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Bars


Black music, like always, paved way for the mainstream like hallways. And the verdict, like court days, can be hung like a jury split four ways. Which genre, from the old days, contributes most? Gave the most play? Case in point – Grime’s DNA: double helixed long before it was named. It goes back to the clash, back to the get-money streets and the cash. Back to the champagne dance and the flats and the top-floor pirates pulling back wax. Back to the jungle, back to the chat, back to the tape on the stereo stack and we can’t overstate the fact that Jamaica’s a major part of the narrative track. Brrap.


Early traits were harnessed: Talking the loudest, talking the hardest, talking the fastest, talk from the margins, MC styles flourishing like gardens after a season of seeds were planted. What came first? What came after? Who what why when how whereafter? What was the question if Grime was the answer? Young black boys with ancient fathers, family trees with distant branches, sisters, olders, mothers, aunts and whole generations all took part in the crafting of something big from the start. Black UK: the diaspora was large. Large as a continent with all the confidence to spread wildfire after a spark.


Brand new but we always knew. Doors kicked open and sauntered through. Who’s that became the who’s who; who knew what a 2-Step rhythm could do to the market? Bars got parallel parked like cars from MCs far from the charts, if you’re asking what made Grime get started, look to the history, look to the past. Look to pavement, from the ground up, where the soundboys of London turned the sound up. Lyrics for lyrics turned the crowd up and UKG just got them wound up. Frustrated, had to go make it. Matrix downloaded the bass kicks. Syncopated, Rinse’ll play this even if a champagne rave can’t take it.


Now, with a context to bear. A whole new problem for Anthony Blair. Young black people who lived over there in the places containing the least of the share. Not much money and not much care being taken by those who were starting to fear; a newfound voice from a new generation, part deprivation and part cavalier. Brave enough for the violence, louder than silence, too defiant for neat compliance. Stereotypes always need defying; sharing a mic couldn’t be more pliant. Grime’s not an ASBO soundtrack. Even though there’s an ASBO around that, depiction of youth delinquency that they gave to black masculinity in its infancy, that was said to be loud, aggressive beyond aesthetically.


By the time you got to ’03, I guess you could say it was always meant to be. Meant to be found, meant to be violent meant to be loud. Meant to be quirky, meant to be different, meant to be hard to define in an instant. What do you call it? What does it sound like? Hard to describe in an audio soundbite. Hard to describe for wide-eyed journalists who had not, could not have heard of this... Genre, culture, scene? Lifestyle for mic-bound teens? And here we’re starting to see it emerge from the margins; freed. Seen.
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Preface


Full disclosure: the original title for this preface was going to be ‘The Calm After The Stormzy’, which is a dubious pun on the slowdown in Grime activity after Big Mike dropped his debut album. Note: there actually was a huge storm across parts of the UK the night before Stormzy’s album was released. This is either a) fantastic marketing on the part of #Merky Records in collab with Mother Nature, b) evidence of Stormzy’s innate preternatural abilities, or c) a coincidence.


Since the publication of Hold Tight I have been called a Grime historian, a Grime journalist and a Grime writer. Which is interesting because I don’t consider myself to be a Grime anything. A Grime listener, yes, a Grime fan, undoubtedly, but a historian? Or journalist? In the words of Joseph Adenuga; nah, that’s not me. I say this because both those titles suggest some level of cauterisation of the conversation, and I never set out to be definitive. I wanted to spark dialogue. I was never about contributing to a Grime library - I was trying to be a DJ. Hold Tight, was, is, remains one Grime fan’s idiosyncratic take on a genre of black music that has had an indelible impact on black British culture and, by extension, pop culture at large. To say there’s one definitive take on this narrative this would be, in the words of Michael Omari; way too big for your boots.


Where Hold Tight sits in the so-called Grime library is the subject of a book all of its own. Truth be told, I thought I was late to the party writing Hold Tight in 2016. I felt like I’d missed the Grime wave (apologies) and would be speaking after the fact. This Is Grime was the first, a fabulous insider glossy compiled with love by Hattie Collins. With the sum total of zero industry connections, I couldn’t compete with that, so I didn't try. I wrote a fanzine/dissertation, a ‘nerd’s journey’ as Musa Okwonga so accurately put it in his New Statesman review. Wiley’s autobiographical Eskiboy took us further inside the insider narrative, as did DJ Target’s Grime Kids. In an important sense (all modesty aside), Hold Tight is the first critical, outsider take on Grime. It was followed by Dan Hancox’s Inner City Pressure, charting the socioeconomic and political development of London through a grimy lens. Then Stormzy took it as far as you can go and, in summer 2018, announced his very own literary imprint entitled hashtag #Merky Books, in collaboration with one of the biggest publishing houses on the planet. Grime is a Thing now. It exists in the public consciousness and takes up its own pages in the pop cultural historical narrative.


