs.


What was that first white label you did in a house style?

It was HelloPlease 002, it didn't have an EP title, it hasn't even got my name on it. That was the label I'd set up with my good friend from school, Kuljit Sokhi.


And what was it like the first time you saw that played? Did you get a new buzz out of it?

I think Footloose played it for me at Red Carpet. Yeah, it just gave me that little hunger to know this can be played. There was a long period where I didn't think I was good enough production-wise to make house music. Maybe a couple of years where I thought “Nah I'm not ready.” I think Jon E Cash never got past that stage of feeling like his music wasn't fitting in the box of house music, that house DJs wouldn't respect it and play it. It wasn't like garage where in some respects you could give them this wild, wacky things and they'll just be like “Cool, we'll get involved.” It had to fit into the genre to a degree. Footloose playing it at Red Carpet and seeing people dancing – and not stop and think “What the hell is this?” – that gave me that confidence to go forward. If that never happened, I probably wouldn't have moved forward into Deep Teknologi and began T.Williams and the rest of it.


It's odd you say that because Apple especially showed early on that you could make absolutely crackers sounds and have an anthem

Yeah yeah yeah. But that's the funny thing about that song. It was so different. He was definitely onto something different but pfffff. This is the thing about hearing something in an environment. Even as a producer I can pick things apart, I didn't know whether Supa D was playing something from the UK or what. I didn't know where this record came from, I had no idea. The DJ's playing it, I'm hearing the track, I'm like this track's sick but that's it. It's a similar vibe to maybe my understanding of one of the early DJ Gregorys. They were both house or funky or tribal, but it felt like Apple's wasn't any more extreme than DJ Gregory.


On his MySpace page Apple has “broken beat” listed as one of his genres – in fact as his only genre. Did you know about the broken beat scene?

100% knew about broken beat, via Wookie. I'm a massive fan of Wookie's, he's the producer I wanted to be like when I was growing up. I was like, “Why is there not more garage stuff that sounds like this?” That took me on a journey to find Jazz FM, and there was a broken beat show, they would always play some heavy, bassy broken beat and some light broken stuff. So me and my cousin used to find tapes and cool tunes off Jazz FM, and that's how I found out about the actual genre broken beat. We found out they used to call it West London beats as well back in those days. Obviously being from West London that made me really proud, like “Hold up they're calling it that?! This is crazy.” One of the guys involved with Bugz in the Attic and the whole Co-op lot, Bunny Bread, used to teach me at Saturday school in Bridge Park in Stonebridge.

And Jon E Cash being from Ladbroke Grove, he knew a lot of them as well, he's same age and grew up with those people. And yeah, we used to go to the party. Even with grime or not grime we'd go to Co-op regardless. It was part of our raving diary. Yeah, that music was [sharp exhalation] insane, it still is. That was a massive influence in terms of what we wanted to do: “OK I can make house and broken beat” but again, I gave them loads of CDs. One of the few times in my life I've been proper knocked back. They didn't even say anything about it was good or bad, just zero response, zero attention.


It did get known as a closed scene. Some people think it's why it never got bigger, because it was even more closed off than grime

Yeah yeah, it was so closed. It was ridiculous to be fair. But again, that made me go back in the studio and work a little bit harder. That was my whole transition state between Dread D and T. Williams, getting those knocks. You have to actually work for this now. I didn't have a career like that so I didn't understand how people would see others messing up their living. Now I understand it to a degree. People don't want things changing because they want to keep their living going. The Co-op lot, the broken beat lot, were trying to keep their livelihood going. Some of the records like Jazztronik ‘Samurai’, that was a massive turning point as well for a lot of people.226 That record in terms of the production level and quality of musicianship is insane.


The other side of things as funky moved from just being house music to its own thing was the whole FWD>> thing. Were you aware of what was going on there?

Yeah, we went FWD>> early for sure. They used to play some of Jon E's records. Early doors we would have played Subloaded, that was one of my first out-of- town Bristol bookings, during the grime days. We would get dubstep bookings as well. Gomes who runs a party called Oi! in Amsterdam, he would book grime, then when he turned to dubstep he'd still book us. I was fully aware of FWD>> but I wasn't into it.


What about as it started developing post-dubstep, the Ramadanman and Bok Bok thing?

Yeah yeah yeah. That stuff – Ramadanman, Martyn, even Joy Orbison ‘Hyph Mngo’, they were just signalling to me I could do what the hell I liked.227 It was the sickest thing to hear those tracks from those guys because I was like, “I know I'm making house music and I love buying house records, but also this stuff feels very UK and very much like a nice happy medium between house music and broken beat and garage and grime and everything, dubstep, everything in between.” That was an amazing moment – probably the last time I was in a club and I heard a track and I thought what the hell is this? Genuinely lost my mind. It would sound bait now because it was Benga & Coki ‘Night’.228 It got reloaded about four, five times. Heartless Crew was playing. I was at a garage rave at Harlow Football Club and they played the track and I just lost my mind to the track.


It is a ridiculous record. My wife used to go, it's that bloody owl record again. Because it goes “Hoo-hoo-hoo hoo hoo hoo.”

Yeah! So to say I didn't like FWD>>, I love El-B and Oris Jay and people like that. I love all those records for sure, but I just didn't understand how that music sat in the club. Those clubs were very male-heavy as well, there's no girls in here, I'm a young guy. I would at least like a few females hanging around. You'd go FWD>>, it was sick to hear some of the tunes on a soundsystem, especially when it was at Plastic People but in reality I was like, whatever. That was dubstep for me, until around that ‘Night’ period, when it got a bit skippy, by Benga. That was when I was like, “OK!” Another track, I heard, I think on 1Xtra, and Skream ‘2D’ came on. That's another track that really stood out for me. I was like, “Wow alright cool, this genre is really, really cool.” Again, that was me thinking in my head, “How do I incorporate that into this house thing and how do I blend it?”


So what was your breakthrough? When did you feel “I've got my sound now, I've got a thing?”

[laughs] “I've got a thing going on!” The Deep Teknologi stuff. So I moved to [Croydon suburb] Thornton Heath and I met Cooly G at Persona! at Fridge Bar on a Sunday night, a house and funky thing. Me, her, one of my other good friends J.Bevin and Sef, we all really hit it off. My place was a two-bedroom flat and I had a little studio set up in my second room, so Cooly would come down, we'd hang out. The following year one day, me, Cooly and Sef, we done a mix and we were like, “We're gonna call this mix Deep Teknologi.” That's what we called the mix itself. Everyone was talking about deep tech house and rah rah rah and we were like, “We're gonna call it Deep Teknologi.” So we've done this mix but obviously that year Cooly signed a couple of tunes to Hyperdub and I was like, “Ah cool.”

I was like, “If Hyperdub are interested in her music, which I had a hand in making, there must be something cool going on.” So Sef he was like “We should just do this label and call it Deep Teknologi.” So we just uploaded a couple of my tunes to MySpace, because my tunes were the ones that were ready. Literally Mary Anne Hobbs, Sinden and a few other cats hit us up randomly asking for the tracks. That's when I knew I had a sound. That was the thing that was missing with me going to the broken beat scene, and to house raves. Kenny Dope, the DJs, they weren't really going to show me that same attention. I needed to find my own niche, and it come to me via putting music on MySpace.


Rather than being insular the same way a smaller scene like broken beat is, with house it's because it's generations deep, so you've got these elders securing their position, right?

Exactly, exactly! That was a learning curve for me to understand. Not only are they looking for a particular type, you respect they're also going to protect their position in the game. You're potentially someone that could come along and change the game, and put them out again. That's why you have to hail someone like Mary Anne Hobbs up every single time, because she really would always take a risk and a chance on actual new music. It's the same thing with John Peel, with us lot back in the Black Ops days, he used to play our records. These people in a position, they're so key to UK music moving forward. It made such a difference, 100% Mary Anne Hobbs playing my records and Sinden on Kiss made a difference. That's how I got in contact with Tom Lea from Local Action, via MySpace. Even Diplo, people like that. I didn't force my way in to nowhere. They asked us for the records.


And all this coincided with UK funky breaking out as a sound. Suddenly there was two or three summers around 2010 when it was just everywhere

Yep yep yep, all of that proper coincided around that. That was a sick moment man. Even going and DJing, there's never been a year I've not DJed and got a booking, throughout all those times. Grime days I felt a bit restricted, but around 2009-10-11 it felt like everything was so free. You could come and play a cheesy classic house record or a deep dubstep record or even sometimes go so far as to play a reggae record and it wouldn't phase people in those parties. They came to experience you as a DJ and appreciate what you can bring to the table musically across the spectrum of UK music.


What was your first big gig outside the funky scene?

I'll be real and honest with you, I didn't really get to play in the funky scene unfortunately. Me and Jon E Cash used to throw parties and we'd get put on the flyers, these massive line ups they put your name on the flyer as well, as part of the rotation DJs, but I never actually got to play those parties. My first big gig outside of that was at that club in West End, Tottenham Court Road, The End. There was a party run by the guys who do Outlook, called SomeNight. That was the first proper solidified booking outside of the UK funky scene, at The End.


How quickly did it pick up once your records started being heard widely?

Because I've always been DJing, I had a Deep Teknologi moment where we put records up and we're getting booked as Deep Teknologi so we're doing the circuit of kids in university in X town booking us to play, and a lot of the time we were playing alongside Cooly, Roska, often Scratcha at the time. Travelling to Leeds, Manchester, wherever and – then it switched for me when I actually released my first release in 2010 on Local Action, my T.Williams EP. Then I'd be going off doing my thing on my own and those took off really quickly. Once it was defined I was T.Williams, I was solidly getting booked most weekends. The first proper booking abroad – two bookings in one weekend – I saw as a defining moment for the early T.Williams, was a party called Miskism in Amsterdam, then a Huntleys and Palmers party in Glasgow. Amsterdam then Glasgow, I was like “Right, I'm here now.” And crowd-wise, both of those were parties, the exact crowd I want to be performing in front of.


Like in terms of the energy of the party?

The energy of the party, even the other DJs that were on the line ups. I played Miskism with me and Lil Silva. The Huntleys and Palmers party was me and Auntie Flo.


As you started breaking through, were you aware of any barriers in your way as a black artist? Putting it very broadly – people from the UK bass scene started being able to play in Ibiza around that time – but given the racial mix of the people making the music, the selection of those who did looked very, very white,

Definitely. I mean, so you've gone through the grime scene, then you're playing house. I used to do quite big parties, at Ministry of Sound and things like that. We would try and put our flyers and posters in stores we think would take this: “It's house music, we're trying to do this thing properly” rah rah rah. A lot of record shops in London didn't really like house music, wouldn't want our posters or flyers or tickets, even to take them. When you walked in, you felt that energy that you wasn't actually a part of that world. I knew from coming out of the grime thing that you're not going to be accepted just like that: you're a black artist and the market is predominantly white male. That was a take on me moving to be T.Williams instead of Dread D, definitely a very strategic thing, because I knew “T.Williams” wouldn't elicit a particular race from the beginning. Someone might presume I was white but it could be anything. That was on purpose. I didn't use Tesfa Williams because my first name is African and I knew people would associate whatever with that and that might cause barriers as well.

I was very strategic about that, and about line-ups. I felt I got more love quickly because I hadn't actually been a part of the UK funky circuit, my name wasn't on many flyers. I felt the pick up was quicker because I didn't have the urban history. And again, in the places I would play once things started to heat up. I was very strategic. Because I knew the scene so well, certain things I was like “Nah, there's no point because I'm going to mess up my name.” And doing parties, I know about risk assessments and parties being shut down. All those things, and knowing that there is that barrier. I've always had to be very strategic about it. Same with knowing I wanted to make it to Ibiza. That wasn't easy. Definitely not an overnight thing, not a given. That was something I wanted to tick off.


There's only one other person I can think of who's straddled the distinct worlds. I mean Cooly G, Scratcha and Lil Silva had that Hyperdub, Night Slugs link so they went that way, but the only person who's really gone right into the heart of mainstream clubland is Roska

Yep, yep. That's it! I have to big up Roska and DJ MA1. I knew MA through booking him at my party, at the time he was the hot DJ in that UK funky circuit, he was quite a strait-laced nine-to-fiver that works for the council, got a pretty chill job and just DJs a bit. He was really close with Roska, and he told me stories about Roska doing a lot of things first. Going to Miami and playing UK funky out there at WMC, things like that. I was like, “Alright!” Even his Essential Mix. I've never done an Essential Mix. Even those things, it's a level up. If you're gonna play Ibiza, if you've got an Essential Mix underneath your belt you might be in a better stead. If you aren't playing traditional house and techno, those doors aren't always open. It's not clear-cut you're gonna get there. Even if you're fully renowned within your circle – someone like DJ Pioneer is renowned round London as a funky and house DJ but in terms of getting to play in Ibiza at somewhere he'd want to play, chances are it's going to take a lot of work. A lot more strategy, and looking at what needs to be done.

I mean we've seen Roska do things. I'm looking at him like “OK, how do I take it to that next level, and be like, ‘yeah, you really tick those boxes’?” Even with me signing to PMR, I did Rinse and Rinse FM with the sole purpose I wanted to do the Residency on Radio 1. I joined Rinse when they were doing the “destroy and rebuild” stuff, it was always quite public how they were getting rid of DJs. So I knew that it wasn't going to be a home where you're gonna be there forever, but you can go there and showcase, you can present a radio show and connect the dots between funky and maybe house music and garage. I had Catz ’N Dogz, MK, KiNK on my show, I had Justin Martin on my show.


The international house names you met along the way

There was times when I played shows and people would come up and say, because of my FACT mix – around 2011 I done an “influences” mix, I played jungle at the very end of it and grime, I played everything, dubstep, a real mixture, all the things that have influenced me – but people would come up to me after, promoters and other DJs, “Make sure you don't play jungle today.” Which I've never really done! I'm not stupid! Or people would be like, “Ah, the next DJ is a big house DJ, don't go too hard.” People don't realise you have to face that before you've even played your first record, someone already dictating what you're allowed to play, and the journey you're allowed to put the crowd on. All in all, some of that, it was expected but unexpected. You're playing Ibiza, you're doing these shows where you're treading new territory, but as a London-based UK funky DJ – and grime to go along with it – I've got all the dirty words behind me. You really know what their perception of you is in that market. But those were the hurdles I knew were there.


You've got the best part of a decade under your belt solidly playing house music – while making other less classifiable stuff in your own productions? Do you not feel secure?

I'm 100% not secure. Let's put it like this: so Ben UFO, Jackmaster, people like that are known to play weird records, records across the board, right? And they can play dubstep, grime – I've seen them do it – but still be respected as a house and techno DJ. Me on the other hand, if I literally once play a record that doesn't fit the mould, people highlight it – and maybe that's because I'm actually from that world. I was there in grime, I was there in UK funky, I'm a part of it. There's nothing that can change that. Being a black DJ, being a black artist, those highlights stay. Your history, your past, if you step out the basket, those highlights stick with you a lot longer than they do with my white male counterparts in the same field. So you have to be aware all the time, when you put out a mix. That FACT magazine mix taught me something, because people just got caught.

It's clearly an “influences” mix, a FACT magazine mix, yes it's my first big mix, but why would it be so confusing to you? Or the flip of it, when I was at Radio 1 doing my Residency, some of the awful tweets and stuff people would send in. So I realised, “They're not accepting as they are here in London.” It's just not as cut and dry as you're doing what you're doing, and you're not going to get any, I wouldn't even call it racial, but yeah, it's racial backlash because you're black. I try to play music they perceived to be not black. Radio 1 was a very weird moment for me because the backlash I got, it wasn't crazy but it was definitely more than I would have expected. People telling me to stop ruining the music, using the n-word and things like that. It was quite full on. For me, music's never been black and white like that. It's never been like “Ah ok, I only go to black clubs or only white clubs.” I knew it existed, but it was weird for me to be a part of seeing that energy. It made me go into myself a bit because I don't like being on show like that.


You're not here to be inspected, let alone abused!

It was wild – but then similarly it definitely tells me right now I'm in a transitional stage because of my history. I could be here for another ten years if I strategise and get it correct – or I could be like my predecessors, some of my heroes, and everyone asking “What happened to T.Williams?” Just as easy. I don't feel the public have a clear perception of what I do. So the public versus the industry, I feel the industry's seen a number of different incarnations of me – as T.Williams or even as Dread D – and they're still figuring out which one is here to stay.


So were you worried about bringing Dread D back when you did the track with Local Action?

Yeah 100%. That's why I never released any grime music, even during that period. It's not like I wasn't making it, I just didn't want people to confuse things. So with the Dread D project, what happened is I kind of shelved it in that period. I had a particular sound, it was grime – the sound I made when I was a kid and the bassline and the bass sound I created. I knew I could make a track like that and people who were into that style would be OK with that. But even in them days, I was making stuff that had less an eight-bar vibe, just more progressive in the arrangement. Even Slimzee wouldn't play that because MCs can't spit on it – and I get why it wouldn't have been a big track, and we didn't feel like we could release. I'd released a track called ‘Time Command’ on my own label, HelloPlease, 001 that one, not house but a bit more dance. And we sold 500 records, 500 in six months. Which was a struggle, whereas before when I was releasing stuff with the proper grime sound, you're pushing 3,000 quite easy. That in itself told me they want a particular thing from me, so I felt like I was boxed in.

When I released my T.Williams EP on Local Action, I was again very strategic. There was a track called ‘Flooring’ which was very house-y, and a lot of the house world was into that. ‘Anthem’ was a UK funky track, then you had ‘Afric’ which was a kind of tribal-y dubby track. I tried to make it so that the EP itself had all those elements in it, so I didn't feel like I would ever end up like the door was closing in on me with T.Williams, and I was being boxed in. Then you fast forward to 2013 and Disclosure, and Mosca and Bashmore, all of us doing our thing and it's become very house and garage-y. Even Dusky. Even Breach. And I'm very much a part of that world, I'm in there, the music I'm getting early is from these people, and when I play clubs, my set is increasingly just UK house. I feel like I wasn't constantly making that type in that period, but I was boxing myself in because my mixes and my radio shows were becoming very much predominantly UK house.

I did a record on PMR, my first EP, and it had a track called ‘Think of You’. The whole point of it was like, everyone's making 125 [bpm] garage-y house and I went and done a 110bpm slow, used a disco break with a vocal. At the time everyone says to me that track was ahead of the curve, but I just did it because I felt like I was being boxed in. Everyone was expecting me to make a UK house, a kind of garage-y house track, and I wanted to do something left of that.


Do you think long term?

100%, I'm always thinking what it's going to look like in the future, where do I want to be, what makes me happy. The last two years has really been a constant balancing act. And it always changes, because as people that are into music, our taste changes, our taste grows. What I want to be playing and where will change. Who I consider to be the DJs I'd like to be on the line-up with will change. I had a nine-to-five job for about a year and a half, two years, and something that I learnt in that period is this: I wasn't making much music and I wasn't really collecting much music at the time, because I was focused on my job – and it made me super-sad. It was depressing being that person. So I now know, me as a person, that I need to be musically happy consistently to be a whole person and a happy guy.

Aside of me enjoying it and it being my hobby, this is a job in itself. DJing and producing. And now it's how I make my money, so it's a balancing act. Being an actual job and something you're doing it as a living versus you needing it for being completely and totally happy. Other people out there go down this road of being quite hardline. and they only stick to one genre. I just have never been that guy. And I think most Londoners – or most people from the UK – we're really not those type of people. We move, and there's nothing wrong with it. You move and shake with the times.


So how do you feel about everything that's happened since funky and post dubstep? Obviously tech house and Afrobeats and now drill is everywhere. How have you felt about the changes and shifts in London partying and sounds over the last five years or so?

OK, the most recent stuff – UK drill, Afrobeats, those current things rising – I'm not a part of that urban world, I'm not even connected to it at all. It's probably the first time UK has moved in a direction and I really have no idea who's doing it, who's killing it, who's not. No idea! I feel like it was deserved and the urban scene has been due something like this in a very long time. It could have happened for grime back in the day – the genres where they come from the council estates and those people would come into it. It's changed the dynamic where Warehouse Project wouldn't have had an afro swing or a drill or grime artist on the line ups five years ago, and now those people are taking up those spaces. I think it's been positive and it's put someone like me on my toes as well. It's got me to get back in the studio and push things forward because the pressure's there. So in 2013 for instance, the gravy train was running for what I was doing. And I guess I feel like if we were going to continue down that road, it wouldn't have been good. It could have just been more of the same. Whereas now I feel like there's a full understanding of how those flavours and influences and people are really trying to push things forwards. Musically the UK never stops.


Keeps shooting itself in the foot as well. Each scene keeps tripping itself up and then the next one comes along

This is what I'm saying to you. That's the part of it you always have to accept. You'll always get an opportunity to be new, because you can be part of another scene and if you really get it right, you can smash it. And in another sense, if you're gonna stay and be a part of something, you're gonna be old hat. Look at dubstep. It's weird to see dubstep in 2018 from where it would have been in 2008. What a decade can change in terms of how people really respect it in the UK. What a Warehouse Project line up would really look like. Or a fabric line up in 2018 versus a fabric line up in 2008.


People still haven't processed how ridiculous the rise and explosion and collapse of dubstep was. There's whole histories to be written still

Completely. And ultimately that's the beautiful thing. There will be a resurgence. There will be a proper renaissance of that 2010 vibe and I guess the other side of it is – and I've seen this with dubstep in particular and grime to be honest – if you really stick to your guns, not half hearted, you still can make a career of it. I know loads of people, not here, in the States now, but they've got a proper career as a dubstep producer and DJ. Probably more financially beneficial than some of our well known house and techno DJs here in the UK. Stick at your guns and that circle will keep coming round and round and round. That's the beauty of the UK.

T.Williams runs the Conch label with Julio Bashmore.
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MANY stories in this book are full of geniality, but this is the interview with the most laughter in. Merissa Campbell, Cooly G, is just very, very funny. She's also a bundle of contradictions: she has all the self-aggrandisement of the grime MC and semi-pro footballer she once was, but also a way of talking about the minutiae of life that verges on kitchen-sink drama in its detached observational detail, plus surprisingly often there's a streak of insecurity abnormally close to the surface even for a musician. It's an unpredictable combination bound together by sharp focus and no-punches-pulled wit. She has an on-off relationship with the Hyperdub label, and she's certainly at home among its family of misfits. All of which comes out in her music. Whether she's making bass-led house, mutant grime or smoky, heavy R&B with her own untrained but sultry vocals, it's never less than intriguing, full of introspective twists and unfamiliar emotions. She's also a dynamite DJ.

She's found it hard to fit in, and maybe her complex personality is linked to this. First as a woman producer and rapper in the macho worlds of grime and hip hop, then as a black clubber in the (then) overwhelmingly white house music scene. And then – when her records began to make her name for her – as a single mother with a limited support network trying to get by while other, far more privileged and carefree producers and DJs could grab every opportunity that came along. Not that she's ever seemed particularly pissed off about any of these things – more suspicious with a side order of quizzical. The first time I interviewed her (around the time of her second Hyperdub single), I discovered she lived literally down the road from me in South London, and I met her at her flat above a shop, where I found her teaching her then-three-year-old son to play monstrously heavy bass tones on a keyboard. She was certainly wary then, sometimes monosyllabic, asking more questions than she answered, but she gathered enthusiasm and the jokes started coming. Since then we've met quite a few times, and every time she's been funnier and more confident that her musical achievements give her the authority to speak as she finds.

Which is as it should be. Her discography (mainly on Hyperdub and her own Dub Organizer label) is impressive by any standards. Where her earlier releases had a sense of a personality pushing against the technology to make the forms it needed to express itself, now that personality and the mode of expression feel far more in tune, as she roams much more freely across genres and tempos, the distinctive moods she creates emerging and shifting through the rhythmic frameworks. She's still certainly not part of any one scene or another, but it's good that such an individualist can find a space of their own. This interview and photoshoot took place at her current home, out towards the suburbs, where she's moved to have a spacious flat that can accommodate her partner's wheelchair. She lives there with him and her two kids; her son is now a regular contributor to her records and she's teaching her daughter music too. Given how she's talked about her own family’s musical background in interviews, the sense of music flowing through the generations is strong, and that's where we began.


The obvious starting point here is that your dad had a soundsystem

The other day I was messing around with some equipment, and to see my daughter doing stuff – she is four now, she's actually me. But my dad's gear was bigger, more analogue, massive mixer, stuff like that. I used to climb up and turn off the bass and turn it back up, just copying him. I remember him having the sound, the set-up, in the house. My mum would sing, but more for acid house. But then she's perverted it onto his reggae/dub thing. So hearing those two sounds together was crazy.


So was she involved in house music back then?

She is a selector, I can tell you that for sure. Up till today, she will have everything before we do, she will show us some new shit. But those times, she was singing, helping my dad make the music.


If she was playing acid house, this is the late 80s we're talking about

She played those raves where they didn't have flyers and everyone's driving and they're like “It's that way, it's that way!” [laughs]. I was just a child, I never saw that. But I wanted to jam with my dad all the time, because of the sound. I couldn't believe that they could take the bass out and then bam it in at the right bit. It was like a piece of my soul, it was in my system. It gave me the rhythm from then. From learning about music, then getting my own little cassette player in my room and running tunes on that, it grew from there. I could hear different things going on with the sound, and that's where the DJing came along. But I didn't know what DJing was, I just knew about the sound of everything. When I found about how to mix, when they let me watch them on the soundsystem, I was like “Oh my days!” I went home, jumped on my wall behind the house by the petrol station, and I was asking everyone “Can I wash your car for five pounds?” I built up all this money, and they're all like “This little fun girl wants to wash our car!” They would give me an extra tenner and I saved up all that money and bought myself some vinyl decks. And a couple of records, any records, I didn't know what tunes they were, I just like “I want that!” What's that group called, they look like The Jacksons? The other crew, they're family? Five Star! I bought one of their records and some other hip hop things, like gangsta stuff, and some drum’n’bass. And then trying to mix the tunes together, which was not working. Then I realised “Oh you need the genres!” Then I started mixing up like at home in my bedroom…


Was your dad playing reggae?