It’s a weird irony that the increase in Grime’s column inches and published pages ran alongside a directly inverse decline in the amount of Grime making it into mainstream channels. All I mean by this is that things got quiet on the Grime front as 2017 hit its stride. The singles started slowing, the albums stopped dropping, but all the while the author of that yellow book kept popping up in broadsheet newspapers, online and print magazines, talking about the enduring relevance of Grime.


What even is Grime anyway? If we take it as a label for that thing that pulses at 140 bpm, with syncopated drums, grungy synths and digital blips that MCs spit hyperactive crowd-baiting lyrics over, then Grime is dead. Or dying. At least in mainstream eyes. If we take ‘Grime’ as meaning any kind of vaguely lyrical urban music coming from kids in the ends created with an entrepreneurial spirit and characterised by street credibility and hyper masculinity codes, then Grime is alive. Grime is Dead. Long Live Grime. As of 2018 the Grime tides had waned. So-called Grime artists were no longer shouting out the genre in their lyrics. Some (hold tight AJ Tracey) were actively instructing people to not call them Grime artists in the first place (hold tight Dan Hancox’s AJ Tracey interview for Esquire). When D Double E, Grime’s most venerable talisman, told us that back then he used to spit on jungle, now manaman’s merking grime (‘Back Then’, 2018) it’s a reminder that Grime has become a nostalgia trip, something for OG rudeboys who’s right now will always be linked to a back then.


But (and it’s an important but), let’s not get confused here. Grime does still exist. And it’s in good shape. For all the road rap, UK rap, trap, UK drill, and Afroswing variants that are currently taking up the bandwidth, there’s a healthy amount of Grime filtering through from old and new faces alike. Case in point: Wiley retiring then coming out with a full length album less than a year later. Case in point: A steady stream of US ‘reaction’ videos to every Grime release on YouTube and beyond, proving that our American cousins are continuing to find excitement, energy and intrigue in this very British scene. Case in point, Back 2 da lab 5, by Frisco (2018), an album that’s hard to write about without resorting to gunfingers and fire emojis. In my opinion, one of the best Grime releases of the 2010s, pushing the envelope of what Grime can achieve while simultaneously confirming the rudeboy aesthetics that the genre is born of, complete with a string of top form BBK features and quotables for days. In fact, let’s not even talk about it.


If you flip the debate, you could convincingly argue that all these hot new genres are genealogical offshoots of the exact same tree that Grime branches out from. New styles validating what came before, proving just how alive the spirit of black, urban music is. As a genre of music, that thing we call Grime might be on its way to doing the thing that only the most potent artistic and cultural movements do: transcend its own definition. Like how hip hop, once characterised by funky break loops and MC patter in support of the DJ, grew into a label defying myriad of sounds, styles and sonic palettes. When I bounced into this world back in 1982, two of the biggest hip hop records of the year were ‘Planet Rock’ by Afrika Bambaataa and the Soul Sonic Force and ‘The Message’ by Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five. Two very different incarnations of a hip hop aesthetic, with crucial overlaps and distinct differences alike. One a space age slice of experimental, eclectic electronica, the other a gritty vignette of anti-party street reportage. With hindsight, optimistic ‘Grime historians’ of the future might say similar about the various urban releases of this millennium, lumping them together as Grime not out of laziness, but respect for their cultural root.


This leads us to the biggest questions: How do you actually define Grime? What is its relevance outside of music? And exactly how relevant is it? A controversial question to be asking in the preface to a book about Grime, but one that needs to be asked. I’ve generated a lot of Grime-related copy in the past year, predominantly about its political significance in the context of a millennial coming of age moment, almost as if the rise of the genre has been a springboard into discussions of millennial politics.