Reggae, revival, rare groove, soul – the whole journey in that kind of sound. Because you have to build up a journey when you're playing, and entertain people as well. When I listen to sounds now – I've been listening to a few soundsystems in the last year – you hear their journey. A bit of a hype to get everyone involved, then they fling it way back, to make the other age group involved, then soul to get everyone all lovey-dovey. They get everyone through emotions and different styles, and that's what they used to do man. And it was sick, but then I got to know about Anita Baker. That's when I started singing along with them and I thought “Oh my god I'm gonna be a singer, I'm gonna be like her.” So, it was mostly those powerful vocals that made me want to sing.


What else was in your orbit in the 90s? Hip hop, dancehall, jungle, drum’n’bass – was there anything else you would hear out and about?

I only heard music at home or if we went to a christening or wedding, because I was really, really young. At the real beginning, aged six or seven. I could only hear music on the road if I went with my dad somewhere. But it was jungle – because my uncle had a studio in his house, he built his own things with wood and everything, his room was full of vinyl and the equalisers built up to the ceiling. He was just overly dramatic and he's dramatic today, still. It was drum’n’bass, raw hip hop. We would watch the films that went with the hip hop, all the films that were playing those musics [like Juice or Boyz N’ the Hood], because it made sense of the culture and that.


For the older generation of UK hip hop heads, it was Beat Street and Break Dance: The Movie and so on. In the 90s, the records were more mainstream, but it was the films that taught people what it was about

When I think about it, I don't even know how my mum got all that stuff. Do you remember that crew called Shai? They had this song that went like “The very first time I saw your brown eyes”?229 So let me tell you a joke about that tune. See how the bass just goes [makes a heavy bass sound]? What I did, like an idiot, I turned that shit right up on my dad's equaliser thing, and ran out the door with the remote so I wasn't in the room while it was really loud. And I was waiting for the drop and it went “BANG!” and I was like “Oh my days!” And my dad came in as the bass dropped and he was like “What's going on in here?” [laughs]. And I'm like “I just wanted to hear the bass dad!” And he was just laughing at it…


This was still primary school age?

Yeah. I was freaking out over bass. I was going mad, I wasn't interested in nothing else except turning that bass up when he wasn't there. And I got caught. But he didn't tell me off, he just said “Alright alright. I'm gonna take you somewhere.” Then he took me to Carnival and that was it for me. Being able to eat jerk chicken, be on his shoulder and having candy floss, those flavours and that sound, with the whistles and the horns. I was so young and I was like “This is messing up my brain, what am I gonna do?” And I just carried on going through all the emotions and experiences of music. Meeting friends that could rap on the estate, rapping little battles outside – it stemmed from little bits and bobs. And in my spare time I'd play football, I used that to keep me fit.


What age did you start to go raving?

I got into a rave when I was like 13. I tried to put make up on and everything [laughs] and dress up like a big woman. It was so funny, I was shaking at the queue because you're not allowed to be in no damn rave at that age. There was this one time I went with a bunch of boys to a place in Brixton, I can't remember what they called it. They booted off the back door and that's how I got in, and I was in the corner by the speaker and I was like “Oh my god”. I didn't even care about dancing, I was just sitting there. I got into Brixton Academy underage. I know it's really bad, but I had to hear the bass. There was no way I was going to be outside, not hearing that shit. And when I was able to I used to go out from a Thursday to a Sunday, every single week, just to hear the sound and the music. I left school, I tried to go college – I pretended I was going college but I was going studio – and I was doing a lot of hip hop music, a lot of shows as well. I supported Bounty Killer, I opened his show as a rapper. I had a whole dance routine. The Yardies [i.e. Jamaicans] were going crazy. They love their dancing shit. That Michael Jackson thing with the smoke and all that dust and fucking overly dramatic outbursts and stuff.

How old was I? Maybe 16-17. But around 21 I started to rave properly, because I felt that I was ready to actually like go out on my own properly. And not worry about having to go out with anyone else.


So, you weren't bothered about meeting guys, or any of the other things people go out for?

Nope, none of that. I was just like proper into the sound. When I was going out, if you spoke to like a regular person who would see me, they would be like “That girl was always near the speaker.” I never really socialised with anyone and everyone wanted to talk to me. They were like “You're the girl who plays football innit, yeah, you're heavy,” and I would be like “Yeah yeah aight cool,” – meaning “I'm listening to this tune right now.” And it got worse when I heard people like DJ Gregory, like no one could talk to me. I was so unsociable because I could not believe the way how he made those tracks. I was like “I need to be able to do that shit…”


So when did you start going to house clubs?

When I was about 20-21 years old. And it started floating me out with the hip hop thing. Which was, every time I was on stage I felt like a boy. I was doing all this fashion stuff with these people that I met, and they had a boutique, they were stylists for a lot of big people. And they put me in magazines doing fashion catwalks at London Fashion Week, stuff like that. And I started to feel more like a female rather than a tomboy. And then when I was rapping I was like “Oh I'm not feeling this anymore” – cause I'm not doing it all hard and I don't like that shit no more. I dunno, I just started to get into the house and I don't even know how it happened. I'd been playing house before with my mum, but something lopped me off that rap thing, because I didn't want to feel, like I was thuggish or boyish. I started to dress up more like a girl at that point. I didn't feel comfortable listening to rap music.


And this was when grime was popping off

The garage bit was between 17 and 19 years old, that's when it was really popping. I made loads of tunes, loads of grime, I made tune for [Big] Narstie and all the people. Cause where I worked and teached, they were all there in my class. So, it's kind of mad to see everyone doing their thing. It's good, we all know each other. I just see them popping off and I'm like, “That's so sick.”


So you were hearing the tunes coming in and you knew what was happening on the different scenes

I knew what was happening, but nothing ever fazed me. Even with the Hyperdub thing. When people were like “Oh my god you're on Hyperdub, do you know Kode9, oh my god!” I'm like “You lot are really crazy, they just putting my tunes out bruv and I'm getting to go get on an aeroplane for the first time. I'm happy!” But I never knew the extent of what levels they're on, I didn't know they had this Burial guy, I didn't know annyyyttthiiing. I didn't even know they did a tune with Killa P and I know Killa P! I didn't know none of it, none of that excitement thing what people look at. I was just interested in “I wonder if peoples ever gonna hear my music?”


So your beats were getting heard on grime mix CDs and shows

Yeah like Frisco and that, they was jumping on riddims that I was making and stuff like that. And I had these mixtapes in CD form, and I would get everyone together and do photo shoots. In this building where I was doing studio, you had visuals and audio, so you could get a photographer to come and do your ting for your CD. So I would go with the rucksack, selling them, I'd be saying “Five pounds” and people would be giving me £20 and saying “You've done really good on the quality of the CD cover.” I stopped a lot of beef by getting everyone together to make music and it was quite bad beef. I have a photoshoot of people who hated each other – but they became buddies again.


Did the competitiveness do your head in? The way some people would blow stuff up just for the sake of it in grime?

Um, no. Now it does. Now, I'm sitting here thinking like, I'm not feeling the whole clashing thing, because everyone should be just doing their thing. Now you should be more collaborating with people.


But the flip side is that the competition was part of the energy when it started

Exactly, but it makes me feel uncomfortable because I wanna make a tune for those people. So right now I've sent music to one big artist's people and they haven't even listened to it. And then other people wanna hear it. And I'm feeling uncomfortable, because I've done a tune for the one that wanna clash with him, and they are gonna be like “Oh she's done that.” Just because they've got a problem with each other. But I am looking to be a sick producer. I wanted at least one track with everyone. I don't want no beef with no one. I think it's just stupid. I know there's a hype and everyone gets all excited, but there's a lot of wasted time.


And what was different about the atmosphere in the house clubs then?

It was very exciting. I mean, I was never the one that'll do any hard drugs, so I would be watching it and laughing thinking “Raahhh is this what they do? Shit!” [laughs]. I would watch it and see how they change, and with the music.


Did you soak up some of that?

I was buzzing like them for real. I didn't really drink either, I was proper the sober one, but I was feeling their vibes off them being buzzing. I would go out at two in the morning, I would never go earlier than that. My Dad caught me one time and said “Where are you going? Why do you always go out at this time of night?” I was like “Dad please, I just need to heeeaar the bass” [laughs]. And he probably thought, “Oh my god she's going out there, doing this, doing that,” he probably thought I was doing something so bad [laughs]. But these times, I just wanna hear the bass and a new tune and something to go home and be excited about. And I had some stupid little PC laptop with frigging [music production software] Cubase on it, I hooked it up and made little beats, nothing special but it just was a sick experience. They just recently had a reunion, like a get-together of that actual rave, which was Tongue & Groove. I didn't know about it and I was devastated. They said that everyone that was there in them days were there. It would have been so sick just to see everyone and be like “There's the girl who standing at the speakers” [laughs]. But they're probably saying “Where is the girl who stands near the speakers? Shit.” I'm so glad that I got the opportunity to do that, at that age, because I was doing the teaching at the same time during weekdays, and I was in a place where I didn't know where I was going.


You were teaching music engineering, right?

Yeah and DJ workshops and collaborating with the photographers that were upstairs, and making projects out of it. We would make them have a biography with their photoshoot and their demo CD for them to go on somewhere and shit. I have been writing about every single like thing that's happened, including personal stuff, since I was 16, because it is all how I became who I am, as Hyperdub linked me. They linked me at the right time, because I was so confused I didn't know what I wanted to do. I had a really bad year that year.


I'm just trying to get a picture of Tongue & Groove. Early-mid 2000s London, proper house music, I'm guessing mostly white, quite gay, lots of Italians?

Proper white and it was calm, but then the black people started getting involved [laughs]. And then there were bare fights and it just got awful, I'm not gonna lie. It's really bad I'm upset, because there was a time that they let me DJ there. And I'm behind the decks and I'll never forget this moment, my heart jumped out my whole body. I'm DJing and it's starting get empty and I'm like “Why is this what's going on, ‘cause I know it ain't my tunes ya get me?” [laughs]. I could see all the way through the glass windows, and there were boys with machine guns outside! I looked at my music, like “Have I got time to get my music? Or am I going through the fire exit now?” I left my shit bruv, I was gone. That was a really bad day because I was sleeping before I had that set, so when I got up I properly wasn't even awake. I was in the cab and I was straight on it. A really rough experience. People would have their drunken things anyway, but it did kind of get a bit messy. It was in Brixton, basically in the market area.


Drama aside, this mix of people and music led to what became funky, right?

It did, because – OK – we're at the Tongue & Groove and that's proper deep house and proper minimal, and it's a different kind of vibe. So when the funky started to play in there, it went to the other side of Brixton, where The Mass and The Babalou were. So they started having events over there and that's when I started to do my events as well. In the Mass and that, and it were proper funky. I didn't know that much people, I only know Fingaprint and them lot. Basically all the hits from that funky era, like the Supa D's and whatever man. The deep house was in the real other end of Brixton, in the basement, and then the other side was brighter, more open space – and that's where the funky house was. And it kind of made sense like that, because it was more hype. Because that funky shit made people go crazy. And when I made that tune ‘Dis Boy’, that's when I knew funky was nuts. I'd made that tune and I was making a decision with my life – “I'm gonna do this or I'm gonna go work in McDonald's. I'm just gonna get a 9-5 or I'm gonna do this.” And that night, I went to the Fridge bar with my CD. I went to the first DJ I saw and asked him to play my tune out. He looked at me like “What? I gotta go home and listen to this first, I can't just play it.” I was like “Move move move,” and I went to the other DJ like “Oi fam. Play my tune bruv”. And he looked at me and was like “You're a girl.” And I was like “Yeah? Just play it!” and he was like “Alright fuck it, I'll play it.” I was just getting angry, ’‘cause my life depends on this. And he dropped this track and boy, when that fucking bass dropped I just remember the crowd going so nuts, yeah. And the stairs are over there, and two of my brothers – who do not rave – was walking down the stairs as soon as my tune came on. They were going mad. And I was like “This is it – this is what I'm gonna do.” And that was it. That was the same year as meeting Hyperdub, at the beginning of the year. And then soon after I was hanging around the same boys who played it. And they would make me go on radio, and go on their sets at Carnival that year and just bring me in on their little sets and having fun and whatever.


Then there was three summers where funky was just like out of every car that drove past. It was everywhere, it had overtaken grime as the dominant sound of London

It did man. But the funny thing about it was when I realise how it sounded then, and how it sounds today. Do you know how sick it sounds today? The other day I played it in Somerset House, and I was like “Oh my god!” It's the way you receive music. Because how people holler at me about ‘Narst’ now, like “I can't believe your tune ‘Narst’.” I'm like “Erm, oh my god it's like seven years old!” They're going absolutely mad over it. Because now when I play some old school funky it sounded so much heavier than back in the day. I dunno if that's because of the quality of the soundsystem. I don't know.


Or if people are just primed to receive it. It's the same with jungle. Old jungle tunes that sounded too weird and wild when you first heard them now sound like Uncle Dugs on a Friday morning, and everyone's like “Party music! Waheyyyy!”

It's mad how it sounds to me now. Because obviously I'm on this grime ting right now, but it's made me like stop for a second, because I actually want a career in the sound again. Because it sounds too tough now.


And it stopped dead too soon as well

Aw man, it flopped.


Why was that?

I dunno. On a professional level why I stopped was the quality of it. It was just weak, it didn't have no weight to it. I mean the production was sick, the melodies were sick, the drum patterns was sick. Everything was sick but to me it sounded weak. And you can go home and play a tune today, a bad man house tune now, and hear the difference and hear how it's quantised.


But people liked the rawness of it as well. Maybe it was an antidote to over- produced minimal house and techno at the time

Maybe. But also people was fighting and arguing. There was a lot of fights at raves. I remember these two boys, they just passed their exams and they were young, and they went out and got stabbed up and they were on life-support machines, after a funky house rave. I mean, they survived but it was so traumatic to even hear that these kids had gone out to just to party, because they had got good grades. But I always think there is trouble at certain types of sound man. And I think there are people that are buzzing – they may be on a mad one, or drunk, or whatever stuff they're taking. ’Cause it's not just weed. You can't blame music too much. I'm sad that it stopped. Actually no, I'm not sad to why it stopped. At the time I was but now I'm not. Because I think it can be something again, I can feel it.


I suppose the core crowd of funky house then went back into house. People either went into UK rap or they went into “house house” and then tech house and stuff. “Deep tech” they called it

Again I think that was the drugs. Because it was that thing where you're trying to “get” that sound. Because enough people go out for that sound. I always put some of that deeper stuff in when I was playing my funky house – only because everyone was listening to it, but I was making sure it was some deep hardcore shit. Then when I started seeing everyone like going on to same type of sound, I was thinking “why they doing that?” I didn't get it. I didn't care but I was like, “Oh well, OK, that means I can do what I wanna do and just play the sounds I wanna play.”


Were there particular producers you would check outside the funky scene? Americans? Germans?

A lot of European ones for the deep house, some American ones and a couple of UK ones. But most things I really liked I found out were from America. Though there was a lot from South Africa too. And I put the tribal sound in as well, and that took over big time and it was such a good feeling because it had – I don't know how to describe it, but it had a black sound, innit. An African sound. A sound where it's like how black people move. So, it was nice to have a sound like that involved on house. Because the beat end of it, how I look at it, is the commercial bit. The lower end is like I see, how I've grown up, black people, innit. I don't know anything else. So when I found that DJ Gregory was white and French, I was like “Oh my god! Has he got a black girlfriend?” Because he's got some kind of rhythm in him, ya get me? I rate him like one million, I rate him, like, I love him [considers for a moment, then deadly serious]. Actually, I love him. I love him, OK? I just think that he's amazing and he makes me want to cry all the time because I know that he has got something in him that I just love.


Have you ever played alongside him or anything?

No man, I've been dying to! And I'm a fan of Karizma. I mean balling to him at Brixton man. His beats are like Brixton in my head, mate: “Oh my god he is a bad boy. Who is this guy? He's a bad man.” And then he approached me on Facebook.


He's from where? Baltimore?

Yeah! He hollered at me on Facebook. I was like “Oh hello, sorry I think this is the wrong person, like you're Karizma and I'm Cooly G from like, Brixton.” And he said “Oh I saw this interview and you were speaking about me blah blah blah.” And he was like proper bigging me up. He took time out to listen to my stuff. And he was just telling me his whole life story, and I was just like I'm in shock talking to him, for that whole hour. Then I got to do a tune with him and it was nuts.230 But that DJ Gregory; I dunno what's wrong with him, ’cause I dunno where he is – and no one won't gimme the link [laughs]. Because they know it's gonna be a madness.


Actually, I've got his email address I think

For fuck sake. Look, I'll just faint right now. I'll just jump off there [nods at balcony]. I'm not a fan of enough people you know.


The other side of what was happening then was intellectual, art school, fashion, hipster-music and different genres colliding together. Not just Hyperdub but Night Slugs. What sort of connection did you have to that crowd? I mean, you must have started playing Hyperdub raves

When I saw that scene, I was like actually excited. There were bare white people who wore skinny jeans and hairstyles and they were just like “Oh my god.” It was such a different crowd for me to see, going from fights and different mad crowds – so now I'm in Hyperdub, and on shows with Night Slugs. We've done shows with Bok Bok and all them lot, because they had that mad sound as well. But I was watching the crowd, I would go back to my dad and say “This stuff is some next shit dad, they are just enjoying themselves and just listening to the sound. I don't want to see people fighting, I want to see them listening.” They're not even buzzing about the mix – they're buzzing about what that tune is gonna be next. So going to that crowd was the best thing that ever happened for me. They're really into what you are playing and they follow you. To be DJing and see their crowd reaction, I'm like “Rahh. That's all I wanna see. I'm happy to be seeing this shit.”


The way Kode9 balanced the different artists on Hyperdub has always been amazing. You could have your own zone, yet it all made sense as a Hyperdub thing

Every time I think about him I thank that guy man, he doesn't know what he's done for me. Just to approach me to tell me “I can put your tunes out worldwide.” Because you never saw anything about me on the internet back then, except so- and-so complaining that I'm some big-headed person. And I'd only made one or two tracks. All I had was just little loops, one-minute loop here, two-minute loop there. I rate him nuff. I just saw him about a month ago, before he went on tour, about my releases that are up for this year – and I had a chat with him about me releasing with Rinse FM. I've explained to him that I wanna put something out with someone else as well. I'm still here, family one hundred, but I've got to do other things as well. And he was like, “Yeah you know what, you're right. You need to grab attention as well from other ways.” Because obviously I went quiet for a bit and I went quiet really for a very big reason. With him [nods towards the next room indicating her partner] having the accident and being paralysed, it just shut my brain off for a little bit. I didn't really believe that could really just happen to someone overnight. It was confusing for me: you're never gonna walk again, do you know what I mean? All the ideas from the whole year, it's crazy. It's even more crazy than I've had to experience and I've experienced some crazy shit. So I've been making some weird music.


The albums on Hyperdub got successively so they had more songwriting in them, and more dark emotion. More sex in it as well

I know. That sex one was because I wasn't getting no sex haha.231 I was just so single and bored – you know one of them ones. I was like someone give me love man. I was like bloody hell, am I that ugly? Come and do me, shit!


But at the same time you were doing Dub Organiser tracks, just straight up beats and bass

Yeah, that first vinyl is like the year of 2008-09. I always wanna keep that vibe, before I met Hyperdub. Because it's something I was doing for myself – hence why I kept releasing bits and bobs. And then at the start of this year I released some of the stuff that wasn't out. So, It's like my own little thing that I like doing, whether the tunes are saying something or not – because some people receive music in different ways. Like some people release some tunes that I hate, and I'm like “Go away! Don't talk to me about that tune, I hate that tune!” People are like “No that tune is like sick man” and I'm like urgh, I don't know why I made that. But it's been a good, rocky road, even just meeting all the people on Hyperdub. I heard Martyn's tune before I met him, I was like “Oh my god this guy is sick who IS he?” Then when I met him I had an anxiety attack in the fucking restaurant. And he helped me so much that I looked at him from then on as a big brother from then, that was IT. This guy here is my brother. HE helped me bruv, and I will never forget it. Because I get [anxiety] all the time, and no one could understand it. I didn't even know what it was and he saw it, and helped me calm down. Meeting Ikonika was weird because she went on at me about ‘Narst’ first time I spoke to her and I was just like “Err, OK?” It just felt weird talking to another girl producer. I was like “You make beats too? Fucking hell, sick, just let me have a little listen to this shit.” And Scratcha, he's just mad up. I met him in Plastic People and I started playing his tunes and then Kode9 was like what the fuck is that? So, I bought him the tunes and he's like boom-boom-boom, link them up, they're doing their thing. And Terror Danjah, he's actually a proper blood cousin – and Frisco too. I had Christmas dinner with Frisco last year. It was so weird, I was at the dinner table like “Why is Frisco there, it's annoying me like?” I was really annoyed about it but I was happy. I was like “Urgh, this is like, weird,” like “God, Frisco is on the other side of my table, at Christmas.”


So you're getting back into producing grime too?

A bit. I was doing grime before I turned 20, before I did the tunes for the Narsties and that lot. And I listened back to some of that stuff, and the beats were so tough yeah, but the sounds were wrong because we didn't have banging sounds. At that point I didn't know how to really go deep into plug-ins and make your tune sound tougher than it would sound. So basically I had been listening to lots of old stuff and I thought, “You know what, I wanna make some grime!” I must have been doing a soundcheck at a festival with Kode9 and I started MCing and he was like, “What the fuck? You gotta do that!” and I was like, “No way, get out, I'm not doing that shit.” I'm not gonna blow my own trumpet but I am a sick MC innit. Like, I'm a bad BOY MC not a bad gyal MC. Like I proper spit the street, know what I mean. So, he's always trying to get me to spit, innit. He even tried to get me to start spitting for Hyperdub things.


Just because you were MCing on the soundcheck?

I could play you it, and you would probably be like Kode9, phoning me: “You need to do that with it! Have you done it yet? Have you done it?” It's when I was boyish, know what I mean? I was doing the soundcheck for the main live show, I was like, “I don't want to be seen right now, because I just want to let it out.” So I just started spitting and he was like “What? You're like joking with yourself!” I just felt “Nah I just don't feel that no more.” Because those MC girls, it just looks boyish to me and I don't receive it well, because it doesn't make me feel good. I think it's my age, as I'm older now innit, I got two kids so I don't feel like. But I might surprise everyone and just do it. Just because everyone's annoying me about it. Even my dad. He's like “When are you gonna do all this ting man?” I'm like “God man Dad man! Allow it yeah?” And he's like “You see when people hear that shit, I tell you tings is gonna gwarn!” [laughs]. I'm telling you that's exactly what he was saying to me. Even up to last year he was saying like “Have you done it yet?” And I'm like “Oh my god, like, what's up with you lot? I just can't!” I think those albums I've done have made me feel, like, mushy innit.


But you'd like to do the production now?

I've been listening to a lot of grime, and I've been enjoying how they'd been making their new flows. I know how it started, and I've seen the flow change. I probably didn't even listen to what they're saying, I like to just watch their lyrical flow, how they do patterns – and it's got to a point where I'm actually enjoying it. Before it was like they all sounded the same. But now everyone has got their own little thing, which is exciting for me to listen to, because I know now people are taking their good old time to create their own pattern, like how I create my own drum patterns. So they are doing it with their writing skills and I'm enjoying it. That's what has got me all gassed on the grime thing, that everyone's taking their time.


And you said you want to build a soundsystem?

Yeah, so I am in the middle of building a soundsystem. Because the whole reason why I got into the music thing was because of the soundsystem. And basically I love the sound of that cold bass, even on the concrete floor, just the way it's positioned, where it is, all that kind of stuff. So my uncle builds speakers, so he done the boxes for me now, and we're looking for the bass, the mids and the tops. I want make it look really old school, and come out like the old sound. Because nothing can't beat that. When I go in a club and they got Funktion One – there's something about that old school thing, just nothing can't beat that for me right now. I wanna have my own little mini soundsystem where I will probably do live streaming and have people come and play on it, and even have [my son] Nas play his tunes and stuff like that. He definitely doesn't want to DJ, he definitely wants to play football. But obviously I've taught him to use Logic, how to do certain things, and he said he just wants to have fun with the music.232 I can lace it up [i.e. wire up the soundsystem] in my garden bruv, like, at my house, and have people come and just stream it and tump it. Because my neighbours are proper safe as well, like they know I make music. The guy downstairs he knocks me and says: “Excuse me I can hear, the bit and the bit and then the bit”. I'm like “What's the bit and the bit and the bit?” And he's like “What are you up to up there?” And I said “I'm making beats innit” and he said “Ohhh, because I could hear it, I can hear when you do the bit and then the bit and the…” Fucking hell, he's sitting in his front room you know, he's some old white man, “I can hear you.” And I'm like “What?” But we're like proper friends now, and he's like “Yeah yeah yeah, when you do that bit, you gotta put like that bit on it.” And I'm like “You don't know anything about music” [laughs]. And he can hear me creating from nothing, he can hear the metronome going and the beat and the snares and that. Now he stops me outside and says “I heard the drum and the bit and the bit and the…” I'm like, “You know what mate, you're funny.” The other day he was like “Where you at man? I haven't heard the bit and then the bit and the…” I was just saying “Look man, I'm gonna be back soon, I've just been out and about. But I'll be back there soon, I'll be there.” I do barbecues and we obviously have sound and all that, but next time I want it to be my one. I dunno I will probably get Scratcha to come over and run some tunes and tump it, ya get me? I just wanna have it as a thing where I can stream it, and people can watch it on the internet, and invite different people that wanna come and run tunes on it.


So this is you now? This is your career?

Yeah, it is. Because I had that little break, I was doing a few shows here and there, but I was going through health issues as well, with my ear but I didn't know what it was until last year. I've got labyrinthitis innit, as well as vertigo. And then it becomes panic attacks and then it's 999 and I go in an ambulance, and then I don't know what's going on. I have had so much tests, and it's come to the fact that I've damaged this ear. I have physiotherapy for it now, and it's started to get better. I haven't had it today and I'm like really shocked – because usually, even when I move my head, I get that woosh, it feels like it's come to me. But it's probably that I don't have no anxiety, because obviously I've known you for years, ya get me? But with someone else who I don't really know, then I start getting all [makes heavy breathing sound]. It's getting better. But yeah, this is me. I'm available to collab. I wanna get some of those original grime guys. I could do a record like that, but trying to get them people is like getting a meeting with Beyonce. I'm trying to do more working with other people this time around and the album. I dunno if I'm gonna sing on the album. I think I might even feature other people this time round. Some other people with soundsystem history.


Neneh Cherry?

[Laughs] Yeah and that Dennis [Bovell] guy you were talking about? And Massive Attack? I had one message from Hyperdub that they [Massive Attack] had said to big me up. I rang my mum: “Massive Attack bigged me up, mum” and she was like “Fuck off! That's my crew” and I'm like “Yeah mum!” It's kind of nice to hear that as well, that they took time out to listen to one tune. It's good enough for me. You can just hear one tune and be like “Oh yeah, she's cool,” or “Oh she's not.” I'm not really bothered. But that is what I wanted – for people to just hear the music. I didn't even know that I was gonna do any shows. And then when it was happening, like, I just had to do it. But yeah, I've had a great time and now I'm just in another zone, making some next shit. With some BIG bass.
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TOM Bell, aka Toddla T, is not a typical Sheffielder. The citizens of the “People's Republic of South Yorkshire” are not on the whole demonstrative, they tend to a bone-dry, surrealist wit, and a suspicion of hype and earnestness. But Bell is a next-level enthusiast, a constantly bubbling evangelist for both his home city and for bass music. In this interview you can even hear some of his conflict and even frustration with some of Sheffield's unsung talent for being backwards in coming forwards. Oddly enough, I was slightly suspicious of what he was all about when I first interviewed him for Mixmag in 2009. His tracks were good, but didn't appear to be part of one grassroots scene or another, although there was certainly a bit of grimey northern bassline wobble in them. Nu rave was in full swing, with indie rock, French electro and (oh dear god no) the grime-indie fusion of “grindie” all colliding, and he was signed to an offshoot of Rough Trade, with Dundee indie janglers The View as his stablemate. And I couldn't help thinking that that was where he was being pitched, as a label-groomed crossover success story.

In the event it turned out that Bell is all about the crossover, but not in the way I'd suspected. Meeting at his mum's house, where he still had his decks and record collection, it was impossible not to be charmed by this hyperactive, rangy 23-year- old with the wild mop of curly hair. Enthusiasm and evangelism were instantly evident, as he talked a mile a minute about Wu-Tang Clan, Vybz Cartel, Skream (the pair had just collaborated on a tune), Wiley, Jammer, Guinness (his drug of choice) and sportswear. And when a conversation about Sheffield history turned to the legendary FON / WARP producer / engineer Rob Gordon – a hero of mine for two decades – he said “Oh, he lives right over on the hill, I can take you round his house.” I was instantly won over.

A decade on and he's a little calmer in person, but no less driven. He's made dozens of straight bangers, including Bashy's ‘Billionaire’, possibly the most underappreciated grime / electro house / rave crossover tune of all, as well as serious heaters in house, dub, dancehall, retro rave and R&B (he's made tracks for UK funky / R&G queen Shola Ama, and Gorillaz singer Roses Gabor). He's brought dancehall style performance to an international audience, DJing with vocalists, sirens, rewinds and relentless upbeat energy. And he's now well ensconced at the BBC too, where he represents a broad spectrum of mainly British soundsystem fusions, and settled down with fellow Radio 1 DJ Annie Mac and their two children. Still, though calmer, his hair sensibly cropped, and with a sense of personal and cultural responsibility – he chooses words carefully now rather than letting them tumble out – he is still the same enthusiast. His excitement when talking about grime stars’ charisma, about “the Sheffield clang”, about radio's importance – and anything else that piques his interest – remains infectious.


Do you have a potted description of your music and what you do?

I use the word “soundsystem” as a top-of-the-tree reference, but if someone doesn't know what that is – especially internationally, a lot of Americans – then you have to delve deeper. The music that I'm making and play roots back to a sound, and to the soundsystems you see here on an August Bank Holiday [waves around indicating Notting Hill]. Most of the music you hear out of that, out of Carnival, either influenced me – or I'm straight up trying to replicate elements of it. The West Indies is the roots, but I'm talking about a UK take on that. If someone has been to a Carnival or to a place with a big rig and party atmosphere, they get it straight away.


Can you pin down where the love comes from?

In Sheffield, when we were growing up, we used to go to parties that weren't necessarily rooted in Reggae but still had that ethos of loading a sound into a space. So the Kabal raves I grew up going to, with Pipes and Winston and Duckenfield, people like that, they were all always like soundsystem music, Sheffield-style. The rig might be operated by Rob Gordon, who is a Sheffield actual legend, and rigged up to play reggae and dub, but they were playing techno and house. And a little reggae and dub too, heh. And hip hop. There was such an emphasis on the sound: “It's got a very good sound” or “He's got the best sound.” It was always part of the conversation about where you were going out that night. Paint a picture of the music I make and I'm seeing it on a massive rig, seeing how the bass cones move.


What about before then? You grew up in Sheffield from birth?

Before then it was music on the radio, what my dad or my mum was playing. What was on telly. Go to HMV and buy the latest Now! compilation for my Walkman. I grew up next to a West Indian family who were always blasting Caribbean music over the wall. One of the things that always excited me when we went to these parties was the Jamaican section, the Reggae, because it sounded so fierce. The vocals were so fresh to me. All the girls loved it, it just felt like the best moment of the night for me.


What age did you start going out?

Properly, about 15. There was a festival called Music in the Sun in Sheffield. Red Rat came once and that was the biggest deal ever. All the kids I went to school with were into ragga, dancehall. I didn't really get it until I started hearing it really loud on rigs when I was a bit older. Then I fully got it.


Once you started going out, did you want to get involved straight away?

Yeah, because I was DJing anyway, I was buying records. Just playing in my bedroom. I was obsessed with hip hop. I used to listen to Westwood and a local community station called SCR, and I used to watch Yo! MTV Raps. There was always a DJ involved and I thought “That's maybe the role I can play.” I was buying records from 10, but it was mainly rap records.


What kind of rap? Late 90s right? Bling-bling Puffy-type stuff?

No, Biggie, Mobb Deep, Wu-Tang – all that New York, hardcore, golden-era rap. Then I got into West Coast: Snoop, Dre. I went back earlier into stuff, and into the South: Outkast, etc. I was always buying tunes, as much as I could afford. Then started buying dancehall – and it was wicked because you could buy 45s [i.e. 7”s]. Three for the price of an American 12”. There was a place called Foxes in Sheffield which sold 45s – or ordering it on the phone from Blacker Dread. That was probably the year 2000.


Did you have DJ skills early on? Did you scratch?

I tried, because I used to watch all the DMC videos. Deep down I'm more of a selector and a producer. I was fascinated by the sound of music rather than trying to impress people with it. I'm not technically brilliant but I just love playing music loud to people. I wish I was better, but that's a different story.


When did you get the burning desire to get out in front of people?

Straight away, really. When you've got two turntables in your gaff! My first turntables were just the belt driven ones with no pitch on it: 33 and 45rpm and that was it – then a little mixer my dad kindly obliged to buy for my birthday. When I got to 14 or 15, I'd saved for so long I got actual pitch control decks. That's when I started putting records together, I had quite a good collection. I tried to DJ at as many house parties as I could for my friends, but that's all there was. Then as I got older I got asked to play bars and stuff. I used to really love it, but then I used to fucking brick myself. It's like be careful what you wish for. When I actually got out to do it I was like: “Fuck, this is really scary!”


Did you fall in with particular crews as you got a name for yourself?

As Sheffield is so tight and small, I was always playing rap records with my friends in my room. As I got a bit older I started going out and working part-time in shops and you naturally meet different social groups. The main record shop was called The Store, and you'd bump into like-minded people musically – people like Pipes who I always crack on about, who gave me opportunities to play early at his gigs. And a guy called Monkee did the same. That was the start of my career, being paid to play music, which was just mind-blowing for me. That's how I kinda evolved to be where I am today, that tight-knit community of Sheffield musicians and DJs.


Somewhere the size or Sheffield or Glasgow, maybe Bristol as well, you get that cross-generational thing because you can't just narrow it down to one age group

Yeah, a lot of my mates were a lot older. Like Winston must be pushing 50 now. When I was like 20, he was one of my favourite DJs, and still is. It didn't matter how old he was, I just saw him as Winston, the G. When I go back home now there's a load of younguns. You can't pin it to age.


When I went to interview you for the first Mixmag story – it must be nearly ten years ago – and I heard you talking about Rob Gordon, it blew my mind. You said “He lives over on the hill, I can take you round his house.”

We went, didn't we?


Yeah. And there he was tinkering with the soundsystem and stuff. I got to interview him

Of course. Rob used to live down the road. I didn't know who he was then, I only realised when I went around to get a synth fixed. Cause I never came up through that WARP records generation, I just knew him as that guy who walked past my mum's house when I was a kid. But as I got to know who he was I was like “Rah!” And people like yourself are so awe and like “Whoa!” I'm like, “What's the big deal? It's just the guy that lives past my mum's house” [laughs]. Then I got it and was like “Rob is a G”. That's a prime example of Sheffield.


When did you realise about the history of the techno [here in Sheffield]?

When I met Pipes and them lot. They would consciously play records from the past with a Sheffield clang in it.233 They showed me who Parrot was, who Richard Kirk was, all these people, these labels. They played these records next to modern records and the older ones would sound better and fresher than the new ones – and I went really geeky with it and took a trip back in time. The Kabal rave I crack on about all the time, it used to be specials and dubplates from local producers. I guess that's soundsystem culture again, innit – but in a whole different way to what might be happening in Midlands or whatever. I've got loads of those records at me mum's and there's still masses of unfound treasure there, from so many people. Like that 80s era. What happened right, Winston went to Jamaica. He was West Indian heritage, but he never liked ragga and dancehall – I think he was just into soul and boogie originally. He was a dancer, but he didn't like dancehall. Then he went to see his family or go on holiday. And he came back with some 45s and he fell in love with it. He started playing it next to house. Then Pipes would do it and got obsessed, then Ross Orton heard, and Parrot – and it was mad. And that sound from when he started playing that music – when producers started putting reggae and dancehall into electronic side – that's just my favourite shit. A lot of it is unheard and unused. And no one really got it outside the city, ’cause the reference points would be too berserk.


And then the whole breakdance thing. Talking to George Evelyn – and Mark Bell before he died – it was clear that the electro thing was so important to that Yorkshire bleepy sound

Obviously this was before me time, but I see videos of people at Jive Turkey breaking and jazz-dancing to the most obscure electronic music. It's just that mad mix. It's been hardly documented, which is so bizarre, because it's such a special era. I'd love to just timewarp back for a night.


The film of Jive Turkey is amazing. The fashions, the fact there was goths and rockabillys there alongside hip-hop kids, and people with dancehall Shabba Ranks-style hi-top fades. And that was one of the very, very first clubs to play house music in the UK. Everyone in Manchester and London shouts about the fact they were first – but Sheffield less so

It's also about the humbleness of locals. You don't want to (a) shout about it, or (b) document it. You just wanna get on with it. But in other cities they may be a bit louder. That club night should be hailed as high as The Haçienda.


So how did producing start? Did you just wanna make dubs for the gigs?

Kinda, kinda. Before that I was tracing hip hop, making really crap American rap. That's all I cared about till I was about 15. Then when I heard ragga and all the local music, I purely made music to impress local DJs and to hear them at those parties. And that's the start of my sound. It was literally as self-indulgent as that, for a room, for like a hundred people. That's why I found it really mad when I started getting bookings outside of Sheffield, because I didn't believe anyone would really get with it! Going from making tunes so Pipes could play it at a party where 100 people would hear it, to being invited to play Barcelona – I was like what the fucccckkk!!


And before long you hooked up with James Endeacott

I was probably about 20? But by the time people were playing my music at raves, it was probably not far at all before meeting James and Raf. Let me think: 19, I'm guessing. Then quite quickly I started getting bigger gigs. I'd go around the world and people would be envious and think I'd be all swaggery about it – and I'd be like, “No guys, I just wanna play with you guys in that room [in Sheffield] full of 100 people.” The spirit was just incredible and so special. It's still my favourite memories – those people in those rooms, those rigs, those ravers. It probably sounds mad that someone who's from Sheffield – “You go to Japan! Jamaica!”, etc etc – but nah man. There is something about that music, and those rooms and that rig that is just next level.


And the other thing in Sheffield at the time was bassline. Were you listening to that?

A lot of the time I'd bring that to the parties to me, it felt like it would fit in with the lineage. It's still soundsystem music. It's all about the bottom end. See who can wobble the speakers the most!


Essentially it's techno plus dancehall in a different format

100%. And it's funny because there was a bit of snobbery around the sound from the people that didn't necessarily like the way you would rave to it. The uniform of it all, you know what I mean?


They were pretty rough and ready raves, right?

It's northern vibe. You know, northern soul was faster – more drugs in the rave and more upful than those in London, say. To me, looking back, it's just a continuation of that raving attitude, But musically – brilliant. And really honest. And the culture – WAY more relevant than anything I've seen. Even the indie ting. Because you'd go to the shop and you'd hear it. In a taxi you'd hear it. You go to rave and you'd hear it, you drive past someone's house and you'd hear it. It was truly a soundtrack of the city for like five years. Obviously the indie ting was big, but it was only a certain section of people. But this were black-white-asian, straight, gay, young, old, everyone were into it. It was amazing and super uncompromising and you didn't hear it anywhere else. Niche, literally! It was great. And I loved playing it in the club for the energy. Some of the older ones'd be all “Ohhh, I don't like this” – but it was our music, it was the real thing!


Did you go to Niche much?

I played a couple of times too. Course I went, it was where you went after hours, it was part of our thing. And the sound was amazing there too. I don't know how they rigged it but it hit you the minute you walked in, just a wall of sound. They must've tweaked it just for that style. Mad vibes.


The intensity of the scene in certain northern towns is wild. I was in Newcastle recently and they have this style called “makina”, kind of techno meets happy hardcore. Stupid fast, and they rap over it in thick Geordie accents. It doesn't exist anywhere else, just Newcastle, Sunderland, one or two other towns. But within that people are just fearsomely into it. Older 12”s from the scene will fetch £200, £300!

Yeah and people stick together too. You should meet my mate Haider Masroor, he used to be a DJ at Niche, now he's down here [in London] and he does techno stuff, he's got this label DS1, he put out the first Ross From Friends stuff, all that.


So where did the first breakout gigs outside Sheffield come from?

A local vibe again. I was making some local music under the name Small Arms Fiya with another producer Scott Moncrieff (Monkee, the same guy'd got me DJ gigs early), and Serocee was vocalling it. And we were sending them to everyone, to Big Dada – really wanted to be on Big Dada because of Roots Manuva – to XL, to all these labels. Then Pipes gave them to Raf at 1975, and they put that 7” out. Raf started mentoring and managing me, gave me a platform to make music full time. I'd go down, sleep on his sofa in Forest Hill, and that was it. Everything aligned. I had a release [Do U Know, 2008] with four mixes on. One is Rob G's dub– that's Rob Gordon! I did a mixtape called The Ghetto Blaster, and it just went mad overnight. I was working in retail at the time, selling shoes, and I'd have to go in the back to take bookings, then go back and sell the shoe!


That was a funny musical climate – the collision with nu rave, and lots people picking up on your sound because it was eclectic, no set tempo, quite big and bashy. But also dubstep and grime were breaking out big time, so there was soundsystem culture in a different sense

It were weird because I was connecting with all those scenes in different ways. One of my first proper gigs outside Sheffield or London was with Benga in Stokes Croft in Bristol, playing this tiny room with a massive soundsystem. Then I'd get these nu- ravey, electro-ey, fidget-y gigs too. I wasn't any one thing – I'm still not I guess – so I could play in those scenes. I'd forgotten about that whole nu rave thing!


There was a real meltdown around 2007, where you could have, like, Skream remixing The Klaxons. And the Caspa & Rusko FabricLive mix sent dubstep truly into the global bigtime at the end of 2007. It really felt like everything was mushed together, that anything went!

Totally. But some people would be kind of shocked I'd play these types of music together. It came naturally because that's what I'd do back home: a Jamaican record next to a weird electro record next to a Skream record. Now it's standard, most places, but then it was a bit weird to do that all in one space. But I guess my generation we were the first real internet generation, the first ones who properly didn't give a fuck about genre. It was like, “We're tapped into everything – wicked!” Nowadays that's just normal, but when people of my age did it, it was exciting…


What about the grime scene? When you met Jammer or Bashy, people you'd collaborate with, were they taken aback that a white kid from up north wanted to be in on their thing?

I don't think so. To be honest, I was a bit starstruck, but I never let them know. Where I come from there's no stars in that scene, no stars from rap or grime, or even electronic music. The biggest was probably Duckenfield, who was right humble, cool dude. When I met Jammer it was woahhh, I might as well be meeting Jay-Z. But I got so much love from ’em. I guess it's just like anything, when you get in the studio and there's a like-minded vibe, everything else goes out the window. But when I met Tinch or Wiley, inside my heart was beating fast. These to me were as important and as desirable as meeting a big American or Jamaican star.


You'd been listening and playing grime too then?

Yeah yeah. A lot of my friends were older, and they hated it, they thought it was stupid. But grime excited me like no other cultural moment. I wasn't around for jungle – I mean I'd be at youthclub and I heard it, but I wasn't about – and dubstep for me was exciting but felt like a continuation of grime. But when grime first came about it, the whole white label thing, the vocal versions and the VIPs and stuff, it just blew my head off.


So those Wiley and Jammer instrumental 12”s made it up north?

They did, but also that was the first time of buying records online too. Or I'd buy ’em on the phone. 1Xtra had just launched, so it was less exclusive to London too, I could hear it on Cameo, Richie Vibe Vee and Femme Fatale's shows, and go and buy it. I loved it. It was weird, the music that Ross Orton was making at the time – really mad electronic tough stuff – to me, it sounded just like a Wiley production. I could play them together, even though I don't think either of them were referencing the same stuff. To me the Sheffield thing was similar to what the East London boys were doing.


We did that Mixmag interview around the time of your first album and even then you were saying you wanted to be a producer for other people more than an artist as such

I'm not an artist, not a frontman. A lot of the music I love is led by vocalists, they're the stars, all the way from reggae, so it's natural for me to sit back a bit. Also it's the Sheffield thing: you can't really give it the big one. I mean I give it the big one more than most I know, and I'm still not comfortable with being “waheyyyy!” And the people who taught me how to play records are even worse.


Still, the limelight did find you. How quickly did it become “This is my full-time job”?

Overnight. Because the gas and the hype around me was so rapid the DJ features went a bit berserk. I went from £3 an hour to couple of hundred quid for a show, in a foreign country, with an agent and an airplane and I still lived at my mum's. I didn't enjoy DJing for first couple of years, because I was so blown away and nervous. But then I settled in and became confident and really enjoyed the whole experience. But because I didn't go college or uni I feel that whole era of my life was like my way of becoming an adult. I'd been working up to it for years, from like 10 or 11 – and it felt like the moment had tipped in, like, two weeks.


Was it scary?

It was very scary, as a young man with little experience in life having to go to places like Aberdeen and plays records for hundreds of people. I don't feel very comfortable in my own skin or shoes doing what I was doing on the road by myself as a kid. “How do I check into this train again”? It was a mad time.


How do you think you made it through with your marbles intact?

Yeah, it's a good question, because there were so many times I wasn't into it. I was anxiety ridden by so many things. People ask me all the time, “What do you like apart from music?” I say “I like music and I like my kids. I like being in the sandpit and I like being in the studio – there's nothing else I like.” I don't like football, I don't like films, I have no other major passion. So I think that got me through.


As you were signing to Ninja Tune and recording your album, were you aware of the scene changing around you? Grime had its moment of going super-pop – and you were also straddling pop and underground?

Yes and no. I struggle with stuff that I don't play or like or love, and that can be detrimental. You think “What if I switch this up here or compromise this and do that – could I make a hit?” But I can't do it. I can't play a record I don't like on radio. I can't be in studio with artists that I think are shit, I can't approve a video that I think is naff – I just can't. It's the Sheffield thing again, this attitude that was ingrained into me. I think that had me in long stead when people went pop. I could have gone there, but I can't mate. I think that maybe kept me in the middle but also served to give me more longevity?


And how did stuff like the radio show and having your own soundsystem come to be?

Radio was a complete fluke. I did an Essential Mix on back of my first album and it was really well received. I spent so long on it in my mum's attic, referenced loads of stuff that got me into music rather than just current stuff. There was this thing where the BBC were looking for submissions for In New DJs We Trust, and my manager James said I should have a go. So I banged out my demo and about three weeks later I got a call saying “Do you wanna do a monthly show?” On the biggest radio station in the world. I never planned to get there but once I got that platform I just went for it.


Had you ever done radio before?

Yes, a local tiny station, Sheffield Live, an hour a month for like three months. Three shows! I've been [on the BBC] since 2010 now though, it's just part of my life – but it's also this massive platform with no red tape. With my soundsystem or in a club, I have one job to do, and it's to entertain the people in front of me as best as I can with as little compromise. But when I'm on radio the whole thing is open. If this artist is brilliant but nobody knows them, if I love this new record I just play it. It fills a part of my soul. As for soundsystem, I was just lucky. I was at a Stylo G video shoot, and the guy that supplied the rig for it was like, “Oh I've got a sound at Carnival, d’you wanna come and play on it,” I went “You mad? Course!” Long story short, we collaborate every year. King SSP Sound, it's right here [gestures]. I live up the road, my studio's just over there [gestures again], it's just a really natural, beautiful fluke. It's my favourite time of year, just the best!


Stylo G is a bashment / dancehall artist who's worked heavily with Afrobeats guys. Did you clock that sound creeping up? Were you already into stuff like UK funky when that was happening?

I loved funky at the time, because it came out the back of grime and it felt it was the same energy but a bit more fun and newer sounding. When I first came to Carnival, I turned the road, and I heard that track by Apple, ‘Segaliser’. When that dropped the whole street just went apeshit. I was like “What the fuck is this!”. On the way home I bought a bootleg CD and it was on there.


And it also sounds like Sheffield bleep records

Yeah, yeah, yeah. Funky was good while it were around, and Afrobeats is cool. I like what the young London kids are doing with African influence, they reference Jamaica and obviously England ’cause they're English kids of African descent. The actual Afrobeats thing I've never really explored enough. But I love what some of the younguns are making, like Kojo, J Hus, Young T and Bugsey from Nottingham. Wicked. Sounds proper unique and genuine for British kids – much like what grime did.


Do you ever second-guess yourself? Do you ever think: “Am I getting this wrong, because I'm not from that community that's making this stuff”?

All the time! Because I'm not from that scene, from the trap or drill scene that's massive in London. I'm not in the streets, I go studio, I go home and see my kids and my partner, that's my life. I don't know it culturally, but I can hear and feel the passion and realness in it. You can hear that in the new music – the Afro- swing, the rap that some of the youngsters are making. You can hear it straight away – it's real.


So you get younger ones on your show? And you feel like they're getting what you do too, in the same way you said you felt “like minded” in the studio with, say, Jammer

Yeah, yeah, 100% man. We had a kid last week in from Manchester called Sangy – and this week I've got Damian Marley. Unknown Manchester grime artist, iconic reggae artist: same platform. In the room we're all the same people, and it's about what's coming out the speakers. Totally brilliant artists in totally different ways, but when the mic's going up it's just one people.

2019 was Toddla T's most successful year as a producer, with his beat for Young T, Bugsey and Aitch's ‘Strike a Pose’ and his co-production on Wiley, Stefflon Don, Sean Paul and Idris Elba's ‘Boasty’ helping make both inescapable hits.
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AS founder and linchpin producer/DJ of the Swing Ting crew, Balraj Samrai has been responsible for so much extraordinary music. Swing Ting sounds are original, weird dancefloor dynamite. During the years of genre flux in the wake of dubstep, grime, UK funky and bassline house, as others blurred boundaries into academic or art-school music, they represented something brilliantly super-direct and instant in its appeal. He's here for his own talents, but also as a gateway into the Manchester scene – because as we've seen, if the British bass story is London-weighted, it's nothing without Bristol, Sheffield, Leeds, Manchester, Birmingham – and even Leicester, Peterborough, Stoke, Ipswich, Luton, or Northampton where Samrai grew up. All these unexpected places that nurtured rave scenes or decades-strong reggae soundsystems. And this is true now more than ever. Just like Bristol, Manchester is currently the site of its own distinct set of hybrids. Drum’n’bass, dancehall, garage and all the rest have their own variants with specifically Mancunian swagger and wit.

Finally, Samrai is about music with open borders. The Swing Ting sound and style of presentation is rooted above all else in dancehall, in bashment, in all the myriad variants on Jamaican music that have developed over the decades. Samrai doesn't just sample and play those records, he is explicitly involved in bringing Jamaican artists into the conversation and into the UK industry. Nor does it stop there: Nigerian, Ghanaian, Trinidadian, Colombian and South African musicians reflect an electronic music world that is increasingly decentred. On the experimental and conceptual side, labels like Chinabot, NON Worldwide, and increasingly Hyperdub represent a world of multiple, interwoven, de-centred diasporas. And Swing Ting too – with their web of connections – are part of a globalised dance. Samrai's story is a British bass story: yet just as Dennis Bovell arriving in the UK is a microcosmic moment in the evolution of what and who we are, so too is Swing Ting's active movement to increase cultural porousness. So much is bad in Britain and the world, but – as I note in the introduction – there is also a Britain that we recognise and feel happy to be a part of, full of people working intensely and deliberately to counter the petty-minded, imaginatively dead drives to enclosure and monoculture. And you can see all this in a Swing Ting dance.


Let's start at the beginning. Have you always lived round Manchester?

No and I think that's a key thing, I moved here when I was 19. Now I'm 28. I'm from Coventry originally, then Northampton age seven to nineteen. I landed a job in a record shop in Manchester. I worked in a record shop in Northampton called Vinyl Underground – it's still there now, it sells house and techno and bits of disco and hip-hop. A bit of a Detroit techno sort of store back in the day.