That said, the legacy of this book is not simply as a catalyst for political debate. No way. Writing Hold Tight in 2017 felt a bit like writing a book about gangsta rap in 1988. It was lightning in the bottle (or very near the bottle at least) capturing the energy and optimism of a genre cusping maturation, just as that cusp was being rounded. Ending the book at the start of 2017, the year that Grime made it into the broadsheets, the bookshelves and the red carpet of Buckingham Palace (hold tight Wiley, MBE), was a perfect conclusion to Grime’s ascent into the public consciousness. And the response has been great. As an industry outsider, repping an independent publisher, it’s drawn the kind of high-integrity support you get from people who are really connecting with something they believe in. Not to get too acceptance speech about it, but I really have to big up everyone who has said something nice about the book with the playlist and a black and yellow cover, because they really didn’t have to.


So here we go. Different cover. Extra content. New perspectives. Another grimy gust of wind in the sails as the millennium continues to unfurl. Welcome to Hold Tight.


Again.




‘Amen, Brother’
The Winstons (1969)


In the month of September, in the year 2006, a man died. The man died on the streets of Atlanta, Georgia, USA. He had very little money and no home. During his life the man did many things, including drumming in various bands. In the year 1969 he drummed on a song with a band called The Winstons. The man spent one hundred and fifty-three seconds drumming throughout this song. For six of these seconds, he was drumming unaccompanied by any other instrument. This is known as a drum break. The song is called ‘Amen, Brother’. The drum break in ‘Amen, Brother’ is known as the ‘Amen Break’. The man who drummed the Amen Break is, was, Gregory Sylvester Coleman.


You have heard the Amen Break. You have heard it hundreds, if not thousands of times. You have heard it so often that you do not recognise it as a distinct part of a distinct song. ‘Amen, Brother’ was recorded and pressed onto vinyl, a material that has been used to mass produce audio recordings in the latter half of the 20th Century. The Amen Break has since been sampled thousands of times, in thousands of songs. Slowed down, it became a staple part of much ‘Golden Era’ US hip hop of the late ’80s and early ’90s. Sped up, it formed the backbone of many dance music sub-genres in the UK, most notably Breakbeat, Jungle and Drum and Bass. The Amen Break is deeply entwined in the DNA of modern dance music.


Grime, in its lineage, is inextricably linked to the Amen Break. The conflation of Dancehall/Ragga soundclash culture with Amen-bred breakbeat sparked a revolution in UK dance music that spidered off into Jungle and eventually Grime, via Dubstep, IDM, Breakcore and many others. A suitably long sentence for such a far-reaching sonic evolution.


Any book about Grime has to mention the Amen Break, because it is instrumental to genres of electronic dance music that Grime branches from. So even though you’ll struggle to find a Grime track that explicitly features the Amen Break, this book had to start with Gregory Sylvester Coleman. It’d be rude not to, hence my little eulogy three paragraphs ago. And now the beginning’s out of the way, we can begin.




‘Under Mi Sleng Teng’
Wayne Smith (1985)


Some of this is really simple, and some of this is really rather complicated.


Simple:


In 1981, Casio released the model MT-40 electronic keyboard. The MT-40 included, among its very exciting suite of digital features, a ‘Rock’ preset. The ‘Rock’ preset comprised a repetitive bass riff of an addictively crunchy digitally synthetic quality.


Simple:


In 1985, three years after its discontinuation, an MT-40 found its way into the possession of a young man called Noel Davey, in Jamaica. Noel Davey was an aspiring musician who couldn’t quite afford the Yamaha DX-7, a more advanced digital synthesiser that unfortunately also came with a more advanced price tag.


Complicated:


Noel Davey began a creative partnership with a young reggae vocalist called Wayne Smith. Wayne Smith lived very close to a reggae producer called Lloyd James, also known as Prince Jammy. Prince Jammy had collaborated with Wayne Smith on close to two albums’ worth of original material since 1981, at which time Smith was 14 years old.


Simple:


Lloyd James’ moniker would soon evolve from Prince Jammy to King Jammy, probably as a result of his prolific work and subsequent accolades within the Reggae scene. It’s worth noting that Jammy himself had worked closely with a sound engineer called Osbourne Ruddock, who went by the charming title of King Tubby. King Tubby is largely recognised as a pioneering figure in electronic music production, who may or may not have invented the concept of the remix. In light of what was to come, this may actually be Complicated.