What was your upbringing like? Was it a musical household?

A little bit. I remember my mum having Michael Jackson tapes when I was in Coventry still. Dangerous, things like that. I was really hooked on music myself from an early age. I messed around with the tape player, taping stuff off the radio. I just loved hip-hop from really young: Biggie, Tupac, that sort of stuff. I must have been about nine or ten and. My mum was cool with it, which I'm really thankful for now. She said it's not what she expected – I was very sensible and well-mannered at that age, so it was quite a contradiction. She wasn't madly into music, but my sister and brother were. I started playing instruments and going to a music school when I was in primary school. I ended up doing piano lessons. My sister was a lot older than me, she got into dance music, she was listening to drum’n’bass, FabricLive, some radio – back then it would probably be Carl Cox, all the big Radio 1 dance stuff. Nothing out of the ordinary really.


Do you remember what first grabbed you about rap? The personality, the beats, the lyrics?

I just loved the patterns of it. I didn't even think of what they were saying, just the vocal flow. Things I ended up being into later on, especially dancehall, that's it, isn't it? The style and pattern are vital to it. At a later age I started going back to older hip-hop stuff, soul samples – stuff like that. AIM, Wu-Tang [Clan], Tribe [A Tribe Called Quest]. My brother was listening to a lot of hip-hop as well, he's a few years older. From there I started checking for middleground bits like Talib Kweli, Common, The Roots. Then I came across the Ummah, Jay Dee, Slum Village – but I was also into much more futuristic-sounding things: Neptunes, Timbaland, Darkchild, Scott Storch productions.

The school I was at was mainly white, middle class, on the edge of Northampton, out in a village almost. Most people were into indie stuff. I was listening to stuff like Westwood, and a phase of listening to Gilles Peterson and Benji B. I realised that stuff was all vinyl releases, so that got me into really spending time in shops and collecting. I started playing more instruments too; piano and guitar, and playing bass in a band. We cut a few demos in a studio, I remixed them using rubbish music software. But it was fun. That was my way of experimenting with electronic stuff, I guess.

The band thing was cool in terms of formal music and playing around people. It wasn't 100% what I was feeling musically, but it was an experience of music. DJing ended up being the thing, picking up and collecting records. When I hit 16-17 and was going out a bit, me and a friend from school got some decks and started doing parties. There's a club in Northampton called The Lounge, which became the Hush Bar, where a guy called Aidy West played Tribe Called Quest and rare groove, plus some harder stuff, Neptunes, newer stuff round the early 00s. I met him in the shop that he ran in Northampton, went in with one of my brother's friends who was DJing as well.

Northampton is a very, very small pocket of music, but it's got a history – it crops up in books about soundsystem music. There's a big soundsystem called Jah Troopers from Northampton. DJ Principal from Sidewinder did stuff with Zed Bias, that came out of Northampton. I didn't go to his shop until I went to Uni, then came back and went, “Oh shit, this garage shop was in Northampton all along!” I met him and hung out with him a few times. We brought him up to play one time in Manchester.


When did you become aware of dubstep, grime, what's loosely called bass music?

I remember hearing [Skream's] ‘Midnight Request Line’ and ‘Money Honey’ by Pressure on Gilles Peterson, and thinking “OK, this is different.” 234 I finished A-levels and had a year out, working at the council. Then went travelling and was checking in with that stuff while I was away. The Skream stuff was really bubbling over when I got back, this was 2006 or so. I went to a DMZ night in Manchester, they did something as part of Futuresonic maybe. The line-up was pretty crazy, everyone who was a part of that crew would be playing: Kode9, Coki, Mala, Loefah. At Music Box in Manchester. I wasn't living in Manchester but I'd just got offered a place at the university. I thought this was pretty wicked. I'd been checking for Phuturistix, Zed Bias's other project. I was aware of garage but like a lot of people I didn't realise it could be as immersive as that. In the years after that I went back and started digging in the crates more for that kind of proto dubstep or dark garage stuff. My sister had this one Mixmag CD, I think it's quite well known now: El-B and J Da Flex.


Not the one on Sleaze Nation, Future Garage? That was a real eye-opener

No, it was definitely Mixmag.235 It has ‘Melody’,236 and ‘2000’ by El-B and J Da Flex.237 So I'd heard some of that stuff, and dubstep definitely got me back into that. Around the same time, I started hearing more reggae stuff. I got compilations from a record shop called Spun Out [in Northampton]. There was a wicked Jonny Osbourne tune on there which I still love now, called ‘We Need Love’. That was one of the first proper reggae tunes I really loved, just how soulful it was. Jackie Mittoo on the keys. Then I moved to Manchester in 2006, when dubstep was starting to pop off. I got a job at Fat City and met various people in the music circuit. Started buying a lot more dancehall and reggae cos it sold a lot of reggae, dancehall, soul, jazz you name it.

Jon K was working in the shop at the same time, and Illum Sphere. I started hanging out with them. I was really lucky, 19, moving to the city – within six months I had a really good network of people. I was chatting recently to my mate Woody, who is part of Fat City, he was like, “You know if you hadn't emailed and said you were looking for a record shop and been super-keen at that age, none of this might have happened.”


When you experienced DMZ and the full immersion soundsystem thing, did you then listen back to the older reggae you were discovering and think this is soundsystem music in its own way?

I think I was aware there was that link between the two, yeah. Me and a couple of Uni friends went to a few reggae dub sort of soundsystem nights. We went to Love Dub, I saw Freedom Masses there, they were a Manchester soundsystem. DMZ was good, but it was just the Music Box's normal club system. The Love Dub night was a definite first real soundsystem moment, where your chest is just rattling, it was so loud and so bass heavy. We used to go to Sub Dub and Exodus in Leeds, as well where DMZ were doing their thing. We used to go to the reggae and dancehall sessions as well.

A night called HOTMILK was run by a mate of mine called Joey, a reggae-dancehall- bashment night. I was listening to reggae dancehall and the early dubstep stuff. Digging for the early garage stuff as well, you could still scoop great things up for 50p. A lot of records – I'm not sure how I could afford it with uni. But I was working at the same time and I used to get discount in the shop.


What was the atmosphere like in the raves? It felt like Manchester was on the up at that time

Warehouse Project had started that year, at the Boddingtons Brewery. It was meant to be this big bang warehouse thing, but the sound wasn't great the first time, everything was far away. I felt more at home in places like the Roadhouse, Music Box, Mint Lounge. Scruff, his night was going. The atmosphere was great. In Northampton there weren't many specialist music nights, people just wanted to drink and go out. So it was good to get to a place where people really were about the music.

There was another club called Attic, where HOTMILK was running. I went to a few Faction nights, which was run from Boomkat, Connor from Boomkat.

They had a shop called Pelicanneck based in a cafe, where I used to buy the DMZ stuff. Hyperdub would shout Boomkat out as someone early on who supports stuff. I remember one of their nights, they had Various Productions and Virus Syndicate on.


Talking of Virus Syndicate, did you have contact with people into grime and doing MC culture stuff in Manchester?

At that point, not as much. I met Chunky first around 2007 at a house party, he was on the mic. I remember meeting Skittles as well, jumping on the mic having had a lot of brandy – he was notorious for being at parties, a loose, loose cannon. I didn't meet anybody from Virus Syndicate until further down the road, once we'd promoted and established ourselves a bit more. I met some of the Broke n £nglish guys later. Some of the MCs and Manchester guys who've been doing their thing for a long time were quite standoffish. I understand it, it's a pretty northern thing, this student moving to the city for the first time, they're standoffish until they're sure you're not just here for a minute. There are levels going on and various new people coming up all the time. Grime-wise I was aware of it, Mary Anne [Hobbs] had a good link with Virus. We saw her do stuff with them a few times. It was still about going out and soaking things up. It wasn't about networking at that point, just being there.


I guess you saw faces coming and going through the record shop?

Definitely, guys coming in, dropping stuff off, getting to know people. Guys like Scruff. Within a few weeks you might see Virus Syndicate dropping off a mixtape, Scruff coming in to shop, Marcus Intalex as well. You'd be a bit wowed and a bit in awe of these people. A jazz musician might walk in, or grime heads, jungle guys, hip-hop heads. Everyone knows each other, you're all just so loose.


Any city that's smaller than London or Birmingham is gonna end up like that. In Glasgow, Manchester, Bristol you get this cross-generational thing. You can't just have a club for only under 25-year-olds, so you get more cross talk between the generations

Definitely. People in Manchester just love going out as well, that's another thing. Some people go out on a Friday and come back on the Sunday, they just stay out and party hard.


Was there any sense of Manchester club history? The good old days, the bad old days?

It was talked about, I've heard tales from the times. I feel like it was already turning a new corner in 2006-07. People did talk about original Sankeys, spots around Moss Side, yeah. It's important to understand that as someone coming in to the city, I still feel a bit of an adopted Mancunian. Once I've been here half my life I'll be fully there maybe. There was a big soundsystem history here, that connection with Detroit techno and with Chicago, those early dance troupes over here.238 They've always been really open to new stuff. It's got a big clubbing history. We wanted to make sure that we were aware of that. You can easily end up feeling like a tourist.


What turned you to promoting?

We did a few house parties at the place we lived at, but it got a bit out of hand. Police came. We did one with Jon K playing and we got a soundsystem in for it. We were essentially running a night here, why are we doing it without security and a safe space? It ended with a friend's door kicked in, Ruben Platt who's a part of Swing Ting, and he had loads of gear in there. Luckily nothing got stolen but [shudders]. We had cars driving up with people jumping out at four in the morning hearing there's a party, loads of dealers inside, it was pretty hot really. It was good but we thought, “Why not do it as a club?” We were doing a student radio show, we thought we should do a little party to try it out. We called the radio show Swing Ting Sessions, so we called the party Swing Ting and it just stuck. It was accidental that everything just built from that. That would have been 2008.

When it came to it, I realised that I had learnt how to put a party on from seeing Fat City. Friends & Family used to do their meetings in the shop, I'd be sitting there doing the mail order, stuffing envelopes, and I'd hear their crisis meetings when they hadn't sold enough tickets and had to do this and this to rescue it. I had enough contacts, my brother could do design stuff. I asked friends where they got their stuff printed up, I knew people in record shops so they were happy to put the poster up. That word of mouth thing – it wasn't that student-y really. People were surprised we got people from around the city to come down, DJs and music heads as well as friends and students. We got a good soundsystem in. We realised if you get a good sound in the space, that's all you need. We did it in a 100-person basement space, with a rubbish bar upstairs called Scubar, it was horrible, it's not there anymore. I think we got screwed on the deal, they didn't give the deposit back, even though it was a Thursday night and it was really busy. Then we took a break from it while we were finishing off our studies, did a few co-promotions and that.


Who were some of the memorable bookings early on? Or did you start it with residents?

We mixed it up. At the first party we did we had Ryan Illum Sphere, Jon K, and Joey B, who is part of HOTMILK and now Swing Ting as well. Later in the summer we did a co-promotion party where we had the Heatwave play. We got DJ Principal for that one, we were digging the garage. We tried to get Juiceman but he ended up going on holiday. MC Banton came with Dappa, Dappa did some stuff with Lil Silva at one point. All the funky stuff as well, we watched that build up. We'd been following dubstep, but we started to catch the rhythms of [UK] funky more. This was around the time dubstep was getting a little heavy and really tearing out, so we were feeling the slinkier sort of sounds: grime, bassline, funky. Mixed them with uptempo bashment where that could fit in. The Heatwave did a mix around then that was funky bashment, which we still really feel is a template for where we fit in. Some of that stuff was taking a bit of Afro influence as well, like Afro house. For a while we kept it fairly local with the bookings. Another was Seiji, around 2010-11. He was doing his newer stuff, his solo stuff. Broken beat was back in Northampton. Artwork, Dego, Cousin Cockroach [a Dego alias], 4Hero, Bugz In The Attic, I was digging that sort of stuff. It was great to see Seiji come back around and do stuff that was harder, not so noodly. That broken beat stuff was cool but it just gets really self-indulgent. It got a bit album-y. We had Altered Natives play, that was maybe 2011 as well.


Interesting link, someone from broken beat who joined the dots to UK funky. I often think the direct influence of broken beat is underrated, especially on UK funky. When Apple first came out, he described his stuff as “broken beat”

Yeah, that first Cooly G 12” was kind of cool as well. Broken beat, man, I feel like it's there and I remember telling a lot of friends about it as well. The guys in the record shop saw it almost blow up, and then kind of fizzle. Jon K and Kelvin Brown both used to run Eyes Down in Manchester before I moved up, they would have all those guys play: Domu, Recloose, Phuturistix, Zed's early stuff.239 I actually lived at Kelvin's house for a year, in Whalley Range, I remember seeing posters up around the house from amazing events. He had a wicked record collection as well. But yeah, broken beat crew! Domu I feel was very underrated, and his sound has stood the test of time. Especially some of the more rhythmic stuff. And yeah, Apple. He just sampled ‘Future Rage’ didn't he? On ‘Mr Bean’? Lifted them wholesale and recycled them.240 Nothing wrong with that, it totally works. I saw Brackles on the Boiler Room recently playing an Apple tune, and it still goes off, just some mad vibe to it.


It's a test of a DJ to be able to mix Apple tunes

I remember playing ‘Mr Bean’ at the first Swing Ting Party – that was fun. But yeah, we were talking about bookings. This is now looking at 2010-11. I had to move back to Manchester and started working in schools, teaching assistant stuff in PRUs and behaviour things.241 I just enjoyed working in schools and doing music on the side, and the school holidays help to get a balance still.

Anyway, around this time I was juggling promoting and working in schools. We started doing parties in Soup Kitchen, a cool venue and quite a nice switch to go there. We'd just been doing things wherever we could find the space before. We found this place we really wanted to invest in and do something serious. They had a lot of techno nights there, they wanted something with a soundsystem thing to bring down more of a mixed crowd. One of the co-owners of Soup Kitchen, Sam, would come to our parties that we did at Charlies, with Seiji. Luke Unabomber would come down as well, he's part of Electric Chair. Electric Chair and Unabomber is used to the broken beat guys and Moodymann and all that sort of stuff. We'd probably play that stuff early doors – like street soul, Theo edits242 – before we got into the tougher stuff. These days we don't really need to do that because there's so much new stuff kicking around. There's a lot more new bashment and dancehall. Around then people were still playing a lot of vinyl, some CDs, not everything was digital yet.


What was the dancefloor vibe like? Did people get into the bashment spirit?

People went for it, yeah. The reason we gravitated towards dancehall is because it's such good party music, and we were in the city of parties. People would play drum’n’bass and techno and house and it wasn't that exciting at house parties. We played dancehall and people would go nuts for it. If you played hip-hop it was too mellow. Dancehall was this perfect sound, high energy but still something you really loved, and MC based. We were playing dubstep and grime as well, but that was a bit of a hype thing, it was hard to keep that energy. But you can keep playing reggae and dancehall for hours until it was bubbling. We were aware that certain tunes would work in the dance as well as club settings. We got a lot better at playing, it was an interesting experience. But yeah, there's a good sort of love for Jamaican music in Manchester. There's quite a big Caribbean community. There's the jungle days, the Haçienda stuff. It's always been there in the music and the culture.


How did you feel about the way UK underground stuff was shifting? 2010 is interesting because Hessle Audio is kicking off, grime is kicking off as a dance genre with Butterz, lots of people were taking these different fragments from grime and dubstep

We were totally up on that kind of thing, checking for people like Bok Bok and Brackles and Ben UFO. There was that lovely period with people like Oneman, and Toddla was doing his thing. We hadn't really built up a name outside Manchester, but the party was getting a bit of a following. We were very influenced by those kinds of DJ sets. Early Butterz releases, I remember getting the Butterz TRC remix. There was a period where lots of exciting stuff fit together around 130-140, 125 even if you did funky and pitched it up. We had Marcus Nasty play one time, Brackles played first time in 2012 for us, he's played for us so many times since that first time. What I admire is that he's kept into what he's into, he wasn't feeling that techier route.243 With the Hessle guys it always felt natural that they would go in that direction. There was a point where everything around the Martyn stuff was workable in the same field.244 It felt things started to split off again, I guess. We used to call it the street-rave sound, as opposed to the more European techno, electronic area. I keep saying techno as a negative thing – I've got nothing against it, I like some techno and some house, I just feel there's so many people that do it. We wanted to do something that was fresh and very UK. We hadn't come from big cities necessarily. All the other guys came from smaller areas. We found ourselves drawn to that kind of sound.


As Manchester started to develop and diversify, were you picking up on what Chimpo and the drum’n’bass guys were doing too? They were bringing more and more dancehall into dnb

Chimpo is someone we had to play. Did you do that review, the ‘Head Gone’ release?245 I remember somebody giving it 10 out of 10 in Mixmag.


Thoroughly deserved, whether I wrote it or not!

We had Chimpo do a remix on that. I met Chimpo through Fox. We met him through HOTMILK, which Joey was running with his mate Eóin and a couple of guys called Sam and Max. That's where we were getting schooled on dancehall really, buying records and going back to older stuff. Fox is the guy I go to if I need to know what a tune is or what riddim it's on. We were going with Fox to HOTMILK back in 2010. Lady Chann played, Heatwave played. Chimpo came to our nights a few times, and remixed that tune for us in 2012. He was early with that link to the South London world. He did stuff on Contagious, for MRK1's label. The Dub Phizix stuff started to pop off, the big tune with Strategy.246 Fox did a tune with Dub Phizix as well.247 I actually went to Dub Phizix's studio to do a dub tutorial with him, I still have the notes from that somewhere. He did music for adverts and stuff, cos he ran a studio. He's definitely put Manchester on the map in terms of autonomic, bashment kind of jungle. It's pretty darkside. We've always tried to straddle the balance – a lot of music from Manchester is really dark and heavy, but the sun is out today, it can be nice here as well. For us, Fox coming from living in Jamaica and talking a lot about how it is out there and Jamaican music. We'd always wanted to do something with that more Carnival kind of feel. Those guys are wicked for it. Toddla, he's big on Chimpo as well.

If you've met Chimpo you know he's 100% vibes. Levelz share studio in the same building as us, I see them in the corridor in and out of sessions and sometimes pop in. You're probably aware of Salford John, he used to be around a lot, somebody who encapsulates that spirit of Manchester. Just raving, good vibes, a real geezer, not to be messed with though. To be respected. He always showed us a lot of love at our parties. It was a real shame to have him pass. Phizix came down and played a Salford John tune.248 It was Fox's birthday bash I think, December 2014.

Strategy is a geezer as well, it's been amazing to see DRS, Strategy, from being a part of Broke n £nglish move into being a hip-hop crew. DRS is doing his own solo jungle stuff, Strategy is doing stuff with Dub Phizix, KonnyKon doing a soulful hip-hop thing. Especially knowing what Konny is into. People like Scruff and Jazzie B and Alex Nut, they're all loving it. It's different to what we necessarily usually play, but I really like their tune.


The other thing in the mix is the Afrobeats stuff. Was that a natural progression from UK funky?

The first person playing it was Joey. He'd come back from Ghana on a trip with his ex-partner with some crazy music. Always if Fox likes the vibe of something he's immediately drawn into it. And he was loving it straight away. So it was some of that, but also the Hipsters Don't Dance guys in London, those guys were really instrumental. They still send us links to stuff I never would have found otherwise. Inie from that crew is Nigerian, he's seen people Azonto-ing in the streets [laughs], he finds stuff and sends it on. I hate that ‘world music’ tagline – I think they call it “world carnival sounds”. It just felt really, really natural. I'm really glad we never were a garage night, or a whatever night, it just means we can move with whatever feels right. Right now we're playing more soca, we used to play just one or two tunes, but as that's become more electronic focused in recent years there's been links with Afro soca, Afrobeats artists on soca tunes and vice versa. There's good techno and good house out there, but in Manchester clubs at least there's not a lot of people playing soca in with bashment and funky and new grime. For us it felt like that was our thing. Sometimes people call it “tropical” [laughs], “tropical bass” and things. I've seen interviews with some Afrobeats artists who were over in the UK studying at the time of funky who were aware of that, like Burna Boy tunes being at 130 and having that up-tempo sort of thing. Some of the producers are wicked as well, really sick. Gafacci, Killbeatz, some of those guys. I've seen a lot of interviews with artists like Fuse ODG, Skepta and Akala saying that in the 90s and before a lot of London people who were African or of Ghanaian or Nigerian heritage would say they were Caribbean, because it was kind of uncool to be an African black person but now it's different. It's changed now, the Afro-Caribbean thing, the balance of that. Loads of artists like J Hus and Mologo are proud of their heritage.


It's really fascinating for anyone dipping into this to see where it comes from and where it leads you. The stuff we're hearing now comes from Nigeria and Ghana, it's got roots in South African house and kwaito as well as in local sounds, dancehall and hip-hop. And that's always been the way, like the way that chiming African guitar sound came from Cuban Rumba, which arrived back in Africa in port towns in the 50s and 60s, then spread over the whole continent

Yes, wherever the communities are. I haven't even mentioned South African stuff, you've got stuff going on that's crazy. We've got the link with Okzharp, we first played with him in London. I've known him three, four years or so. When he's over he'll drop off a pack of stuff, crazy gqom, South African house stuff. Burna Boy and people like that will jump on South African rhythms, they've got that kind of connect. The Wizkid sounds blew up last year with the Drake thing. It's wicked to be able to play Wizkid tunes and get a massive reaction from that. We've also got a link with Akwaaba, a Ghanaian based label putting out artists like EL, some quite strange or challenging stuff too. Stuff from all over the African continent, newer- sounding, or older, all sorts, they did this mad rap album by Joey Le Soldat. They put out stuff like Shatta Wale, to Joey B, who's based in Ghana – not our Joey B [laughs]. He wrote a column for [online magazine] Fader that was cool for checking new stuff. B Brave, I think he's originally from France then moved to the States and now lives in Ghana, he's doing this project with Gafacci. You could keep playing the same old records, but it's quite nice to always be on the search for fresh sounds.


That's dubplate culture all over – the competitiveness and thrill of the new, but also the way the personal connections and alliances help sift the best music from the flood that's available. Do you have any plans more than a year into the future for the club and the label?

The next release is from Fox, our first artist project, using all our in-house producers: Famous Eno, Brackles Murlo, plus Puppy Disco, who's from Kingston in Jamaica, part of this mad link we've got with Equiknoxx there, from emailing and connecting online. We recorded a few tunes out in Jamaica with an artist called Blvk H3ro being backed by Protoje – if you've heard the Chronixx stuff, there's this whole “new reggae” thing going on.

We got handed a raft of material from Zed Bias a few weeks ago too. We released the Madd Again album last year. Eno is making more stuff, Puppy Disco has a tune with a bashment artist with a Dembow sort of feel.249 Florentino is a young cat, we put out his first EP. He's half Colombian so he draws on this reggaetón-dembow-UK soundsystem thing. His sound is really sick as well, really heavy, another connection to the soundsystem thing, but central and south America rather than Caribbean. We'd love to do more with African artists. We don't want to just pay a fee and get a vocal back: we prefer to produce something for them, they produce something for us, we get them over to play. Split things out a bit more, build a relationship, introduce people to people. We obviously do pay for artist vocals and advances, but I don't want it to just be a business exchange. Build proper links so we can stay with people out there, and when they come over, we can look after them here.


Throughout all the conversations that I've had so far, you've got all this crosstalk between England and the Caribbean. Obviously now things move much faster – but the important thing is you still have to have the relationship at a human pace. Scenes can only develop at the speed of life

Yeah. Things help like WhatsApp voice notes, Skype. For me it had been about a year and a half of chatting to a guy in Jamaica about various stuff, and then I thought I just need to get out there, to solidify the link. You have to go out to clubs, you can't just watch it on a screen. When I heard you were talking to Dennis Bovell I was reeling a bit – I feel so indebted, not being from a Caribbean background. My family's from northern Punjab originally, villagers from the farming community, Sikh background. My parents came over in the 60s so I'm second generation. It has a part to play in understanding immigration though, people coming over, getting hooked into a UK sort of thing. It has its own influence on soundsystem music. But Dennis, yeah – I followed his stuff and I've seen him play in Manchester, through Aswad, Matumbi, all from reggae digging. He did the soundtrack to Babylon as well. Loads of punk stuff. I'm honoured to be mentioned in the same pages.

Since this interview (2016), Samrai has quit his full-time teaching job to focus on music. Swing Ting's debut album 100 Dances, featuring a stellar array of guest voices, was released in early 2020.
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SOME of the subjects in this book are music industry pillars, or archetypal defining figures, solid within their scene or sound: Dennis Bovell, Jumpin Jack Frost, Skream and Terror Danjah all staked out their ground. If they made major shifts at any point, they were always decisive and bold. Others have had constantly to fight to find their own musical territory: shifting, testing, exploring. This seems to be especially true for women, for whom paths are less well trodden and roles less well defined. Nicolette had to create an entirely new version of the dance music diva; Cooly G has her own space and sound, a maverick among mavericks. And Chloe Robinson very certainly is constantly having to prove herself, to find ways to be herself in a (still) extremely male-dominated scene.

Robinson is a modern party girl through and through: she loves heavy bass, short shorts, big puffa jackets and staying up all night – and she seems to almost dare people to criticise her for this. When she was breaking through, the very few women making bass music tended towards a more serious image, but she wasn't having any of it, with a Brummie directness, a predisposition to roll out the party bangers – and an absurdly provocative name, DJ Barely Legal (being short and babyfaced, she looked even younger than her years). She didn't produce music, she wasn't affiliated with any particular hip label or in-crowd, she was just out a lot and DJed a lot – but thankfully she did that really, really well.