Simple:


The song that Noel Davey and Wayne Smith presented to King Jammy was built entirely out of the Casio MT-40 ‘Rock’ preset. Lyrically, the central conceit of the song was that marijuana is a preferable drug to cocaine, both of which come with a significant health warning. ‘Under Mi Sleng Teng’ is a patois expression referring to being under the influence. It followed a mini trend of ‘Under Me. . . ’ songs including ‘Under Mi Sensi’ by Barrington Levi. Upon hearing Smith and Davey’s work, King Jammy slowed everything down a notch and added some percussion and piano. ‘Under Mi Sleng Teng’ was born.


Simple:


The song was a hit.


Complicated:


‘Under Mi Sleng Teng’ had an immediate and devastating impact on Reggae music production. It marked something of a digital revolution in Reggae, shifting production away from live instrumentation to this new, electronic, computerised style. The ‘Sleng Teng Riddim’, as it would come to be known, unfurled into the very central nervous system of Reggae. Hundreds of artists would go on to use the riddim, evolving a rugged electronic aesthetic that would flourish into modern Dancehall. The keyboard and computer became key components of Reggae production. The implications on electronic music in general were huge. As the ’80s slid further and further into digitised music production, Reggae producers found themselves in a position to make professional riddims using a relatively inexpensive setup. ‘Sleng Teng’, much like the Amen Break, helped make music production accessible and replicable. It’s crazy to think it, but a preset on a mid-range Casio keyboard actually changed the face of modern dance music, forever.


Simple:


The MT-40 ‘Rock’ preset was created by a young woman called Hiroko Okuda, who joined Casio in 1980. The MT-40 was her first project at the company.


Simple:


Okuda studied Musicology at the Kunitachi College of Music in Tokyo. She was a big fan of music.


Simple:


The MT-40 ‘Rock’ preset was inspired by a song.


Complicated:


No-one knows precisely which song Okuda was inspired by. One version of modern musical folklore says it was ‘Somethin’ Else’ by Eddie Cochran (1959). Another says it was ‘Anarchy in the UK’ by the Sex Pistols (1976). A third (and this is the one you’ll find on Wikipedia) says it was ‘Hang On to Yourself’ by David Bowie (1971).


Really complicated:


It turns out that Hiroko Okuda was really into Reggae. I mean, enough to have written her thesis about it while studying at Kunitachi. ‘I guess there was something reggae-like about the [Sleng Teng] rhythm. I recall being touched by the fact that what I had been listening to every day seemed to show in the product.’


– Hiroko Okuda, ‘How Casio Accidentally Started Reggae’s Digital Revolution’, interview with Engadget


As James Trew of Engadget rightly suggests, this introduces an element of chicken and egg to the whole situation. Did a Reggae sound subliminally infiltrate Okuda’s ‘Rock’ preset, to be later discovered by forward-thinking Reggae producers? Did Reggae give birth to ‘Sleng Teng’? Or did ‘Sleng Teng’ birth a new Reggae?


Simple:


Grime owes a conceptual debt to ‘Sleng Teng’, not only symbolically (as a genre of music born of democratised, lo-fi digital production), but also in heritage (as a branch of the electronic reggae that Wayne Smith popularised in the early ’80s). By eliminating the need for session musicians and live instrumentation, ‘Sleng Teng’ introduced a rougher edge to Reggae that would come to characterise it and its later incarnations. Grime, like Jungle, Drum and Bass, Ragga and Dancehall, is a child of ‘Sleng Teng’, part of a heritage of innovation and experimentation that transformed popular music in the 20th Century.




‘Retreat’
Cutty Ranks (1991)


‘Retreat’ is all about metaphorically killing soundboys with guns, making it a pretty perfect exemplar of soundclash culture. For the record (and if you already know what a soundclash is, please skip ahead to the next paragraph), a soundclash is a kind of audio face-off between competing sound systems, during which music is played at volume in a bid to defeat the opposition, judged primarily on crowd reaction. You’ll hear a lot about this sort of thing during the course of this book. Feel free to stop reading and go research the history of the soundclash. Google will provide you with ample results. Other search engines are available.


Out of the many, many gun-focused ‘kill a soundbwoy’ tracks I could have chosen to include here, it didn’t take long for me to zero in on ‘Retreat’. Conceptually it sits right in the middle of the metaphor, with Cutty Ranks patiently explaining that he will kill his rivals unless they retreat and surrender, and we get it – it’s a figurative threat. But then he starts talking about actual guns and you realise that the riddim is moving on the pulse of a gunshot snare. He starts with an innocuous simile, asking inferior sound systems to pack up their sound like rubbish in a pan, before suddenly switching up to list various modes of firearm (the 16, the ’matic, the M1, the Remington…) before declaring that he will shoot the hand off a boy who tries anything.


The lines are blurred, competitive aggression being pushed as far as possible into the realm of real violence.


It’s a recipe that hasn’t changed in over two decades. A number of the songs featured in this book feature some element of gun talk and the implicit respect afforded to ‘gunman’ status continues to permeate the culture, right up until the present day. I have no idea if the current crop of Grimey soundboys are influenced indirectly or not by the Ragga boom of the early ’90s but I know for a fact that soundclash culture is a big fish in the primordial soup that birthed Grime. Its on-the-sleeve aggression and murderous bravado is echoed heavily in contemporary MC culture, with patois-laden gun talk par for the course. In all seriousness, it’s probably more difficult to find a Grime track that doesn’t in some way allude to gun violence. It’s a simple equation: Having a gun signals power, being willing to use that gun signals ruthlessness, and power and ruthlessness make for a fairly formidable combination.


At this point, we’re in the pre-Grime, pre-Jungle realm of the very early 1990s. As we delve further ahead in years, the intersection of competitive confidence and violence will emerge as a key theme in underground black music. Grime, on a PR level, has suffered from this relationship, with steady accusations of glorifying and promoting violent acts (culminating in the notorious risk-assessment Form 6961). A quick rewind to the ’90s, via Cutty Ranks and others, might help explain, if not clarify, the position of gun-related violence in a musical context. This is not to justify it, but to unpick the motivation behind – perhaps misunderstood – trigger-happy MCing.





______________


1. More about this in the Grime: Demonised section of the appendix in this book.




‘How’s Life in London’
London Posse (1993)


“I do it in a rap style but in a Yardie accent, and I use my own cockney accent. I won’t rap in an American accent or nuthin. It’s what’s keeping English people back.”


– Bionic, London Posse, early ’90s.1


Watching Bionic calmly explain the above to Tim Westwood2 in VHS-quality footage is like watching someone calmly explain the secrets of levitation. Feasible, maybe, but difficult, very.


Bionic and Rodney P, the two lyrical frontliners of the London Posse, are very British MCs. They fully embrace their Britishness and wear it with as much pride as their West Indianness, Londonness and blackness, rolling rhymes in broad cockney accents peppered with the post-Windrush West Indian lingo of London streets. Their flows might echo US hip hop patterns of the time, but never at the expense of their other, more essential identities. Even now, I find myself doing a little audio Sudoku puzzle to establish exactly what I’m hearing when Bionic and Rodney P start chatting.


I was barely out of primary school when I first heard a London Posse record. It had honestly never occurred to me that rap could be delivered in anything other than an American accent. I’d heard Derek B in the ’80s and assumed that was it – rappers from the same country I lived in had to put on a ‘rap voice’, which meant an American voice. The subsequent problems over authenticity were palpable, even to my pre-adolescent consciousness. UK rap felt mimicky and gimmicky, a shy pastiche of The Real Thing that came from Somewhere Else, Very Far Away. This is something that black Britons have struggled with in the ongoing popularisation of blackness in the mainstream consciousness: the shadow cast by black American success and subsequent pressures to echo African-Americanism.


For all the talk of it being an authentically, indelibly British artefact, Grime has bent to these pressures, as evidenced by the early era of fitted baseball caps, outsize Avirex jackets and Nike Air Force 1s. And in 2017, AJ Tracey, one of Grime’s brightest rising stars, went transatlantic for the video ‘Luke Cage’, proving that the US maintains an authenticating appeal right up to Grime’s present. North America via urban East London.


To be black and British necessitates a conflation of different, often clashing identities. From experience, I can confirm the negative capability necessary to be black and English and Ghanaian and a Londoner and Afro-Caribbean and working-class and middle-class and postcolonial all at the same time. Crafting a persona out of this swirl is almost a conscious act of solipsism. We’ll see later, with Glamma Kid’s ‘Moschino’, how artists can choose to promote one identity above all others, but the London Posse did a far more difficult job, far earlier: they showcased all the facets of their personas without dilution, separation or compromise.