With this same no-nonsense approach, she continues to piece together her own version of 2010s bass music eclecticism. It makes skewed but total sense that she forged a creative partnership with Chimpo, the Mancunian lover of everything that's big, bold and bashy. The unlikely looking pair – he burly and bristly, she practically pixie-like – both favour a kind of cheeky, funtimes, in-your-face genre meltdown a million miles from the tasteful, meditative, Berlin-centric imperative that has driven a lot of the rather more genteel “post-dubstep” of this last decade. But be clear: Robinson is nobody's protégé. Even before she started DJing, since I first met her ping-ponging around the legendary Transition mastering house, where dubstep's finest congregate, it's been very obvious that she wanted to find her own ways. And though she doesn't hide from the funtimes image, her music is deadly serious, and she is serious about it. As you'll see, she understands herself and her work – in street fashion and promotion as well as in DJing – as a work in progress, and she's reticent talking about the future. But in that, she is perfectly representative of a bass music scene still in flux, still with no dominating genre, still evolving in the most unpredictable ways…


Let's get the name out the way. You tried to get rid, but you are still Barely Legal

People know me as Barely Legal. Promoters would pay me, and book me and then be like, “Oh this [new] name though? Like no, that's not what people know you as.” And [Barely Legal] would go on the flyer anyway. I've actually grown to be more confident in it. I couldn't even say it out loud when people asked me, because it was all just a bit of a joke really. Music's not a joke to me, but the name was. I didn't realise it would end up being my career.


One thing is that it throws it back in the faces of men who make sleazy or dismissive judgements, about what they're saying when they say you're young, or sexualise you

Yeah, that's very true. I hadn't really thought of it, but OK, that works! But yeah, that's my name now, I can't really see it changing.


If you have to write your biog or when you meet someone, how do you describe your style?

My music style? Very across-the-board, and expanding even more now. Even three years ago, if you'd asked me if I like house or techno I'd be like, “Absolutely not.” Suddenly I really like techno now. So it's kind of diverse, from techno to drum’n’bass – but when I first started mixing it was predominantly grime and garage. Then my spectrum started diversifying. I only got to drum’n’bass about five years ago, I was really late in that. I didn't think I liked it, then I went to parties and I got it. With house and techno, I had a gig in Ibiza so I stayed out there on my own for five days and I'd go to the places people told me to go to – and it all made sense after I went to CircoLoco, I get it now! I did like half a tab of acid and went straight in there.


You grew up in Birmingham. What music were you surrounded by?

So I grew up with my mum in Birmingham until I was 18. When I was young I was listening to Eminem, 50 Cent, Nelly, all that bait stuff. And my mum always used to play garage compilations in the car and while I was trying to go to bed, on the speakers, really loud. I didn't really like it, then when I got to age nine or ten – I was born in 1991 – that was when I was like “Actually I quite like garage.” When They Don't Know250 came out by So Solid Crew.


Did having the MCs up-front appeal to the hip hop lover in you then?

Yeah. Then I got really into grime. I'm trying to think about when – I call it “the Limewire years”. That must have been when I was like 13 or 14. I was obsessed with it. But in Birmingham I couldn't go to any events because I wasn't legal. I went to a couple of under-16 raves, like Roll Deep and stuff, but they were pretty rough in Birmingham. I got beat up at them – I know, totally ridiculous. Then when I moved to London, I started listening to Rinse. That was in 2009, so 18. I didn't really have any friends into what I was into, so I just went out on my own all the time. I was at Plastic People on my own every Thursday at 9:30pm, they opened at ten. That was 2010, when it was just moving to a Thursday.


2009-10 was just when it was diversifying from dubstep. Jackmaster would play, or Ramadanman or whatever – it was a real mixture of styles

Dubstep was still really apparent but the future garage sounds were definitely coming through. That's what it was called when I started – like James Blake, that kind of sound.


Oneman started to be big at that point, he was the emblematic DJ for that movement?

Yeah. So what other parties did I go to? Any Rinse line-ups, and then SomeNight at The Den every Wednesday. That was run by my friend Jack Robinson who has a stake in Outlook – he does Horizon Festival too. They were really fun actually, some really sick line-ups. It was all bass music, everything from grime, dubstep, D&B. Then it started to die out, and the club shut down. The Den that used to be The End, right by Tottenham Court Road. What else? Obviously I used to go DMZ birthday every year. I used to get there quite late but I'd always see a face that I knew and some friends. Queues were outrageous but it was always good. The best one I went to, purely for the sound, I think it was at Great Suffolk Street, like a car park by Southwark station.


They definitely did at least one of the DMZ birthdays there

I think it might have been one of the late ones, the eighth251 or something. But when I moved to London I had no friends that were into the music. I remember when the Outlook lineup came out, I think 2010, I basically just bought a ticket and a flight and went out there on my own. I actually networked without realising I was networking, this was before I was DJing.


What were your ambitions then? I met you for the first time in maybe 2012, and you were filming a video of Coki I think

Probably. I was at university and I didn't have a clue what I wanted to do. [I was studying] graphic design. Then after doing half a year's worth of a degree I realised that I didn't want to go into advertising, but I stuck it out. Then I started DJing in my second or third year of uni. But I didn't have any goals. I just really enjoyed raving or partying.


What did you see at Outlook in 2010 that blew you away?

Nothing that I hadn't seen already from London. But I remember coming back from it and saying that it was the best four days of my life. It was definitely the heavy dubstep year.


2010 was the year it felt the dubstep wave was cresting. That was when they had that massive rave at Matter and Katy B ‘On A Mission’ came out

I think I'm in the music video for that, it's me dancing at Matter. Embarrassing but yeah. The first night I found myself sitting at a table, tripping balls. It was only 11pm but I thought it was five in the morning and I'd seen all the music. In my head, I had gone to different stages and seen acts perform and stuff. I'd met Sukh Knight before, through Birmingham friends. He came up to me and was like “Chloe!” But I was tripping balls, I was like “Good set!” He was like “What are you on about?” In my head I thought I'd seen him. Then he got the bouncer to help me sit behind them – this was when he was part of True Tiger – and I came out of whatever I was in.


One thing Outlook did was it showed people that it could exist outside London and the UK, that it could establish itself and put down roots

Outlook was a good place for people to travel and spend their money and see all the acts they follow and love in one place. It was quite a diverse group of people.


I'm trying to think who the key supporters of UK bass were then, like Dutch, Czech, obviously a few Americans. Like a global scene was forming

It was predominantly UK people but there were definitely pockets of people from other places who were like proper into it as well, like Australia, which is really nice. It's everywhere really.


What made you want to DJ?

I didn't really want to DJ, but I was just collecting records naturally and following the scene and going out a lot. I was definitely going through a phase in my life where I was going out and getting fucked too much. I think I was in a shitty relationship. I mean I was studying at uni, I had a part time job but I was a bit of a mess really. In my head I was thinking “I'm really busy so surely I'm fine” but I was quite good friends with Silkie around this point and he was basically like, “What you're missing is a hobby that's giving you a sense of being and identity. Then all these silly things, these stupid relationships and whatnot will seem really minor and you'll have something to use your energy towards.” He was like, “You've got passion. Why don't you buy some decks?’ I was like, “I don't really have the money to.” He was like, “Just do it.”

So I spent my rent on some Technics and I borrowed a bag of vinyl from a friend and practiced mixing – which was fun but I was very limited to what I could play around with. I had a couple of vinyl myself but not really a proper collection, so then I bought Serato [DJ software] so I could have all my vinyls and use my music with control. Then I won a MistaJam competition on 1Xtra, where you sent in a 20-minute mix and that's when everything started happening for me – I got the year residency off the back of that six months later. Then I was kind of established. I was doing 1Xtra every two weeks and people were definitely paying attention and getting involved.


Did you feel there was something to prove as a woman on the scene?

So MistaJam said on his show, “I'm doing this segment on 15 seconds of fame where I get new DJs to send in mixes, I play the ones I really like based on their mixing and selection.” He was like “I'm still yet to find the girl to represent the segment. All you female DJs out there send your mixes in, I want to represent some females.” So that's what made me send the mix in and that's probably why he picked my mix – which is fine. There's so many girls out there now doing their thing, but at the time I couldn't really name you one DJ that was established in London like me, that was playing grime and garage and was getting booked. I'm sure there were but not that I saw on line-ups.


From that era the ones I can think of who were making any sort of name were producers first: Subeena, Ikonika, Cooly G, people like that

Yeah yeah for sure. But I feel like I did have to prove myself a bit. You get watched a lot harder. There's the benefit of people wanting to book you, but yeah, you do have to prove yourself.


You keep using the phrase “grime and garage” for your style – was it really rooted in what you'd grown up listening to?

That was what I was playing when I first started out – but dubstep as well, yeah.


Were you alright just mixing it up, grime and dubstep, or did people expect you to play one or the other?

I definitely mixed it up and I got away with mixing it up. People expected me to play a variety in a set.


How soon did you feel like, “OK this is something I can do, this is what I'm going to pursue”?

I worked every weekend in Harrods and that was my income, Saturday and Sunday – and that stopped me from doing shows out of London. I had opportunities but I couldn't do them. I quit my job at Harrods because I realised I only had five days to do my dissertation for uni… so bad! But then I could travel on weekends and do more gigs outside of London and get my name out there. I ended up making enough money to live and save enough just off DJing, which surprised me. I think that's when I realised I can make this a thing.


Increasingly people were getting DJ bookings then because they'd made a big record, so that's no small achievement. You didn't have anything to put your name out there so you were presumably smashing the shows. Were you basking in the adoration?

At this point I was still immersing myself in the partying scene. Until I got a manager, who was like “You need to reel that all in now and be professional.” Then I started to remember my shows a little – so bad. I was young, but yeah. Talking about DJs who don't produce, it is definitely the power trio of Ben UFO and Jack[master] and Oneman inspired me all the way through. When they started doing Boiler Room every week at Corsica Studios, I lived next door so I used to go to Boiler Room every week. That was sick because I got to see everyone I'd ever wanted to see for free.


Were you evolving your taste through seeing other people or were you, “I play what I play”?

When I started off I was only mixing sort of 135-140 [bpm] and then I got a bit braver and I was like, I can go from like 128-140. Then I started branching out more and realising that I don't have to be constrained at all. I think it was just a confidence thing because all the music tastes was there, I was always into my UK funky and all those sounds.


How did the Wiley connection come about, because that was another profile boost?

I was at Matter – or it might have been changed to Proud by then. Wiley used to do SomeNight at The Den, this was his Vagabondz thing. I think I hung out with him for 10 minutes and then ran off. And then from that night, but I can't remember why, there was a picture of me on his back. He'd given me a piggyback and it was on my Facebook and someone must have tagged his personal Facebook on it, and then he was like, “Oh my god, I was trying to find you!” So I met him for 10 minutes at that club and then I was like virtually connected on Facebook. And when I did one of my 1Xtra mixes I think I was playing ‘Ice Rink’ by Wiley and he tweeted, “Whoever's on 1Xtra now is killing it.” I told him, “Oh my god it's me.” He was like, “Sick.” Then he said to me, “Why don't you do a mix, send it to me then I'll go to the studio and vocal it for you?” I was like “Really?” So that's what I did.


That's when Wiley was living his life through social media wasn't it, doing all these live UStreams.252

That was a little bit before this, but yeah that was funny. So then I think I'd just done a gig in Birmingham and I was at my mum's house and I got a phone call and it was Wiley, he was like, “Check your inbox.” He didn't meet the deadline so I just assumed he wasn't gonna do it. And now I had the mix in my inbox, vocalled by him, plus [original Roll Deep members and grime heavyweights] Riko Dan, God's Gift and Scratchy. It was really good. Off the back of meeting me in the club for 10 minutes. We just stayed in touch via social media, which is amazing. That's basically that.


And you ended up playing at Eskimo Dance

Yeah, I been to a couple of Eskimo Dances – but one night, like 2013, he was like, “Do you want to come and DJ and do my part of Eskimo Dance.” I was like, “No?” He was like “Go on.” I was still on Technics and I had no idea how to use a CDJ. I think I was doing a couple of back-to-backs with Chimpo so some of the Manchester MCs would jump on that, but not just me on my own.


It's a totally different skill reacting to an MC

I didn't have the skill at this point. It was very apparent so I had a bit of a breakdown at my first bit. Like, they don't have Technics here. I was like, “Fuck!” Then I just had these pair of CDJs in front of me and I was like, “Cool what do I do?” I messed it up so much and then I think Cameo was behind me, I just looked at him and he was like “I'll jump on” and I ran off. It was bad, it was really really bad.


That was some trial by fire

Yeaaaah. But you have to take every opportunity you're given and just go with it and be brave. I see so many people these days who want to get into mixing, and an opportunity will come up and I'll be like “Do it, do it” and they'll be like “I don't feel ready, I don't feel confident.” You're not meant to feel confident, you're not meant to feel ready, you're meant to just do it to help yourself learn to become ready. Put yourself in situations you don't feel comfortable in. I took every opportunity, fucked a few of them up and did well in others. But that was a bad set. It might have been my worst set I've ever done.


So you didn't think “I'm going to become a grime superstar” at that point?

No [laughs]. I messed up any opportunity to become one as well at that point.


You mentioned Chimpo, that's an important musical relationship

I met Chimpo at Outlook [in 2012] and we just had a really fun time, the year I started mixing and he was like “Chloe you're not coming back the year after unless you've got a set.” I had a year to try and get a set at Outlook, which I managed to do in 2013, and I've played there ever since.


Tell me about Chimpo. Musically and what he represents

So the first time I saw Chimpo play he was DJing for Strategy on the beach at Outlook. It was when Strategy had been in Broke n £nglish with Del [MC DRS], and Chimpo was doing Strategy's beach set which he did every year, when everyone in the crowd would pick out five topics and he'd freestyle. So Chimpo was his DJ for that, but I don't really remember what grabbed me. He was very dubstep-oriented. I wasn't really that aware of the Manchester scene, I was so wrapped up in London. When I met Chimpo and he was playing his own sets, they were very much 140 multi-genre as well.


It's been really interesting since 2010-12 to see how as the genres fragmented we don't get a new grime or a new dubstep – but Manchester and Bristol, and Nottingham as well, adapted to that genre splintering. They're all in each other’s face, so all the scenes are not separated

I love that everyone works together in those scenes. London is not really a community as such, it's quite competitive, then you go to Bristol and Manchester and everyone's collaborating.


There's not the luxury of separating off on your own thing

Maybe, but there's a lot of community vibe in those cities.


Also you see people. You're not like “Oh I'll catch up with you next week” and then it's an hour and a half across town. When I went up to interview Levelz, they were hanging out outside their studio for the photoshoot, and their mates would walk past one after another. It was constant, someone else, someone else, van comes past, someone gets out

You travel 20 minutes and you're at someone's house. London it's an hour to get anywhere.


At what point were you a working DJ? When did you feel secure in it?

I completed uni, somehow got a 2:1. Just DJing, I'm going to say four years ago from now. When I started working with my old manager, Stanza. He built me up to have more of a brand and identity because I'd sort of lost it. I came off 1Xtra, I wasn't doing enough mixes or creating enough content to stay relevant. I ended up having to get another part time job, and then Stanza started working with me and it all built back up, to where I could be like, “I'm going to quit my job and just do music.” I was actually like saving money on top of making it which is amazing for London.


How have things developed since then? Were you consciously “Here's the next thing I'm gonna do and here's the plan” or did things fall into place?

I didn't have a plan but having support from different bigger names helped me, so Four Tet was a big name in my career. He heard one of my mixes on Soundcloud and tweeted my mix. I was like “What?” Then he must have booked me off the back of that mix for his Warehouse Project and his all-dayer event in 2013, a day thing at Village Underground in Shoreditch, 8am-8pm. That was really cool. It was a real mix as well: Kyle Hall, Daphni, some of the Boxed lot like Slackk, Slimzee, me, a really mixed bag of names.


Four Tet really helped bind together all of those disparate elements around that time

I think everyone trusts him so he can do whatever he wants. What I love about watching him play is he'll play quite a lot of Indian music and instead of being really confused, everyone will just stop and listen and be educated. That's something that I wish I had as a DJ, being able to play anything and everyone not feeling all weird about it, like “What is she doing?” Because I feel like no one really wants to hear that much new stuff any more. They don't want to hear stuff they've never heard as much.


But they do put their faith in a name like Four Tet or Ben UFO

Yeah, someone like Four Tet can play stuff like that and people are open to listening to it.


Do you ever feel you want to branch out further from the dancefloor, be more experimental?

So like recently I've got really into techno but I just couldn't get away with it on the line-ups I get put on because my name isn't a techno name. What's cool is I've got my Rinse FM residency where I bring a guest on every show and that allows me to play the stuff that isn't as club friendly. So that's given me my platform to show what else I'm about.


So are radio and club separate crafts?

I would say so, definitely. Only as well because the club scene at the minute is outrageously bad. Maybe it's because I'm so out of touch with what people like at the moment. I'm getting older and everyone's getting younger, the age gap as well is growing. I thought I was actually 26 next month but I'm actually 27, which means the year after that there'll be a 10-year gap from when I was raving to when they're raving. And I'm still playing stuff I was listening to when I was ten. I have to understand why people don't understand the music sometimes, because they're a lot younger. I think at the moment people are listening to lots of bassline and that kind of stuff.


You must have experienced OG bassline in Birmingham though!

Oh yeah, and I played it. The bassline that I would play, from Burgaboy, it's not that different to what people are making now I guess. I haven't really opened my ears to the new bassline sound.


As a 40-something it's funny hearing you talk about 20-somethings being old, but yeah, generations shift quickly. In Chimpo's ‘Drama’ (2012), MC Trigga goes “mi got the junglist ting from me farda”. It's now folk music, like how you got garage from your mum. It exists through generations. How do you feel about that? Does innovation even matter now as long as people are raving to something that's good?

I hope it matters. I don't really know whether the sounds are following through to generations. I think I can only examine the last ten years.


There's that new Zed Bias album, Selectah, and it's his first ever garage album, 20 years after he first made ‘Neighbourhood’. It's got MCs younger than you on it and yet it makes sense. It doesn't sound old, it just sounds like, I don't know, British music

Yeah and you've got this new wave. I always see garage as “Don't try and reinvent something that's already right.” I was always a bit anti-people trying to recreate the garage sound who weren't part of the era. But then you've got new wave acts like Conducta, he's a really nice fresh blood and energy to the garage scene. He's only 22 I think. He's kind of making garage but making it with a new twist on it.


Where in the world outside Britain do you love to play?

I've played in some really cool places. Sri Lanka, an India tour, Australia, New Zealand, Dubai. I haven't done Japan yet. That's on my bucket list. I haven't done America yet, so I don't really know what the scene's like out there. When I play abroad the parties tend to be quite small capacity, 150-200 cap venues, which works out better because everyone there gets the music I'm playing.


Are you able to escape that thing of people wanting the familiar because smaller parties gather the vibe a bit?

Yeah. It's funny because people that I meet at these parties know more about music than I do, it's embarrassing. I went to this after-party and this guy knew so much UK sound, releases and labels.


But it's not your job to catalogue it. It's your job to play it in the right order and make it sound good

Yeah.


Do you ever think about your legacy with your output, the label or the mixtapes? I saw Tom (of Local Action and FACT) saying on Twitter that labels “should think about how they'll be seen in the future rather than about current trends.” Do you think about how people will look back?

No. But now you say that, I'm thinking now, putting that into perspective, “If I look back on what I'm doing now, would I be happy?” And I'm gonna say yeah. But I don't know anything about the future. I do want to see my label as something that works, to kinda keep it all contained and for it to all make sense. I am struggling with that a bit, even just with the artwork and stuff, to make it more consistent.


That's a DJ's thinking: keep it flowing from the last thing and build into a coherent whole

Heh, yeah! Apart from thinking like that, I don't really think too much about the future. I probably should, maybe I'm just making an excuse up, because it's quite scary because I don't have a plan B.


We live in an unpredictable world

I like it like that though, I like it like that.
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THERE was much deliberation about how to end this book. Do we go all the way through to teenagers working on the musical front line with the very newest beat and bass mutations, for example? Nightlife is as fluid as it's ever been, and these stories don't really have beginnings and ends, so it was always going to be arbitrary. All of the timelines exist simultaneously. Every interviewee in this book, even the oldest, is an active and current participant in soundsystem and party culture, not a throwback or in any way reliant on the nostalgia circuit. But in the end, to keep the format, I needed someone who had enough life story to fill a chapter, so the very newest artists and sounds will have to wait. As with all the choices, this is about arbitrary decision-making, personal taste-calls and happenstance – but still, Mali Larrington-Nelson was a shoo-in for inclusion, as a perfect epitome of the generational continuities and disjunctions of soundsystem music.

Larrington-Nelson's dad is Trevor Nelson, now known as a Radio 2 DJ, but also a fixture of pre-rave 80s London dance culture, playing alongside the likes of Norman Jay and Soul II Soul as soul, hip hop and reggae collided into new forms. But that alone wouldn't justify her inclusion and she is very much here on her own merits: she is one of the finest new generation producers and DJs around, in fact. Her own roots are in grime, and you can hear it in the sonority of every synth and the counterintuitive shifts of her rhythms, but she has internalised decades-worth of British and global music, and the radical hybridity of her sets and songs becomes more apparent with every listen. In fact in some ways they are like miniature maps of precisely the kind of line of influence that we're illustrating here. Soul, jazz, experimentalism, electronica and soundsystem bass exist not as abstracts or simple motifs but as living historical flows.

Although her released catalogue of music is still relatively small, it represents years of work already put in – and she is an extremely active DJ around more interesting parts of London's scene on radio and in clubs, so it's possible to hear her ideas unfolding in real time. Her catalogue is expanding too, the latest a fantastic off- kilter grime EP, Spoons (themed around life in Wetherspoons pubs) with MC Kwam, and she's well plugged into London's collective culture: she's part of the inter-generational Selectors Assemble broken beat crew formed by scene guru IG Culture, and the young jazz-focused Touching Bass crew too. She's also a fantastic storyteller and ready wit. The last time I interviewed her before this (for a Bandcamp Daily story) she'd turned up late to the Crystal Palace pub we'd arranged to meet at, announcing she'd been up all night – setting my inbuilt difficult-interview dread alarm bells going – but then proceeded, over pints, to be as thoughtful and articulate as any 20-something musician I'd ever encountered. So when we met outside the National Theatre on the South Bank for this interview and photoshoot, I was confident she'd be OK.


You had quite a musical upbringing, you grew up around music

From Dad for sure, but more so from Mum, her sick taste in music and being a raver. She worked doors at Raw Club and was always at Subterania. And obviously through Jazzie, Wookie as well. Just growing up around them.


What was your relationship to them?

Wookie was on Soul II Soul. Jazzie's my godfather and one of my mum's best friends. So I'd be there every weekend and I was best friends with his daughter. Wooks – Jason – would be around just for like dinner. He was one of my mum's mates – literally just my mum's mates really!


Have you got any earliest musical memories, tunes that leap out from childhood

A Tribe Called Quest, hearing the albums. Love Movement cos that came out in 93. Midnight Marauders, listening in my mum's car and knowing all the words to the skits. And where the name comes from: maraud means “to loot” so I remembered that from really young. Leviticus ‘Burial’, that's one of the earliest memories I have of a tune and me losing it but not even knowing the name.253 Hustlers of Culture, ‘Flipjack’ – my mum absolutely loved that.254


What age would you be when you heard Leviticus?

About three or four. My mum had this wicked jungle mixtape called Thunder and Joy, we used to rinse it in her car. When she did MOBOs – 1996 or 97 – I'd go with her and wait in the car listening to tapes and killing the battery. I'd say there's three, four or five tunes that truly stayed in my mind.


‘Burial’ is very much the intersection of all those different strands of underground – soul, ragga, techno, breakbeats, then the chorus everyone remembers instantly

The other vocal is my unofficial uncle Rick, I only knew that a few years ago. Mum was like, “You know that's Rick's tune?” I love how it all ties back in: one of my favourite ever tunes samples my uncle.255 I was with Rick last month in actually, he puts on loads of parties there now. You know when they just play “Candy” and R Kelly “Happy People”, it is just older black people raves, wearing all white.


Big people raves?

Yeah [laughs], big people dances. But also listening to pirate. Listening to my mum's big JVC stack with the turntable at the top then the radio, the cassette and the amp and the bottom shelf records. Or one of those pull-out radios in her Peugeot 205, and she'd make tapes for the car.


You grew up right on the edge of London?

Yep. South Harrow. I lived there and went to school there but my family lived in Kensal Green, that's where they came and settled. My great grandparents came there from Jamaica, so we'd always go back to HQ, even after school. So Northwest London in general, but slowly everyone moved out towards the outskirts – but I was raised around Kensal Green. Where you first learnt to ride a bike and played knock down ginger has more of an impact than where you went to bed every night.


You told me before that you went to Carnival every year from young childhood

Yep, mum took me. She was one of the people who used to make the costumes, Perpetual Beauty they were called. So I went in costume when I was three. Before that my nan had a stall but I missed out.


I remember going to Carnival when jungle first started – it was an eye-opener. It was quite alarming for someone who grew up in an all-white village in Oxfordshire

I can imagine. The jungle, the fashion was bright, it was loud, the jewellery and the gold teeth. I can imagine it was quite intimidating. Like they're ready for war!


But it was amazing, and of course mind-blowing music. With your mum into the different clubbing scenes and sounds, were you aware of the styles coming and going through the 90s?

At the time it was just food and noise and fun really, but when I was about nine I became more aware of it. Especially with the fashion. What kind of outfits we'd be getting ready to wear each year, and what kind of tunes would influence that. For garage, we'd get our little Gap denim outfits, Nike Cortez, bandanas. A couple years later we'd get Sean John sun visors and whatever Destiny's Child camo print thing they were wearing. It was cool cos my dad would host a stage, Radio 1 or someone.


That period of garage going into grime – So Solid appearing and More Fire Crew and Pay As U Go – is when you started getting involved in music. Did you have ambitions to be a musician?

No! I did lessons for a couple instruments, I dropped piano which I regret. Even when I was playing guitar which I stuck with the longest, I never thought I'd be in a band. Football was what I loved the most. It wasn't until I got decks that I got into DJing. I say “Oh yeah, football was my thing”, but it wasn't something I took seriously. I was too lazy – the one time this guy from a club asked if I could come down for training and I was like “You want me to come down on a Saturday, on my day off, in the cold and wear shorts?” That's my time, my downtime on the weekends.


So when you got decks and started making beats?

I think I got my decks after I started learning how to DJ. I did a little course at my youth club with DJ Blakey. Then a year later, it was the beats. 2004 was when I realised this is what I'm into. I loved grime, and all the records were coming out. I loved making beats and playing records.


So grime was what you were buying to mix?

At first, I'd go to HMV and buy the odd hip hop record like Fatman Scoop and Missy Elliott. My dad would give me loads of doubles, him and Jazzie gave me loads of that stuff so I didn't have to buy it. Grime just took over. I was like, “I can't be wasting £3.99 on a Missy Elliott or Ludacris single when two of those can get me one sick white label from uptown.” A Wiley or a Jon E Cash or something.


Those grime instrumentals were coming in thick and fast through the early 2000s

It was hard. You had to be diplomatic when you got there, because there were so many coming out, you had to sort through and decide. It was like dancehall, just churning out riddims. Which is weird because it was not cheap to press up vinyl, not like flinging an mp3 out there.


But it sold! It's insane. Wiley sold tens of thousands of ‘Ice Rink’

From the boot of his car! It was just nuts. It must have been amazing knowing how many people are getting your records. I get little distribution figures of my releases now, but I still have no idea how many people are listening, because people just rip it or cheekily download it or something. Back then you really knew how many people your sound was reaching.


And it had been passed hand-to-hand between you, the shopkeeper and the person who had it

You might even see them coming into the shop as you dropped records off, which would be amazing.


You mentioned Wiley and Jon E Cash. Were there other producers you admired?

DaVinChe is one of the producers I have the most records of grime-wise. Jon E Cash, Wiley, Target, Danny Weed. You had in house producers [for crews] so it wasn't just one person. Youngstar, Nicky Slim Ting from East Connection. I was very Roll Deep, they were my priority. Black Jack, JME as well. Skepta. Got a few Dizzees. Wish Dizzee made more beats – it's just such a tease!


It's forgotten because of his stardom as a rapper, but for a lot of people in grime, Dizzee's productions – things like ‘Strings Hoe’ – were the tracks that blew their minds. Terror Danjah said that made him realise that he could be fearless when he produced, that's there's no rules

When you listen back you feel there really are no rules, his tracks were so sick. He could have maybe started a side-genre like Wiley had Eski. Dizzee's beats using more snapshot sounds like one-shots, as opposed to sitting down at a keyboard with a melody. It was like a weird Frankenstein jigsaw of different effects. Terror Danjah was another one as well.


A crew or a producer could be a genre in their own right, like Wiley made Eski, and Terror Danjah did his kind of funk-influenced –

– distorted kind of sounds.


JME as well –

– and Sublow. Everyone had their thing.


So how would you describe the style you started making?

[Laughs] I can hear the very first beat I made in my head. Soundwise it was probably closest to what Musical Mob were doing. Almost video game sounds. Stock presets, FL studio, but more high-energy, 8-bar, very repetitive. Noise. Not melodic at all. Like punches and kicks. That's the way I can hear it and imagine it and describe it. But not spacey at all, or melodic. Just punchy, 8-bar, [punches hand repeatedly] snapshot sounds. All repetitive stuff really. Loads of claps.


How were you experiencing the music? Because grime didn't really get to Carnival then

Ugh. It couldn't. I saw what happened when ‘Pow!’ was out 2004.256 At Rampage bottles would just fly when it came on. You ducked. As much as I love grime you just couldn't have it, it would just cause havoc man. Boys just don't know how to act, they still don't really. When I first started making beats, I would be on the internet forums, and listening to a lot of pirate radio. A lot of it I wouldn't have been able to get hold of. So the big influence was radio sets, just listening, not even knowing what it was. Some records I was buying.


You were like 13-14

I just used to rinse the radio and not know what it was. A lot of the crews, Roll Deep, East Code, West Wing. Not listening so much to one artist but more radio sets, DJs curating what was happening, South DJs, East DJs, West DJs. Getting a different view of London.


When did you feel you could participate? Did you start sending people beats?

I was in a crew with Rick Clarke's son Miles, and a few others. We were both DJs. He was producing before me, because we used to go to Rick's studio. We wasted so much time, we were one of the only crews to have our own studio and we didn't release a single record. We used to meet up, argue, go chip shop, chat shit, and hang out in Shepherd’s Bush and Ravenscourt Park. I started making beats shortly after that, and would play them on the sets with them.


Where would you play them?

Literally in Rick Clarke's studio, but the other guys would go to Laylow FM that was in a caravan site. That was the main West London station, but I never made it there. I was too young really, a year or two younger than the others. And then it was MSN – sending it firstly to mainly people in west, not even big ones. just more immediate ones, in Harrow, Perivale, Greenford.257 And MCs – the lower level crews, the ones you've never have heard of, the under-the-radar guys. But they were big to us.


People don't even remember how many MCs there were. You look at the old videos and there's 100 MCs trying to get the mic

Maybe it was oversaturated. There were less DJs, it's easier to remember DJs and producers. Maybe it's because the equipment cost so much money. You either had to come from a family with a bit of money, or you had your own job and worked really hard and you were responsible, or someone you knew had access to kit.


Jammer's family weren't exactly musical but they were Rasta and they gave him the room to do stuff. And he was a real grafter too in the industry, he worked as the tea boy in a distribution company. Wiley's dad was in soundsystems. Footsie's dad ran a soundsystem.258

Or they're the older brothers of someone.


That was certainly the dubstep story. Skream and Benga's older brothers were big in the jungle scene with Grooverider, they grew up as junior junglists. You say your beats were quite weird. Did you have that sense from the beginning, that you were doing unorthodox takes?

Not at all, for me it was just making grime beats. Now I'm aware of not wanting to sound like other people, not to be too artsy or weird. Imitation is whack, it's corny to mimic someone else's sound. It stifles growth, and I find it boring. Back then I was just making grime, however I thought it should sound. But when I gave it to MCs I realised it wasn't working, them telling me it was weird, people not being able to write to the tunes or wanting to. It just wasn't working, never really kicking.


You made the connection with Scratcha – talking about not quite the norm!

He's a weirdo yeah! It was a beat called ‘Pluto Freestyle’, one of the only tracks of mine that lots of people vocalled – but no one I really wanted to. Kwam might have done one, or Nico Lindsay. It was one of them two that brought it to Scratcha's studio. He was like “Who made this” and they said it's a girl and he was like “Whaaaat!”. He asked me to send him some more shit. That was the tune. I need to play it in my sets, it was actually alright. So that's why it clicked, Scratcha being an engineer for someone else and being like “What is this?”


Did you feel you had other kindred spirits, with wanting to take your music somewhere else?

No, not at all. That's a lot to do with where I lived, because I was away from everyone and everything. Back in the day we had olders and youngers which is still kind of true – but back then it was official. There was a little collective of us, me, Scrufizzer, Stimpy. My sound was very different to theirs, I was the odd one out sound-wise. I didn't get vocalled as much or played as much – structurally my music wasn't how it was supposed to be. Who else was in it? A guy who's called Slang now, doing vocal stuff. He was a pop producer for a little while, produced a few things for Wiley, ended up doing stuff for Marina And The Diamonds and Charli XCX. We were from all the weird parts of West. Scrufizzer and Stimpy are from Acton and Ealing, but the rest of us were from Hounslow, Harrow, Rayners Lane. So we linked up and formed a producer's clique. We had a website but it fizzled out. So even up till now I've just been navigating this. I've been lucky enough that people picked up my tunes, or I'd still be a weird bedroom producer.


How did you feel when tried to go pop in grime. When it looked like there could be major label success and then the labels swallowed them up?

[Marge Simpson noise] It pissed me off. I was heartbroken. I felt betrayed. I didn't listen to Roll Deep for years. Wiley as well. I get really emotionally invested in TV shows, let alone musicians. I've had to unlearn it a bit, and separate the person from the music. I was really hurt by that, I think that's when I distanced myself from grime. My favourites were diluting their sounds and signing contracts, and their new stuff I just didn't connect with it. It all sounded very samey-samey. That pop stuff, nah. I'm a bit of a snob, maybe it's just a bit of being a music hipster, it's too mainstream I won't like it. I don't really like polished stuff. We're talking about when [Tinchy] Stryder got signed, when Roll Deep did that awful –


‘Shake a Leg’?

Yeah oh gosh, all of that. What year was that again?


It gets to 2010 when it peaked. But 2007 I think is when pop stuff started?

Scratcha was still doing Grimey Breakfast then. That was when I was in my little heartbreak period, grime was my first love but just fizzling out. That's when I started rediscovering old stuff and listening to hip hop and jazz, and then dubstep. I mean, I didn't submerse myself in it but I definitely listened to more of it then. Then road rap. I don't think they like it to be called road rap but that's what it is: rap from the road, by a road man. Timbar, Fem Fel, Giggs, Blade, Youngs Tef, all of that.


And you started going out to clubs

I was going DMZ, FWD>>, Plastic People, YOYO. I went to FWD>> a lot at Plastic People because my dad lived around the corner. Living far away in Harrow was inconvenient, like a three-hour nightbus journey home. And cabs were extortionate. So I missed out on a lot, but what I did get stayed with me forever and influenced my sound.


In 2007 dubstep had already started its massive rise from the underground. But even then it was starting to splinter apart, into the ravey stuff, deep stuff, post- dubstep stuff

I bought Rusko's Babylon records,259 then Caspa's stuff. I'd go listen to the more dubby stuff. My friend Anne was dating one of the DJs so she'd bring me along. We'd go to Leeds, places like that. I was always down for the ride, this big-eyed fresh raver. I'd drink but I didn't even smoke then, I was still like the baby. I was like uni raves, our mates would be studying up there and we'd go for the odd rave. We went to see Stanton Warriors, High Definition. That's the only one I can remember, so maybe that was the most heavyweight one.


Were you DJing all through this time and still making beats?

I stopped in 2006-ish, halfway through 2008 started again. As for DJing, I wasn't buying records anymore, I think it was my gap year I stopped. The kind of DJing I would be doing was dancehall, I was playing dancehall, garage, funky house [double takes] oh! How could I completely forget funky house? That's what I was doing, I was going to funky raves! Like what most of young black teens were doing rave-wise at the time. I was going to uni raves before I went to uni. I wasn't getting booked, it wasn't until uni where I started playing shit little raves there and it paid for my ASDA shopping.


Funky was amazing!

Funky was the sickest, though, Flukes who went on to be Crazy Cousinz, churning out the bangers. It was so exciting, it had MCs but in a fun way, and they gassed you up. It wasn't angry, they didn't make you want to fight. You didn't have to know all the dancehall dances. Being a bashment raver is a bit technical! We used to go to Cameos, towards the McDonald’s on Regent Street, this would have been 2008- 2009-10. They used to do this dancehall rave called Uptown Splurt. There's a video, you can see us in it, of the last ever one. That's where they do the crazy shit, like jumping off the speakers, picking each other up and spinning girls on her head and all that shit. Dancehall is still technical man. Funky was cool cos you could go there and just do the same dance all night long. Also, it was our sound, it was London. An incorporation of grime, garage, dancehall influence.


Plus some of the West African influence, with what became afro-beats sliding in

Yeah, some of the hosts and MCs were West African. Just like grime, some of the beats were weird and avant-garde and you'd hear it coming out of cars, a particular sound that was brand new. It was great to have it as part of the fabric of walking around.


Where did you go to uni?

I went to Hertfordshire [in 2010-13]. It was a big ravers uni, they had this huge shiny new multi-million-pound refurbished building called The Forum, with multiple clubs in it. A lot of my practice DJing was done there. I was playing dancehall, funky, we all covered different things. A guy called DJ Funks – Lil Silva's producer or manager – was a funky house DJ. I was the dancehall and the garage DJ. Everyone was west African, barely anyone was Caribbean. So I got to monopolise on the bashment [laughs]. I'm qualified by default.


You released the first stuff with Scratcha during that time

I was listening to funky, mixing at house parties, being a dancehall DJ and that's what I was known as, which was really weird. In second year I produced my first album Bedknobs and Boomkicks, in first year [the single] ‘Decaffeinated Love’ came out. They didn't know about that, they cared about dancehall and afro-beats. At uni I was secretly Shy One, this secret world in London that Scratch was taking care of and putting out.


And he was making funky at that point?

The first ever DVA releases were like weird funky, I'm not even brave enough to play them in my sets, scared that no one else is gonna get it. Proper mutant, weird funky stuff.


It was getting close to broken-beat

Drum-wise, definitely. So odd!


And he did that 4 Play EP with Roska and a few others. That was weird as well

‘Freak Out’ was wicked! That wasn't the weird one I didn't really play though: ‘Schizophrenic’, I think that's the one, New World Order EP. Scratcha was making some weird stuff, man.


Did that inspire you to think you could wig out with your production as well?

Not making excuses but because I don't have classical training with keys and when things in tune, I think my stuff just naturally sounded like that. Like the bass is in one note, that's actually off key.


But you put soul structures into it, quite complex stuff. And there's a vocal on the album.260 Did you feel like you wanted to be making songs?

Not at all, again that's Scratcha, forcing me to be weird with a little bit of structure. He was like “We need to have a vocal on here,” and he arranged it. He said we could vocal this beat, ‘Spring Romance’.


I'm surprised, because to me it sounds like it's been built around the song

Really? That's sick. No, other way round. She took the beat and Scratch just took care of it. I was away at uni, he was like “When are you gonna finish this degree and come and make music?” He took a whole verse out, something that would have maybe been overbearing for her as the vocalist. I'm still not comfortable working with singers, it's still new to me. I'm learning how to make space for them.


You were also listening to stuff that's not electronic, organic music, I guess. What influence was that having?

Maybe to use samples. I was always against sampling when I started in grime. That encouraged me to start using samples. listening to jazz and hip hop and stuff like that – and dubstep and funky. It freed me up to be more playful. For someone who didn't know how to play I look back and I was actually playing chords. Funky was really fun and melodic, but also my ignorance and not caring if these keys don't go together. When I'd see reviews that talked about “jazzy chords” in my track, I'd say “Oh is that what I was doing?” The only time I was conscious and thought “This is what I want to make because I love how it sounds” was when I used accordions in my grime stuff. And then tunes like ‘Waterfalls’ because Kode9 did it so well around that time. Specifically that tune ‘Backward’ [on Memories of the Future]. That was the only time I thought: “I want to make something that sounds like that.” But yes, it was only the accordion.


So at university you were mostly DJing black music to mostly black crowds. But you were listening to Kode9 and things like that. Were you seeing how things like FWD>> were evolving? And Hessle Audio, Hemlock, Numbers from Glasgow, all those labels taking underground music into really individualistic little splinters

One thing that kept me away that was my friends not being into it, they'd say “What are all these weird cokehead raves you want us to go to?” That wasn't even FWD>>, that would be like YOYO, which was insane, because that was a good party. I just had narrow-minded, hood mates, who just saw it as weird white raves. I was in a really black uni too, Herts is one of the biggest ones. That music wasn't getting a look-in, and there wasn't anyone for me to connect with who was down with it. It did happen, but later, towards the end. Then I was like shit, “I've got a car, we're gonna drive down to FWD>> tonight and go Plastic.” I wasn't really able to keep tabs. I was DJing and trying to keep up to date with funky and dancehall – and obviously doing a degree and working! It was a lot.


You didn't release anything from 2011-16

Yeah really long. Five years, man, wow. Ironically that was the time when I was doing loads of raving and discovering music, I was living in Old Street. I was really into Hyperdub, and got put onto Ikonika, it was her set at Cargo that really changed this. There was some sort of panel thing, some interesting discussion. That was a pivotal night. I looked into everything she did, bought her album, listening to her sets. Through her setlists I discovered people like Mosca. More into electronic and bass music, that's when I was soaking up all the stuff. Party-wise, I was buying a lot of music. Downloading loads, paying for all of it as well. Listening to Rinse, listening to sets. That was like my homework, they were my research years. But also I had such low self- esteem with my music, it doesn't sound like anyone else's stuff so it's going to be crap.


So you were just working, DJing, going out?

I wasn't even DJing, really. I was just going to parties: Livin’ Proof and Work It, hip hop raves, and anything Scratcha would go to. He'd put me on lists for fabric. But I wasn't DJing. No, I'm chatting shit, we were on Nasty FM. Then we went on to an NTS show for a little bit, but I wasn't getting booked. I was playing Mosca. Sound- wise it would have been what you call “bass”, and kind of funky and electronic. I didn't really know how to class a lot of it, and I bought a lot of it off Boomkat. They were really vague about genres. It just had a page labelled “Dubstep/Grime/Funky” on Boomkat. I'd play Mount Kimbie and Deadboy and Sampha, Om Unit, XXXY, Martyn. Maybe a bit of Floating Points, and then like funky stuff.


It feels like that set off a period of indeterminacy. From 2010, the fragmentation of dubstep and grime, it didn't come back from that. There hasn't been another genre, but a lot of people just seem happy within that. I spoke to Parris recently and he started going out to FWD>> in 2010, when you would have Oneman next to Jackmaster next to Skream. He said, “That's how I liked it, and that's how I like it now.” Do you feel you fit in to this area of non-genre genre?

Production-wise? I'd say so yeah. The fact that I can't describe my music. I'd be listening to stuff where you just can't say what it is.


And everyone was gravitating into house and techno because it's easier to earn money. You never got drawn that way? A lot of the funky guys went to straight-ahead house

I couldn't. A lot of those guys thought they were going to deep house, but the real house heads said “That's not real deep house!” We've come out of that now, all the shuffling and that. I'm stubborn and a bit of a snob so I didn't want to try to do something consciously. I wanted to make whatever I'm feeling and whatever comes out, that's an organic and honest interpretation of what's going on in here [hand to chest] and what I'm listening to. If you ask me to make a techno record or a hip hop beat, it would be too difficult to stay within the lines. I just can't do it.


Did something happen to help you get through the confidence issues?

Feedback always helps, we like a bit of positive reassurance. But it was just a bit of a wake-up call. I looked back and realised I'd wasted so many years not putting music out, second-guessing things. You're not going to get that time back. It was more of a grasp of mortality: “Fuck, this could just go, you could be dead tomorrow!” That's quite a morbid attitude but that's probably why. Going from being lazy and laidback and saying nothing matters, to being “Oh my gosh you need to churn everything out. You need to just fucking get shit done.”


How do you feel about the scene in general? Do you feel there's a steady continuity through it, within London especially?

It's like a really long multi-genre mix I suppose. I'm not always aware but I look back and think “Oh yeah”, and now they don't have all this other stuff in it but they've still got this, then this other sound that comes along has that. But I have tunnel vision a bit, with my own music. I've got my blinkers on.


Do you get inspired by Afrobeats stuff, the new kind of drill stuff?

Not at all. I've become really anti over the last few years. This started ten years ago when grime started to go poppy, I've stuck my head in the sand. I don't listen to radio. I have no idea what's going on or what's popular, I just about check my promos at the moment. I'm not influenced by that stuff, I don't really like a lot of it. Some of it's great, but a lot of it I think it's shit. I'm influenced only by what I'm listening to at that time. A lot of Ratking or King Krule, but mainly mates and stuff, really.


Pirate has shifted massively, there's fewer pirates, there's a lot of internet radio which you do a lot of. Does it feel like there's a good support network for music?

Definitely, I don't take advantage of it at all. I'm way more antisocial than I should be. I should be chatting to DJs more, listening to shows on the stations I'm on. Because it's just wicked. The closest I get is handing over to the next DJ, or taking over when I do my shows. The other night after doing NTS I stuck around, I'd been guesting on AG's show – and a guy called Impey was on after me and we chilled in Gillett Square after. I heard something going in as he played and was like “What the fuck is THIS?” He'd be like “Oh it's these guys” – and it'd turn out it was these guys that I follow and I didn't even know they did this! Damn! I should be listening to their music. These stations create a whole community and a real forum for us. If you're sociable and involved.


Do you think the climate has changed for women DJs and producers?

Definitely, and it's because of people [like BBZ] creating their own space. [BBZ will] put me on to loads of women and non-binary and femme-identifying DJs I had no idea existed, because they've created a space for them to come and play, they encourage them in fact.


The line-up you played with them recently [a BBZ night at Corsica Studios in Elephant & Castle], I looked and thought “Yep, great names, great names, that looks like a good night out.” It took a while before I twigged it was an all-female line up, and that really feels like a material shift in the fabric of things, within a couple of years. In London or Berlin or New York, there's a generation where there's a very strong representation, if not the big names, certainly the hip names

Yep, there's a lot of us. There's so many who aren't getting shine, who aren't big, who are sick as well. SO many. It's nuts, I only really realise it now when I look back compared to when I first started when I was 14, 2004. We can do two rooms at Corsica and kill it. Back then you'd be struggling to find a female DJ for your night. Loads of women who are bedroom DJs, music lovers, they're taking that step and adventuring out. What's really great to see at Corsica is that there are so many men who love what we are doing, not as a gimmick, just turned up for the rave. So we can pull in a sick crowd, not just women who are supporting for the sake of it like it's a FUBU thing. We happen to be really good and the guys want in on the girls’ club now.


I guess it's a confidence thing. The boys have known all along, you just download Fruity Loops and go “one, two, three, four!” Then move the kick drum to the offbeat, and it's an original beat

Yeah! Exactly. They're realising just how bloody easy it is. But also you've got amazing spaces like Hub16 run by Samantha Nelson, and Jason. And Sam does workshops for women who want to learn how to mix and DJ. So many women out there getting booked who aren't confident as DJs – they're even intimidated to ask me to have a little sesh just to teach them the basics and show them. But Sam doing these workshops and offering these courses for free or discounting is doing a whole lot. There's going to be a whole wave coming, it's like a little women DJ factory. That's really important as well, having a space where you can have access to this equipment where no one is going to listen or judge. You can be OK with having limited knowledge.


I know you're doing a record with an MC. Do you think you might start working with vocalists or working with instrumentalists?

I would like to collaborate more with others, which I've always found extremely difficult because of awkwardness, and I don't make things straightforward like other producers I've witnessed. I'm still getting around the anxiety of it. Collaborating with other producers and musicians, getting someone to come in and play keys on this or play bass. Those are some ambitions of mine at the moment.


If you could give up work and just produce all the time, that's your aim?

Oh definitely, I was even thinking if I even just had one month where I didn't have to work, I'd be able to get so much done, finish off my EP and the album I'm looking at doing. It's all about time.

Shy One's first collaborative EP, Spoons, with MC Kwam was released at the end of 2018, and in early 2020 she finally released her teenage grime instrumentals on Bandcamp.
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Endnotes




1 There's some understatement here: George Headley is considered one of the greatest cricketers of all time, with 22 test match caps for the West Indies before and just after World War II.



2 Ridge Farm had been open a couple of years, hosting Roxy Music, Bad Company, Hawkwind and Thin Lizzy.



3 A gorgeous disco cover of a 50s easy-listening hit, Viola Wills’ ‘Gonna Get Along Without You Now’ became a huge gay club hit.



4 The Nick Straker Band ‘s ‘A Little Bit of Jazz’ was a no.1 hit in the 1981 US club chart, in the synth-disco style now referred to as “boogie”.



5 Vocal trio Brown Sugar's ‘I'm in Love with a Dreadlocks’ featured a young Caron Wheeler, later of Soul II Soul.



6 Bovell engineered Nana Love's still-astounding 1978 Afro-disco album Disco Documentary: Full of Funk.



7 Bovell engineered Sakamoto's 1980 B-2 Unit album.



8 At time of writing, Taj Mahal (born Henry Saint Clair Fredericks) is 76.



9 This was the confrontation between black youth and police that inspired The Clash's ‘White Riot’: the police had to defend themselves with improvised shields made out of bin lids and pieces of fencing.



10 “Operation Swamp81”, a police clampdown, saw increased random searches widely believed to be rooted in racial profiling, leading to conflict between the Afro-Caribbean community and the police, and ultimately the Brixton Riots of 1981. The riots spread to many other cities in England through that summer. (Swamp81 later gave its name to the bass music label founded in 2009 by Pete “Loefah” Livingstone.)



11 New Zealand-born teacher Blair Peach was killed during anti-racism demonstrations in Southall, West London, apparently by a police baton – though investigations into the death were blighted by obstruction and cover-ups. Tens of thousands marched in protest, and the death and cover-up are seen as contributing to the tensions that boiled over in the 1981 riots.



12 The 1977 “Battle of Lewisham” in Southeast London followed protests against racist policing in the area, when the far-right National Front staged a march from New Cross to Lewisham, and several thousand counter-demonstrators turned out, leading to mass fighting. This was the first ever deployment of riot shields by the police in the UK.



13 T La Rock & Jazzy Jay's 1984 single ‘It's Yours’ was the first hip hop release on Def Jam and one of the first productions by label founder Rick Rubin.



14 1971 Jamaican hit ‘Cherry Oh Baby’, by Eric Donaldson backed by Byron Lee & The Dragonaires, was later famously covered by both The Rolling Stones and UB40. Now in his seventies, Donaldson still performs and runs the Cherry Oh Baby Go-Go Bar near the Bog Walk Gorge in Jamaica.



15 Originally on Pama offshoot label Unity, Max Romeo's ‘Wet Dream’ was a number ten pop chart hit in 1968, selling a quarter of a million copies despite no radio play due to its explicit lyrics. It was reissued in 1975, on Ocean, another Pama sub-label.



16 The fourth release on Sly Dunbar's label Taxi, ‘Girl You Shouldn't Stay Out Late’ was the debut single for Bobby Thomas, a lesser-known Jamaican singer who would only release a handful of singles, though his band Happiness Unlimited briefly worked with Stevie Wonder when he was impressed by their set at a Jamaican hotel. Thomas died from complications related to Parkinson's disease in 2012. Taxi has continued to be the vehicle for much of Sly & Robbie's work up to the present day.



17 With Rough Trade's Geoff Travis, Sherwood co-produced ‘Middle Mass’, the first track on The Fall's 1981 Slates mini album.



18 Eventually released in 1982 as two long tracks, Starship Africa is Creation Rebel's second album, now rightly hailed as a classic.



19 Advanced Music Systems (AMS) marketed many of the first all-digital effects units, including the DMX 15-80, originally designed as a delay (echo) unit, but upgraded to be able to trigger loops of recorded sound, turning it into a primitive sampler.



20 Disconnection by Strange Parcels came out on On-U in 1994, following two single releases featuring Bim Sherman and Jesse Rae respectively.



21 The 1991 single ‘Human Nature’ reached number 10 in the UK charts, and was ubiquitous that year. As well as Clail's blunt social commentary, it featured the velvet tones of genderfluid Irish-Trinidadian-Indian-South African cabaret star (and Fall support act and occasional Comic Strip actor) Alan / Lana Pellay, plus a sample of the US televangelist Billy Graham later removed for legal reasons.



22 ‘Visions of You’, by Jah Wobble's Invaders Of The Heart, is from the album Rising Above Bedlam. Along with Andrew Weatherall, Primal Scream and The Orb collaborations, this marked a creative renaissance for Wobble.



23 Sherwood and Thorpe first worked together on Perry material for On-U in 2008, leading to 2011's On-U Sound Presents Lee Scratch Perry Nu Sound & Version album, which featured remixes by dubstep originators Digital Mystikz, Kode9 and Horsepower Productions, as well as Sherwood, Thorpe and others.



24 Released on 10” on their own Malicious Damage label in 1979, Turn to Red is Killing Joke's debut EP, very shortly afterwards picked up and re-released as Almost Red. The track ‘Turn to Red’ opens with Youth's pseudo-dub bass and is full of dramatic dub echoes throughout.



25 Double 12” speaker cones, a common configuration for guitar amps.



26 When I interviewed Weatherall for FACT around the time of his 2016 Convenanza album, he told the story of their meeting thus: “We'd not long lived in Battersea when we came out the front door, this cab pulled up, Youth got out, and I went, ‘You know what, I think that's Youth off of Killing Joke!’ But I didn't want to start shouting in case it wasn't, so I went [covers mouth and coughs the word loudly] ‘YOUTH!’ thinking I was then going to have to say, ‘Oh nothing mate, just got a bit of phlegm, you know.’ But luckily it was Mr Glover himself. [Puts on nasal rock ’n’ roller voice] ‘Alright man, come in, this is my flatmate Alex Paterson.’ Because that's how Youth talks. And the rest is history.” They continue to work together to this day.



27 Released on Illuminated in 1984, and executive-produced by Youth, the Heavy Duty Breaks album features tracks by 400 Blows, 23 Skidoo and Portion Control, DJ-mixed together by Eddie Richards, with new breakbeat interludes created by Youth, Richards and Lusardi. The interludes were then edited together as a 1985 single with the same title, ‘Heavy Duty Breaks’.



28 As a plug-in board for the Apple II computer, the Greengate was the first vaguely affordable sampler. It only became publicly available (as the DS-3) in 1984, but Youth may have had access to a studio prototype.



29 The JAMMs mash the Beatles sample in ‘All you Need is Love’ in with chunks of MC5 and Samantha Fox.



30 With Drummond singing, ‘Kylie Said To Jason’ is The KLF's attempt at a pop dance record, following the huge underground success of the original version of the instrumental ‘What Time is Love’.



31 Mashing together the Doctor Who theme and Gary Glitter, ‘Doctorin’ The Tardis’, “performed” by the JAMMs’ US police car, named Ford Timelord, got to number one. The video features the car chasing crude home-made Daleks around the English countryside. (This was long before Glitter's conviction for paedophilia’ when he was still largely seen as a kitsch 70s relic.)



32 With Thorpe and the Beatmasters operating the Trancentral studio, The KLF reworked three of their early underground tracks – ‘What Time is Love’, ‘3am Eternal’ and ‘Last Train to Trancentral’ – with crowd noise, huge riffs, guitars, rapping, preposterous videos and other whistles and bells. All three went UK top five, with ‘3am Eternal’ especially a breakout hit: number one in the UK, number one in the US dance chart (and certified gold in the US). It was mainly these that earned the act silly money, and allowed them (as The K Foundation) to burn a million pounds in 1994.



33 The KLF followed up the Stadium House trilogy at the end of 1991 with a reworked version of ‘Justified and Ancient’ (which had featured on both 1987's What the Fuck is Going On and The White Room). Again blown up to huge proportions, with a large Jimi Hendrix sample boosting the chorus, ‘Justified and Ancient (Stand by the JAMMs)’, featured country & western legend Tammy Wynette on lead vocals, plus various druidic imagery and a customised ice cream van in the video. It was again a huge hit, going to number two in the UK, and only kept off the number one spot by a re-release of ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’.



34 An avowed fan of 400 Blows, Weatherall included their 1984 ‘Black and White Mix Up’ on his 2000 Nine O’Clock Drop compilation, which was an important precursor to the 2000s post-punk revival.



35 1991 ‘Mentasm’ is a single on Belgium's R&S Records by 2nd Phase – aka Joey Beltram and Mundo Muzique – which pioneered the dense, bending “hoover” sound produced on a Roland Juno keyboard. This would become one of the signature tones of hardcore rave.



36 Look for ‘Moody Boys Present Broken’ on Mixcloud.



37 The ‘Misty Winter’ / ‘Conference’ and ‘Walkin’ With Jah’ / ‘Earth a Run Red’ 12” releases.



38 The first release on Big Apple Records, the label that broke Skream, Benga and Digital Mystikz, ‘Red’ was played by many of the broken beat DJs.



39 One person who was using vocals around this time is Bristol's Pinch, whose Underwater Dancehall album was full of them.



40 Dreadlocks Dread is the third album by heavyweight Jamaican vocalist Big Youth.



41 Ariwa is Mad Professor's South London studio.



42 P&D is production and distribution: it was commonplace for distributors to fund P&D in the days when vinyl sales could generate serious income for small indie labels, making the distro's cut worth their while.



43 ‘How can a Man’ was credited to Henry, Louis & Smithy: in other words Rob Smith plus Bristol dub / trip hop duo Andy Scholes and Jack Lundie. The name is a joke: Henry VIII & Louis XVI suggesting an eighth and a sixteenth of an ounce, the most popular measures for buying weed.



44 More Rockers’ Dub Plate Selection Volume 1 was released in February 1995, giving it a legitimate claim to be the first single-artist jungle album. Far more experimental, A Guy Called Gerald's Black Secret Technology came out a few weeks earlier, but is less easy to bracket as jungle per se.



45 ‘B-Line Fi Blow’ was originally released in 2002 as an album track on the !K7 album Life Is… (and as a single b-side). It was reissued as a single on Peverelist's Punch Drunk Unearthed label in 2010.



46 Toasty's ‘The Knowledge’ was a 2004 jungle-influenced dubstep track, one of the earliest on Paul Rose's Hotflush label. As Scuba, Paul Rose later become a global tech house star.



47 In other words the AMJ Meets RSD album Sky Blue Love (2016).



48 Often seen in Top Of The Pops performances at the time, an octapad is an octagonal electronic mock-drum that triggers “syndrum” sounds.



49 Copiously sampled in rave, jungle, dubstep, hip hop and beyond, ‘One Spliff A Day’ is the b-side to 1981 Anthony Johnson's Greensleeves 7” ‘Let Go This One’.



50 In full, that's Scientist Rids the World of the Evil Curse of the Vampires.



51 Dread at the Controls is Mikey Dread's 1979 dancehall/dub album.



52 Malcolm McLaren and the World's Famous Supreme Team's ‘Buffalo Girls’ later appeared on McLaren's 1983 album Duck Rock.



53 Directed by Dick Fontaine, 1984's ‘Beat This: A Hip Hop History’ went out in the BBC2 Arena strand. Fontaine has also made documentaries on graffiti culture, and on James Baldwin, Norman Mailer, Jean Shrimpton, Betty Carter, John Cage, Johnny Rotten, Sonny Rollins, Ornette Coleman and Art Blakey.



54 Service Crew was one of the most notorious hooligan firms in British football.



55 Cold Crush Brothers’ ‘Fresh Wild Fly and Bold’ is a Scratch-heavy rap 12” with drum machine beats on the groundbreaking Profile label. Along with records like T La Rock's ‘It's Yours’, it set the tone for the Def Jam era of LL Cool J, Run DMC and Beastie Boys.



56 Compiled by Morgan Khan, the album was Street Sounds UK Electro. This featured multiple rappers, but apart from the Mastermind track, everything was produced by Manchester electro evangelist Greg Wilson (incidentally also the first person to be seen on UK TV mixing with two turntables), with assistance from, among others, Kermit, later of the Ruthless Rap Assassins, and (with Shaun Ryder) Black Grape.



57 When I interviewed Winston Hazel for Red Bull Music in 2017, he described his position as a Sheffield DJ in the mid-80s thus: “I had a monopoly almost, for having the biggest range of black-influenced music in the city. Electro, hip hop in its infancy, electronic disco-funk… We didn't hear [house and techno] as anything separate at first – they were just extensions of electro or that synthesised soul.”



58 Washington DC hip house artist Doug Lazy ‘s ‘Let it Roll’ was the first of three US number one club records.



59 As Winston Hazel told me (for Red Bull Music in 2017): “[Rob and I had] known each other from infants school, we knew each other well, and we talked about how these sounds correlated to our tastes and experiences. So when he got his hands on some new equipment, I think it was one of the first Akai samplers, he invited me round his house, I brought a record to sample Manu Dibango's ‘Abele Dance’, we found a sample, out of that, and I think ‘Track With no Name’ was born in about four hours.”



60 With its singing synths, Detroit drum machines and monumental sub bass tone, ‘LFO (Leeds Warehouse Mix)’ was the July 1990 debut single from Gez Varley and the late Mark Bell. With a video by Jarvis Cocker, this tipped Yorkshire bass completely into the mainstream. It reaching number 12 in the pop charts and spawned a million bootleg remixes, samples and tributes.



61 ‘Aftermath’, N.O.W.'s second single, sampled 80s club classics ‘Jam on It’ by Newcleus (for its bleeps) and Cuba Gooding's ‘Happiness is Just Around the Bend’ (for the vocal: “There's something goin round inside my head, I think it's something I feel”). This vocal was also later used on Ray Keith aka Renegade's moody jungle classic ‘Terrorist’. ‘Aftermath’ also uses the ‘Think’ breakbeat, editing it finely and cutting it up on the offbeat in a way that presaged jungle as much as other tracks of the time, like Meat Beat Manifesto's ‘Radio Babylon’. It also came with a gloriously dark and funky video by, yes, Jarvis Cocker.



62 Clonk's Coming is a seven track EP of variations on a theme by Sweet Exorcist (aka Parrot and Richard H. Kirk), whose single ‘Testone’ was already one of the defining “bleep” records (video directed by one Jarvis Cocker).



63 With its repeated police-officer sample (explaining “Mr Kirk? Your son is dead – he died of an overdose”), ‘Mr Kirk's Nightmare’ is purpose-built to scare ravers and may have been the seed of rave's “darkside” imperative.



64 Evelyn is thinking here of ‘The Bee’ by The Scientist aka Phivos (Phil) Sebastiane, one of 1990's biggest rave hits, with sales of 35,000+. Sebastiane made several other milestone rave records, including ‘The Exorcist’ and ‘Champion Sound’, both in collaboration with DJ Hype (see Shut Up & Dance section in Nicolette chapter).



65 4 Hero's ‘The Last Ever Bleep Tune (Used to Death)’ appears on their In Rough Territory LP, July 1991.



66 The term “trip hop” was first used in print by Andy Pemberton in Mixmag, talking about Mo’ Wax, and specifically DJ Shadow's single ‘In/Flux’.



67 On the US Moonshine Music label in 1994-95-96, the three volumes of This Ain't Trip Hop to be fair weren't trip hop, but rather a fairly diverse selection of breakbeat-centric electronic music of the period.



68 Nicolette reworked ‘59th Street Bridge Song’ as ‘Groovy’, the opening track on 2006's Life Loves Us album, with peculiar tempo shifts, clattering disjointed breakbeats, marimbas and bleeps.



69 ‘Simple Life’, Nicolette's 2018 comeback single, is slathered with the layered drums of Mexican percussionist Frankie Mares, and the lavish, Cuban-Thelonious-Monk sounding piano of sometime 4 Hero collaborator Robert Mitchell.



70 Let No-One Live Rent Free in Your Head (1996) was Nicolette's second album, for Gilles Peterson's Talkin’ Loud. It featured production by Plaid, Dego and Alec Empire, plus several self-produced tracks.



71 ‘This Brutal House’ is a 1986 electro-infused early house hit by Nitro Deluxe (aka Manny Scretching Jr., a Philadelphia jazz and funk musician formerly with Sun Ra's Arkestra).



72 ‘Jack Your Body’ is a hypnotic Chicago house classic by Steve “Silk” Hurley, released in 1986, reaching number one in the British pop charts in early 1987.



73 Goldie had lived in New York and Miami, training to be a goldsmith – and getting his trademark gold teeth into the bargain.



74 The ‘Amen break’ is the furious, dense drum figure played by Gregory “GC” Coleman in the 1969 ‘Amen Brother’, a single b-side by gospel funk band The Winstons. It featured as a loop on the Ultimate Breaks and Beats bootleg compilation for DJs in 1986 and was used on many hip hop records, notably Mantronix's instrumental ‘King of the Beats’ and NWA's ‘Straight Outta Compton’. But it was in UK hardcore, and particularly jungle that it came into its own.



75 The Sonar Circle album is Dominic “Domu” Stanton and Jaimie Norman's Radius.



76 Just Another Number, by G-Force & Seiji (aka Mark Lipka and Paul Dolby, both members of Bugz In The Attic), is essentially an experimental funk album, unlike the other two mentioned (which were drum’n’bass, albeit deeply unorthodox, sampladelic drum’n’bass in the case of Sonar Circle). All three were released in 1999.



77 2000 Black is Dego's broken beat alias, which he still uses today.



78 That's to say, sampling the beat from DKD ‘s ‘Future Rage’, which forms the basis of Apple's breakthrough UK funky track ‘Mr Bean’.



79 When I interviewed Goldie about Rage for Dazed in 2013, he described it thus: “Rage was DARK. For me having come from living in the States, wearing a sheepskin coat with my b-boy attitude, it was ridiculous, it felt like walking into a riot. It was people going completely insane, no matter whether they were white or black, totally fucking hardcore, guys on podiums – it was still rave music, but the energy was dark. This was a time of social decline, things got darker, and Rage was more tribal, it was about ‘Let's turn the lights off, let's get down with it.’ We were coming from rave back into the city, into the clubs, it wasn't about being in a fucking field, this was about us going uptown. And it was a fucking rebellion, it was about turning your back on people who go ‘Let's look at this music and see what sells,’ and instead looking at it and going ‘This is what we've got, this is our culture.’ People wanted change, they wanted to say, ‘We're here and we're not going away.’”



80 Credited to Ajax, Goldie's first EP is Mach III.



81 Doc Scott's two N.H.S. EPs came out in in 1991 and 1992 respectively, on Simon “Bassline” Smith's Absolute 2 label, run out of Derby.



82 Originally released in 1991 , ‘Close Your Eyes’ was an absolutely inescapable hardcore anthem by Syed Ahsen Razvi aka Acen on the Production House label (owned by Phil Fearon, formerly of the Britfunk band Galaxy). The track went top 40 in 1992. Razvi now writes soundtracks for high-end commercials.



83 The main vocal sample is taken from ‘The Celebration of the Lizard’ by The Doors, sped up to make Morrison sound like an alien child: “Just close your eyes / forget your name / forget the world / forget the people / go insane.”



84 On Reinforced, 1993's ‘Ghosts of my Life’, by Goldie as Rufige Kru samples David Sylvian's refrain from Japan's ‘Ghosts’. This chorus became a running theme in the late Mark “K-Punk” Fisher's writing, and supplied the title to his collection Ghosts of My Life: Writings on Depression, Hauntology and Lost Futures.



85 The way the Akai samplers processed sampled sounds, particularly breakbeats, became so much a part of hardcore and jungle that even now, with access to enormously higher- tech studios, producers actively try to emulate them (see the discussion of Mumdance later in this chapter).



86 As the samplers had only limited processing power, the elongation of samples without changing their pitch gave the resulting sounds an otherworldly and “robotic” quality, which jungle producers emphasised as much as possible. Goldie's ‘Terminator’ was the first track to put this quality front and centre.



87 Track three on the Mach III EP (made by Goldie, as Ajax, with Sigurbjörn Þorgrímsson) is in fact called ‘Ruffige (Phil Collins Mix)’.



88 Jack Adams (aka Mumdance) booked Storm to play his label Different Circles’ session for Boiler Room in November 2016, alongside abstract electronica producer Roly Porter (formerly of noisy dubstep duo Vex'd) and Metalheadz host and jazz singer Cleveland Watkiss, bringing her to a new audience.



89 ‘Jah’ is the full-tilt instrumental version of ‘Inner City Life’.



90 Alex Reece's 1995 12” ‘Pulp Fiction’ was Metalheadz's 11th release, and one of its biggest.



91 Storm is referring here to the drum pattern, rather than 2-step garage the genre.



92 MCPS is the Mechanical-Copyright Protection Society, who deal with licensing of audio recording, and thus with sample clearance.



93 The first jungle chart hit, M-Beat & General Levy's ‘Incredible’, also spawned controversy – including the infamous Jungle Committee trying to blacklist it after Levy allegedly claimed he'd invented jungle.



94 ‘In The Waiting Line’ is a 2011 white label remix of a track by chillout duo Zero 7 from their 2001 Simple Things album, featuring Sophie Barker's soft vocals and lots of Fender Rhodes and acoustic guitar.



95 All these are South London-based, most of them in Brixton. Tapes of sets, soundclash events especially, are easy to find on YouTube and Mixcloud.



96 Armando's ‘Land of Confusion’ is a Chicago house classic from 1987.



97 Paul “Trouble” Anderson was well known for playing the best in black American house, garage and techno.



98 Firefox's ‘Warning’ samples Junior Tucker's admonishment to love rivals sampled from the dancehall tune ‘Don't Touch my Baby’, a Sleng Teng riddim from the same year, turning “This one is a warning, warning, warning, warning, warning” into an apocalyptic threat.



99 “Big, bad and heavy / any sound test me tonight dem ah go bury – watch this!” is the fearsome dancehall vocal refrain in ‘The Burial’, sampled from Jigsy King and Tony Curtis's Jamaican single ‘My Sound a Murder’ (1993). As with so many jungle tracks of the time, its raw materials were all current: the female “first you say yes, then you say no” vocal is from Jill Francis's Brit reggae / street soul fusion ‘Make Love to Me’, 1993: see Shy One chapter for more details).



100 Adrian Thaws, aka Tricky, also grew up in Knowle West – hence his 2008 album title Knowle West Boy.



101 Directed by artist Charlie Ahearn, the semi-fictional 1983 film Wild Style centres on the life of graffiti artist Zoro, played by George Quiñones (Quiñones being a foundational New York graffiti writer, known by the tag LEE). It's generally considered the first hip hop movie, with footage of parties and cameos from the likes of Grandmaster Flash, Fab Five Freddy, The Cold Crush Brothers and other important early figures.



102 Penarth is across the Bristol channel in South Wales, just south of Cardiff. Wales was full of hippie communes in the 70s and 80s.



103 ‘Riding High’ was a 1977 synth-heavy slow jam track by funk band Faze-O, of Dayton, Ohio. Fresh 4 were one of the first to sample its atmospheric intro, but it has become something of a hip hop staple.



104 The drum break featuring Clyde Stubblefield's playing in James Brown's ‘Funky Drummer’ is possibly the most sampled piece of music of all time.



105 The ‘Bonus Beats’ mix of Bobby Byrd's 1972 ‘Hot Pants (I'm Coming)’ was released on a 1988 remix EP of James Brown-related tracks. It was perhaps most famously used on the Stone Roses's ‘Fool's Gold’.



106 ‘Wishing on a Star’ featured singer Lizz-E (aka Liz Ellis), who didn't make a career of music after Fresh 4 but stayed on the Bristol scene and still DJs.



107 This video – filmed at a party in the back yard of the St Luke's Road squat, intercut with Fresh 4 skating – still stands up as a document of how modernist and atmospheric a soundsystem party can be.



108 Super Disco Brake's: six-volume bootleg album series (or “under the counter” albums, as they were known at the time) produced from 1979 through the early 80s, compiling the most popular funk and disco tracks for scratch DJs and hip hop samplists.



109 Street Beat were Sugar Hill Records’ compilations, bringing together the best of first generation hip hop releases.



110 ‘Radio Babylon’ is a 1990 tune by industrial band Meat Beat Manifesto using off-beat breakbeat cut-ups, a vast dub bassline, sonar bleeps and the “Woo, alright… Baaaabylon!” chant to immense effect. It was hugely influential on hardcore, notably being sampled and sped up for The Prodigy's ‘Charly’.



111 Bukem's 1993 ‘Music (Happy Raw)’ stood out a mile in the hardcore era and still sounds extraordinary. A minute and a half of chimes and synthetic strings build tension before the breakbeats even begin, and the track then levitates for over ten minutes.



112 Motion is a huge club venue in a complex of warehouses in central Bristol founded in 2009, with a regular night called in:motion.



113 NLP: Neuro Linguistic Programming is a 70s new age psychological system, of which great claims are made, although clinical evidence for effectiveness is lacking.



114 Krust worked on ‘Underground Cinema’, on Om Unit's Torchlight Vol.3 EP on Cosmic Bridge.



115 The Pleiadian Adventure was Krust's 2014 DJ mix released on a limited edition, cassetted by the UAE-based experimental electronic label Bedouin.



116 In 2014 Krust remixed the drum’n’bass track ‘Oakland Rope’ by the Californian Dirtybird label founder Barclay Crenshaw aka Claude VonStroke, better known for bass heavy house grooves.



117 In 2014 Krust remixed Brighton duo Anushka's politicised electronic soul song ‘Mansions’ as a seven-minute, three-movement piece, showing he'd lost none of his knack for unorthodox structures.



118 The two tracks of the Portal EP are some of the most stripped-back and repetitive work Krust has made to date, done for the 31 Recordings label run by fellow jungle veteran Doc Scott (see DJ Storm chapter).



119 Approaching its 25th year, Encounters is a festival showcasing short films, animation and more recently VR.



120 Released in collaboration with the East London clothing brand Mr. Thunders, it is indeed gloriously weird and uncategorisable.



121 Actually it wasn't the hugely successful Steve “Silk” Hurley that did the remix Noodles is talking about. Hurley was responsible for the a-side house remix of R&B singer Tina Moore's's much slower soul original – but it was his protégé Kelly Griffin (aka DJ Kelly G ) who made the deconstructed, funky 2-step mix. This became a huge hit in 1997, revolutionising UK garage and marking it out as a force in the UK pop charts when it was re-released with UK remixes. Oddly Griffin never really capitalised on this success – though he released several tracks with Hurley's Silk Entertainment in the years that immediately followed, nothing ever majorly crossed over. He now works successfully in music marketing.



122 The epic house tune ‘De Niro’, with its dramatic orchestral breakdowns was by Disco Evangelists aka Ashley Beedle, Lynsey Edwards of the band If? and Northern Irish DJ David Holmes.



123 New York singer Robin S's 1990 ‘Show Me Love’ was a minor success on first release, but remixed by Swedish duo StoneBridge in 1992 became one of the biggest dance tracks of the decade. Its distinctive organ sound was a huge influence on house and garage forever after.



124 Even David Beckham DJed at Twice As Nice.



125 Sarah's thinking of Music Power (see DJ Storm chapter).



126 Hardrive's ‘Deep Inside’ used a snippet of the vocal from Barbara Tucker's ‘Beautiful People’. Hardrive is an alias for “Little” Louie Vega of New York production duo Masters At Work, who had produced but not yet released ‘Beautiful People’. With this vocal snippet repeating relentlessly over a rugged bassline and eerie atmospherics it became the archetypal garage dub, influencing the UK garage scene hugely, as well as just about every other side of underground music. It is still constantly played, remixed and sampled to this day.



127 The Truman Brewery is a huge building on Brick Lane in Shoreditch, central to the transformation of the run-down area into a hub for London's creative (and later tech) industries.



128 The 1999 M-Dubs 12” ‘Bump N’ Grind’ featured dancehall vocalist Lady Saw, and was a key point in the ramping up of 2-step's bass levels.



129 The So Solid Crew incident: two men were shot in the groin at their album launch party at the Astoria in Central London in November 2001, leading directly to the cancellation of their December headline tour.



130 Zed Bias's breakout tune in 1999 reached the top 30 in the pop charts, but its lasting impact was bigger, and its “I feel good good good, I feel good yes wonderful good” refrain has been heard at raves ever since.



131 Zed Bias's 2018 album Selectah Vol. 1 is his first entirely UK garage album, and features collaborations with younger artists as well as people from the original generation.



132 The Garage Committee: Norris Windross, Jason Kaye and MC Creed insisted they were not attempting to “ban” MC records or the ravey, youthful sound of breakbeat garage, but just trying maintain the purity of their own soulful UK garage sound. They were interviewed in The Guardian in December 2000.



133 ‘Smoke The Reefer’ is DJ Deekline's ‘I Don't Smoke’, a borderline novelty tune from 1999 by Deekline (aka Nick Annand) with a jauntily sampled acoustic guitar motif and an archaic character repeating “I don't smoke the reefer” in a faux Rasta accent (comedian Marcus Brigstocke impersonating racist comedian Jim Davidson). Deekline was more closely associated with the (rather whiter) “nu skool breakbeat” scene than with garage, and many considered the endeavour very uncool – but the track was a huge dancefloor hit, and the breakstep or breakbeat garage sound that it spearheaded became big for DJs like Zinc, Slimzee and Oris Jay, who in turn would be vital in the birth of dubstep and grime.



134 Zinc's ‘138 Trek’ was closer to a slowed-down drum’n’bass record than a true garage tune, but it exploded on the scene just as Lockhart describes, creating an entire new genre: breakbeat garage. ‘138’ refers to the tempo in beats per minute, ‘Trek’ to warbling samples of the communicator bleeps from vintage Star Trek.



135 ‘Something In Your Eyes’ was a 2000 pop garage tune by Ed Case (aka Edwin Makromallis), a jobbing jungle turned garage producer catapulted to success when invited to remix Gorillaz’ ‘Clint Eastwood’.



136 Originally released in 2005, Skream's ‘Midnight Request Line’ was the breakthrough dubstep track: the first to get broadly played by house and techno DJs.



137 Officially released in 2008, Benga & Coki's relentlessly catchy, bleepy ‘Night’ was a DJ staple for a good year beforehand.



138 “The Egypt thing at the Barbican” was a 2018 discussion event that Sarah and I participated in. It was based around a showcase in Cairo of underground electronic music and hip hop, by Rinse and the British Council.



139 This “how genres form” conversation was with dubstep and “future garage” producer and Sub FM DJ Whistla, for a 2011 Red Bull Music Academy article, on whether real genre still exists in a world of constant scene flux. Whistla's exact words: “some of the briefly used names in clubs are purely descriptive devices, but those can grow into fully fledged scenes, which I feel is how new things are usually born.”



140 Crossing over into every other adjacent scene, Skream's DJ mix CD Rinse:02 captured the all-encompassing and thrillingly fertile nature of dubstep in 2007. In a 2015 appreciation for FACT mag, I wrote: “Rinse:02 showed [Skream's] full range, from messy raver to razor-sharp analyst, woozy sentimentalist to instinctual scene connector, and it's not only his best album to date, it's very possibly the best dubstep album of all time. Well, can you name one that covers more ground, with more style, yet from beginning to end delivers with such immediacy, and is so impeccably sequenced and structured to boot?”



141 The Gut label also signed The Crazy Frog, and a band I was in briefly, Chungking (that didn't go well). Coda was indeed co-founded by Miles Copeland, manager of The Police.



142 Rinse France opened in early 2014 and has transmitted ever since.



143 Kris Di Angelis's 2015 instrumental ‘Rumble’ was originally released on Ministry, but reworked with vocals by Katy B and Tinie Tempah it became a number one pop hit.



144 The 2000 remix of ‘Doom's Night’ by Timo Maas of fellow German producer of Azzido Da Bass's track from the previous year was essentially a relatively commercial techno track, but its distinctive speeding-up “wap wap wap” sound became ubiquitous in almost every dance scene, especially UK garage.



145 Flora Purim and Airto Moreira have been sampled heavily in hip hop and drum’n’bass: Purim's ‘What you See’ had a notably mutant jungle remix by A Guy Called Gerald in 1995.



146 Commodore Amigas and Atari STs were the first affordable home computers with audio quality good enough to produce more than bleeps. Able to sample at 8-bit quality (which is lo-fi by modern standards), they could also edit audio and produce rudimentary synthesiser sounds.



147 Octamed was “tracker” software, with samples represented not as waveforms but as streams of numbers running down the screen.



148 Produced in Chicago by the band Phuture in 1986, released in 1987, ‘Acid Tracks’ is acknowledged as the first acid house record, as popularised by local DJ Ron Hardy at the Music Box club.



149 Similar to the Super Disco Brake's series, Ultimate Breaks and Beats was a bootleg series that ran to some 25 volumes through the second half of the 80s, compiled by DJ, producer and record dealer Louis “BreakBeat Lou” Flores and the late Leonard “BreakBeat Lenny” Roberts.



150 From The Winstons’ 1969 gospel-funk b-side ‘Amen Brother’, the Amen was the most dense and furious of the popular breakbeats. It became the backbone of jungle.



151 The Soul Pride is from James Brown's 1969 ‘Soul Pride Parts I & II’.



152 Regularly but wrongly credited to Hype thanks to mislabelled re-presses, the white label bootleg of The Fugees’ ‘Ready or Not’ is one of the most enduring drum’n’bass crowdpleasers to this day. It's actually by DJ Zinc, Hype's colleague, co-founder of the Ganja Kru / Tru Playaz labels, and producer of ‘Super Sharp Shooter’, a similarly enduring and populist tune, with Hype putting his head round the studio door to help with the bassline.



153 In the early 90s, all samples – for home computers or for samplers – were stored on 3½” floppy disc.



154 16T is the setting on Cubase (and similar musical software) which delivers triplet beats, and thus the distinctive shuffle to garage.



155 The Fender Rhodes is an electric piano synonymous with 70s soul, jazz and funk.



156 ‘First Born’ is a 1998 track by short-lived production group The Crazy Baldheads from – amazingly – Australia. It was remixed at the time by Kieran Hebden, then a teenager, but the Baldheads broke up and his mix didn't see the light of day until he licensed the original for his fabriclive59 mix CD in 2014, getting permission to release it and his remix on his Text label.



157 ‘Super Sharp Shooter’ was DJ Zinc's jump-up drum’n’bass scene anthem, which Zed slowed down for the garage crowd.



158 Brasstooth ‘s ‘Celebrate Life’ was a huge vocal tune on the garage scene.



159 ‘A Little Bit of Luck’ was a top ten hit for DJ Luck & MC Neat in 2002.



160 Zed Bias and Steve Gurley did the ‘Heartbreak Hotel’ remix as Undadoggz.



161 It really is.



162 Maddslinky's Make Your Peace on the Laws Of Motion label (re-released on Tru Thoughts in 2010). As an album, it's well outside of any trends or timeline, containing garage and broken beat rhythms certainly, but varying across tempo and instrumentation, often sounding like neo-soul, but with various soundtrack / ambient interludes.



163 Phuturistix’ Feel It Out (credited to “Zed Bias & Injekta present Phuturistix”) came out on the Hospital label, founded by London Elektricity, and at the time mostly known for jazzy drum’n’bass. It's a more solidly dancefloor album, tending to the “breakstep” sound that DJ Zinc had pioneered on the Bingo Beats label, except where that was brutally pared down, made simple but effective for the rave, this is finessed, orchestrated, and very, very funky.



164 Maddslinky's ‘Future Chicano’ was the 2001 b-side to ‘Dark Swing’ on Sirkus, the parent label to Laws Of Motion. The a-side may very well have helped name “new dark swing”, the term bloggers Martin “Blackdown” Clark and Steve “Kode9” Goodman gave to the FWD>> strand of garage before “dubstep” was coined.



165 Zed Bias's Selectah Vol. 1 is on his own Biasonic label, his first entirely UK garage album after all this time.



166 Offkey: a phrase often used among junglist ravers as shorthand for Moschino, referring to its gaudy, jarring patterns.



167 Released on the Moving Shadow label, Deep Blue's ‘The Helicopter Tune’ was one of the most refined rave / early jungle tracks of the time, relying on deep 808 kickdrum and pitched up and down percussion for its hooks, rather than noisy rave riffs, and ushering in the more restrained repetitions of drum’n’bass even as jungle's mania was emerging. Remixed at the time by Goldie in his Rufige Kru guise, the track has been reworked dozens of times since, and has never stopped being played in raves. Deep Blue is Sean O’Keeffe, one third of 2 Bad Mice, whose track ‘Bombscare’ had been a defining anthem.



168 “TOO BAD!”: in the words of Run DMC, that's bad meaning good.



169 ‘Dead by Dawn’ / ‘Point of Origin’ actually came out in 1996. It's by Future Forces Inc. (Darren White aka dBridge and Jason Maldini, both later of Bad Company).



170 ‘So Sure’ is a 2004 white label by Sadie Ama feat. Kano, produced by Terror Danjah and a highpoint of R&G (rhythm & grime).



171 ‘Nicole's Groove’ is a 2000 Wiley single, released on Relentless under the name Phaze One. It lifts the vocal from Nicole Wray's 1998 R&B tune ‘Boy You Should Listen’.



172 Terror Danjah's Lost Tapes is actually The Lost Minidiscs, a digital collection of tracks from 2002-03 that he put out through his Bandcamp in 2016.



173 The full title of Crazy Titch's ‘I Can C U’ is ‘I Can C U, U Can C Me (Say My Name Crazy T)’, produced by D.O.K. and Magnum (credited as Magnum Force).



174 ‘Cock Back’ by N.A.S.T.Y. aka Nasty Crew, produced by Terror Danjah, with a Magnum and D.O.K. remix on the flip.



175 SOR: sale or Return, i.e. no advance is paid, any unsold copies go back to the label.



176 “Missed call” – calling the pirate radio studio number then hanging up – was a way to show appreciation for a track on without spending money on phone or texting, since the DJ could see how many people had called in.



177 ‘With U’ is credited to After Shock feat. Shola Ama, with Terror Danjah's enduringly popular instrumental ‘Creepy Crawler’ on the b-side.



178 Wiley signed to mega-indie XL Recordings for his first album Treddin’ on Thin Ice (2004).



179 Missy Elliot's breakthrough single ‘Rain (Supa Dupa Fly)’ is based around a sample of Anne Peebles’ 1974 soul classic ‘I Can't Stand the Rain’.



180 Heroes is a TV drama series about young superheroes coming to terms with their power.



181 At the same time he was bringing grime centre stage with his releases as an MC on XL through 2003-04, Dizzee Rascal was also putting out instrumental tracks like ‘Wheel’ on white label via his Dirtee Stank imprint (which he would later revive to release his own music and others like Newham Generals). They remain as radical sounding as Terror Danjah suggests.



182 Often assumed to be by Wiley, Skepta's ‘Gunshot Riddim’ caused much confusion. Also known as ‘Pulse Eskimo’, it emerged on Wiley's Wiley Kat white label series, on a 12” with two Wiley instrumentals.



183 The ‘Pum Pum Riddim’ was an instrumental released with various vocal versions by grime MCs over four 12”s through 2003-04, all with extremely graphic labels reflecting the subject matter (“pum pum” being a Jamaican term for a woman's underparts).



184 The lyrical clashes back and forth between Wiley and Durrty Doogz started with Wiley's 2002 dub cut in Commander B's studio in response to a perceived slight. This sparked an enmity only quashed 15 years later, when the two finally worked together.



185 Originally the high energy ‘Forward Riddim’ instrumental by producer Dexplicit, then just 17, ‘Pow!’ became a breakout grime hit in 2004 in the hands of Lethal Bizzle (formerly of More Fire Crew) and a large cast of guest MCs. It reached number 11 in the charts, with even greater fan impact in clubs, where it was frequently banned from causing too much riotous behaviour when played. It still provokes moshpits today.



186 Run The Road was a two-volume grime compilation released on major label offshoot 679 Recordings in 2005 and 2006, in conjunction with Vice mag (vol.1 was co-compiled by Martin “Blackdown” Clark, vol.2 by Chantelle Fiddy).



187 This is a reference to ‘Wot Do U Call It?’, Wiley's 2004 debut single for XL, which was themed around the names being flung around for the music: “What do you call it? Garage? What do you call it? Urban? What do you call it? 2-step?”



188 Built around the business nous of DJ Stanza and his collaborators Sukh Knight, Blue Bear and Gowers, the True Tiger collective rose out of the East End grime scene around 2005 with successful mixtapes. Unlike almost anyone else – bar a few outliers like Plastician and Kromestar – they existed with feet in both grime and dubstep camps, and for a while in the early 2010s were being groomed as the major-label dubstep supergroup. Despite immense collaborations with P Money, Paloma Faith and Professor Green, these plans sadly misfired.



189 Produced by Bless Beats and sampling DSK's 1991 tribal house song ‘What Would we Do?’, Wiley's 2008 pop dance single ‘Wearing my Rolex’ was a number two pop chart hit. It is credited with setting off the explosive turn-of-the-decade trend for electro-house records featuring grime MCs.



190 ‘Rhythm ’N’ Gash’ was elusive Walthamstow producer Rebound X's atmospheric beat on the Land of X EP in 2006. It began erroneously to be called ‘Spaceship Riddim’ when Skepta and JME did verses over it on radio, which brought it to wider public attention. An enduring staple for DJs, it gained new life a decade later when multiple producers reworked it, and it remains one of the most played instrumentals of the late 2010s.



191 ‘Bizzy's Party’ is a UK garage banger by Booker T, that veteran of 80s soul pirate Faze 1 FM.



192 Delight's studio was in a metal transport container in Battersea. Very early on it hosted such Croydon dubstep mainstays as N-Type, Chef and Darkside.



193 This Hijak / Artwork track is called ‘Ready’, and it's one of the best pieces of 2-step garage ever.



194 Benga's ‘Skank’ / ‘Dose’ was the second release on Big Apple's own label, a 2002 blue vinyl 12” that you'll be lucky to find for less than £50 now.



195 The San Francisco music and culture magazine XLR8R's 2003 cover feature on Horsepower Productions catapulted the term “dubstep” into the wider consciousness.



196 El-B and Juiceman's ‘Buck & Bury’ was in fact properly released in 2002.



197 The Benga and Skream collaboration ‘The Judgement’ is the third Big Apple release, on green vinyl. Collectors can now quite easily drop £100 on a copy.



198 The Digital Mystikz EP was the fourth Big Apple release. All four tracks (‘Pathways’, ‘Ugly’, ‘Mawo Dub’, ‘Da Wrath’) are credited to Digital Mystikz: two were written/produced by Mala, one by Coki, while ‘Mawo Dub’ was a collaboration. Also worth a few quid.



199 In fact the first Rephlex Grime compilation was June and the second October 2004. Outside immediate dubstep circles, this second release caused some confusion. Grime had featured three producers with at least one foot in grime, but Grime 2 was tracks by Digital Mystikz, Loefah and Kode9.



200 Chris Reed aka Plastician described his experience to me thus: “That was the first time I had heard anything or seen anything that wasn't garage. I ended up going on tour with Rephlex very early in 2004, before the Grime album had even come out, on tour with [preposterous breakcore acts] Soundmurderer and Bogdan Raczynski; I was with Mark One and we'd just look at each other like ‘What the fuck is this?’ People who seemed like they'd live or die for the Aphex Twin freaking out to 300bpm music, Soundmurderer playing his mad jungle cut-ups and Miami bass and I was [stutters, lost for words] I mean I liked it, but I was hearing it for the first time, and I had to get used to it.”



201 Despite Skream's concerns, ‘Midnight Request Line’ ended up popular with grime DJs.



202 “Chamber music” is a phrase popular among dubstep producers – not meaning small- ensemble classical music, but dubwise music that evokes a chamber in its creation of space.



203 Bucky is Buckfast Tonic Wine, the totemic fortified drink of choice for Glasgow, and of the Glasgow party scene in particular.



204 This is an extremely apposite comparison. Around the turn of the millennium, producers Hazard, Taxman and Clipz (aka the Bristolian Hugh Pescod, who as Redlight went to be a megastar of rowdy bass-led house music and a close ally of Rinse FM) would turn the bouncy, funtimes jump up drum’n’bass sound of DJ Hype's Tru Playaz collective into something altogether punkier, noisier and more aggro, with the emphasis on the midrange frequencies.



205 Having worked for ages over a more standard dubstep version, Skream has said he bashed out his ‘Let's Get Ravey’ remix of La Roux's electropop single ‘In for the Kill’ in a few minutes. It became a vast (if unlikely) club hit, pushing the song to number one in the UK pop charts, and cropping up since in all kinds of places – an episode of US TV comedy-drama Entourage, for example.



206 Al Green's solo project Boddika brings classic electro, acid and Detroit techno into the post-dubstep world, where the standard tempo was around 125-130bpm.



207 140 is the tempo of both dubstep and grime (though both have half-tempo rhythms, making them effectively 70bpm). Many people refer just to playing “140”, rather than to a genre.



208 The UK garage committee was more than just a story: see Sarah Lockhart chapter.



209 Distance's vocal track ‘Falling’ was picked up by Island Records with much fanfare in 2010, but nothing happened thereafter. See discussion in the Skream interview.



210 Mala struck up a friendship with French-born legend of New York disco and house DJ François K (aka François Kevorkian), founder of the Body & Soul and Deep Space parties at Dub War NYC. When I interviewed Mala for FACT in 2010, he said “I absolutely love playing at Deep Space, it's one of my favourite places in the world to play, I've played four times now over the past few years – whenever I'm going to be in New York I let them know, hoping I can go down and have a session with François. But yeah I remember playing and François would be standing next to me, and while I'm mixing he'd get on the effects machine or on the reverb, just adding some effects and stuff – and I remember playing Coki ‘Burning’ when that tune was still fresh and on dub… Now you're playing that tune to people who are going to an experimental deep house kind of night, so women in big old high heels, looking slick, I'm sure I've seen guys in suits in there, and people go to dance – but they had it!”



211 ‘Piano Loco’ (2001): Cuban piano sampling commercial 2-step banger by DJ Luck & MC Neat (aka Joel Samuels and Michael Rose). It peaked at 12 in the UK pop charts but remains a party anthem, dropped in almost any garage set. The impact of its sound is largely down to the engineering of Brian “Bizzy B” Johnson, on the sly a prime mover since 1991 behind hardcore, jungle, drum’n’bass and garage.



212 While it's far from a bad tune, ‘Aggravation’ (Southside Dub Stars label, 2006) is indeed simplistic and generic by Kromestar's standards.



213 This was Om Unit's ‘Pop Lock Remix’ (white label 12”, January 2010) of Joker's ‘Digidesign’ (originally on Hyperdub).



214 Om Unit's 2010 ‘Corridor’ came out on Plastician's Terrorhythm label.



215 ‘Don't Make Sense’, from the Parallel Sounds EP (on Om Unit's Cosmic Bridge label, 2011 ), is glorious loping synth-hop, sampling the 1979 film The Warriors (“good news, boppers”).



216 Quest's 2011 slow-motion house remix of Ghostpoet's ‘Survive It’ is the only other released hint of his non-dubstep experiments.



217 Jungle Mania is one of many vinyl / CD compilation series through 1993-95 which were the main way non-DJs could keep up with the big tracks on the scene.



218 Soundlabs were cheaper, belt-drive turntables, as opposed to the steadier, easier to manipulate direct-drive Technics 1200s and 1210s, which remain the industry standard for vinyl DJs.



219 BTEC: the Business and Technology Education Council vocational qualification.



220 ‘Dilemma’ was So Solid Crew's follow-up to their breakthrough ‘Oh No’.



221 A huge pop hit for Mancunian group Sweet Female Attitude, ‘Flowers’ became the 37th best selling single of 2000 in the UK, and is often held up as the epitome of pop garage.



222 Minidiscs: these recordable digital discs were a short-lived format.



223 TDK was a popular brand of analogue cassette tape (90s had 90 minutes of recording time, on two sides of 45 minutes each).



224 The original Cubase was purely a sequencer, meaning that it could trigger other sounds, whether inbuilt on the computer's soundchip or from a sampler, but you couldn't record sound into it. With later versions, such as Cubase VST, you could.



225 JME's first Tropical EP (on Boy Better Know, 2006) was unquestionably UK funky, apart from ‘Machines’ (credited to JME, Skepta and Plastician), which looked back to the very beginnings of UK garage and its debt to New York producer Todd Edwards.



226 Jazztronik's 2004 ‘Samurai’ was a broken house track featuring lavish piano lines, by keyboardist and producer Nozaki Ryota, who has been releasing prolifically since 1998.



227 An anthemic, euphoric 2009 release by Joy Orbison (aka Joy O), ‘Hyph Mngo’ was still at dubstep's 140bpm, but signalled a shift to the more groove-oriented and less dark moods that characterised “post-dubstep”.



228 With its descending hooting bleep hook, galloping Benga funk and gnarled Coki bass tone, ‘Night’, a collaboration relentlessly hammered in clubs through 2007 and released in 2008, crossed over to almost every scene – from commercial house to grime via drum’n’bass – and was utterly inescapable for a very long time. It reached no. 98 in the UK pop charts, but had as much reach into the public consciousness as a major hit single.



229 Shai's 1992 R&B hit ‘If I Ever Fall In Love Again’ was later covered by E17 and Gabrielle.



230 Cooly G ‘It's Serious’ feat. Karizma came out on Hyperdub in 2012.



231 Cooly G's 2014 Wait ’Til Night was jam-packed with tracks like ‘Your Sex’, ‘Freak You’, ‘Fuck With You’, ‘So Deep’ and so forth.



232 Logic Audio is industry standard audio-editing software.



233 Winston Hazel told me: “Because of the geography of the land [Sheffield being built on the ‘seven hills’], during the steel industry period when the drop hammers in the forges were going off to the east of the city, you'd get the industrial sounds ricocheting off the hills, and bouncing back across the city, so it surrounded you – it was something people used to sleep to, even. It became known as the heartbeat of the city, and no matter what you'd try and do in your music you couldn't help reflecting something of that sound: what we called the ‘Sheffield clang’. I think that flows through all the music here. It still exists, it reared its head properly when electronic music started to roll out, but even in people's lyrics and voices I think you can hear it.”



234 Skream's ‘Midnight Request Line’ and Pressure's ‘Money Honey’ both came out in 2005, the latter an early single on Hyperdub, colliding grime, dubstep and a little 1993-style “darkside” rave into something that is all and none of the above. (Pressure is one of Kevin “The Bug” Martin's many aliases.)



235 In fact the Mixmag CD he's talking about (from 2000) was called UK Garage: The Next Step, and was mixed by Master Stepz.



236 ‘Melody’ by Master Stepz (Outlaw Records, 1998) is a truly fierce bit of early 2-step with brain-numbing bass, razor sharp snares and cool, clipped soul chords.



237 Credited to Ghost on its release on The Club EP on El-B's Ghost label in 2000, ‘2000’ takes the sonic formula of tracks like ‘Melody’ to vicious and yet almost impossibly funky extremes.



238 Manchester's black music scene had already adopted house music wholesale circa 1986, with DJs like the Grenadian-British soul specialist Mike Shaft playing it in clubs and radio, while dance crews adopted moves from the jazz-funk scene to it. Incredible video survives of the Foot Patrol crew, most notably.



239 Jon K [for Kraus] and Kelvin Brown were also resident at Manchester's notorious Electric Chair sessions, and at Plastic People. At Eyes Down, they would book favourite connoisseur names like Mark Pritchard, Gilles Peterson and Moodymann; DRS of Broke n £nglish was resident MC.



240 ‘Future Rage’ is a 2004 broken beat tune by DKD (aka Dego, Kaidi and Daz-I-Kue of Bugz In The Attic).



241 PRUs are Pupil Referral Units: local authority institutions for children unable to attend mainstream schools, generally through being expelled (i.e. those with the most severe problems).



242 “Theo edits”: Detroit house legend Theo Parrish released a series of 11 Ugly Edits 12”s between 2002-10: cut-and-paste reworks of vintage funk, soul and disco tracks.



243 Brackles's earliest releases placed him very firmly among the Joy Orbisons, Martyns and Pearson Sounds of the post-dubstep world.



244 This was c. 2007-10, that post-dubstep period when Night Slugs, Hyperdub, LuckyMe, Numbers, Butterz and co were all in an anything-goes space of tunes around 130bpm (see Night Slugs discussion in Cooly G chapter).



245 ‘Head Gone’ is a 12” by Swing Ting feat. MC Fox (Fat City, 2012).



246 2011's ‘Marka’ featuring Strategy, formerly of Broke n £nglish, on dBridge's EXIT label, is a perfect exhibition of Mancunian humour and darkness all rolled together, in a way a dancehall-drum’n’bass take on The Bug's ‘Skeng’, and certainly just as much of a scene unifier as that tune.



247 Dub Phizix's ‘Never Been’, feat. Fox (Critical Recordings, 2012), perfectly balances Manchester's love of the sublime and the ridiculous, its hilarious kung-fu themed video the counterpoint to Fox's sinister dancehall lyricism.



248 ‘Eight Gold Rings’ was an adaptation by MC Bricks of Levelz of A$AP Ferg and A$AP Rocky's hip hop tune ‘Shabba’ (originally a reference to 80s dancehall legend Shabba Ranks – “Eight gold rings like I'm Sha-Shabba Ranks” – but reworded to be about Salford John Millett while he was still alive). Dub Phizix remixed with Millett himself adding vocals. After his death the Dub Phizix version was released, as a fundraiser for his family.



249 The slow, loping “Dembow riddim” is the backbone of certain strains of dancehall – particularly the Latin-Caribbean variant reggaetón. It has its roots in Bobby Digital's beat for Shabba Ranks's 1992 hit ‘Dem Bow’, itself an adaptation of Steely & Cleevie's late 80s ‘Kunkunkun riddim’.



250 So Solid Crew's They Don't Know (2001) marked the high point of their tabloid notoriety and success.



251 DMZ's eighth birthday was March 2013, at Suffolk St Warehouse. I was there, and it was heavy. That year everyone played The Bug and Flowdan's ‘Dirty’, Zed Bias played acid house in the second arch, and it felt like – even if it was going wrong elsewhere in the world – here dubstep was grown up, still throwing the best parties and in it for the long haul.



252 Wiley was using the live video streaming platform seemingly every waking moment, broadcasting himself jogging in the park, conducting business phonecalls, arguing with other grime artists, musing on religion (“Don't hype about bacon or beef or whatever. Fuck's sake bruv”) and anything else you can think of. Frankly it was one of the most extraordinary media spectacles of the modern age.



253 Leviticus ‘Burial’ was made, of course, by Jumpin’ Jack Frost.



254 ‘Flipjack’ is a 1992 hip hop / jazz-funk track by the Lewisham trio Hustlers of Culture, which was an anthem in the Acid Jazz scene.



255 The “First you say yes, then you say no” vocal is from Jill Francis's 1993 reggae / street soul fusion ‘Make Love to Me’, produced by Rick Clarke.



256 ‘Pow!’ was a 2004 Lethal Bizzle chart hit produced by Dexplicit, featuring dozens of MCs. Venues frequently banned DJs from playing it, because crowds would break stuff and throw furniture.



257 In the days before WhatsApp and direct messaging, people used MSN Messenger to send mp3s and to chat.



258 Newham Generals MC / producer Footsie even named a series of instrumental albums after his dad's King Original sound, and had his dad DJ at his events.



259 The Babylon EPs (2007 and 2009), by Leeds-born producer Rusko. Vol 1 featuring ‘Cockney Thug’, a track with trumpet-tooting and an Armando Iannucci sample, seen by many as the tipping point between dubstep as introverted, dub-influenced underground music and the rowdy, noisy, piss-takey variant that became huge globally, eventually becoming known as “brostep”, after its adoption by tanned, muscled US “bros”.



260 The vocal is by Ruby Lee Ryder, who has also appeared on tunes by Terror Danjah and UK funky / bassline producer Champion.
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