This might be the reason why listening to ‘How’s Life in London’ is so electrifying. It sounds fresh and unique and impossibly smooth, steamrolling the peaks of clashing identities with charisma and assertiveness. The video is an exercise in poker-faced posturing, with Bionic, Rodney P and a pack of rudeboys glaring at the camera while scenes of urban strife play out in the background. The (then unlikely) sight of authentic UK rap gangsters is also alluded to in the video’s opening, featuring a stiff-upper-lipped voice stating, “Welcome to London” followed by a quick pan to a portrait of the posse, framed in front of Big Ben. They welcome the novelty factor but are nothing less than serious.


“For me coming out with a UK accent, it was against the grain and wasn’t accepted. We had to make big pushes for that to be accepted.”


- Rodney P, the London Posse, early ’90s3


Unlike UK hip hop of the late ’80s and early ’90s, Grime is actually allowed to be British, under little pressure to mimic any other, more dominant scene (apart from the Dancehall patois to which Grime is so heavily indebted). In this, MCs could learn a lot from the London Posse, who actively kicked back against pressures to conform to hip hop stereotypes. They crafted a London-centric aesthetic that was as convincing as it was awkward, proving that black boys in London could be successful on their own terms. They also placed themselves firmly in an international context, dropping references to (deep breath) Japan, Manhattan, Amsterdam, Jamaica, China, Harare, the Philippines, Spain, Norway, Australia and a spattering of London-specific locales. Phew.


With ‘How’s Life in London’, Bionic and Rodney P blew through provincial limitations. Compared to the nervous territoriality of so many current soundboys, the London Posse sported a casual breeziness, globetrotting through verses with a playful back and forth and very British wit. Nowadays we’re used to hearing MCs pull UK-specific punchlines but in ’93, it was genuinely thrilling to hear things about eating packets of cheese and onion crisps on a rap record.


The London Posse took a stand on their identity with no blueprint to follow, making it feasible to be authentically what you are without adulteration. Grime MCs, pay your respect to originators of a stance.





______________


1. London Posse ‘mini documentary’ by Joel Stagg, YouTube, watched by me in June 2016.


2. This is the first time Tim Westwood will get a name-check in this book. The next time will be in 2009. He deserves more than two footnotes, but there you go.


3. See first footnote: same again.




‘Incredible’
M-Beat feat.
General Levy (1994)


‘Incredible’ blew up in 1994, when its re-released, remixed version started getting major mainstream radio play and hit number eight in the Top 10 (back when the Top 10 meant quite a lot more than it means now). The significance of this cannot be overstated.


‘Incredible’ came into being at the cusp of a Jungle wave that had been building momentum in the underground for a number of years. Jungle, up until 1993/94, had been a dark sub-genre of electronic dance music borne of Dancehall and Amen Break beats. ‘Dark’ being the operative word. Like many underground genres, it was characterised by a brooding malevolence that gave it an anti-mainstream appeal.


An easy assumption to make is that ‘Incredible’, and its stellar success, represents that moment when an underground sound crosses over to the mainstream. It’s essentially a pop song. It’s danceable, it’s fun, it replaces any sinister undertones with carnival exuberance, and it starts with the exclamation “Yo!”, which is impossible to say without momentarily turning into a six-year-old sliding around on the kitchen floor.


Case in point: the BBC 1Xtra Sixty Minutes Live studio session of August 2014. Watch what happens to Jammer, Fekky, Jme, Dizzee Rascal, Lethal Bizzle, Tempa T, Footsie et al when MistaJam throws the ‘Incredible’ intro on. They turn right back into the wide-eyed pre-adolescent kids they were in 1994, and General Levy, spitting those classic bars, turns into a dreadlocked Father Christmas made real. It’s a euphoric moment and encapsulates the essential joy that ‘Incredible’ brings – much more than simple nostalgia.


Ironically, the most incredible thing about ‘Incredible’ is its credibility. For a song that operates perfectly well in a pop context it is incredibly, impossibly authentic. When Levy calls for the attention of the junglist massive, there is no doubt over his right to claim kin with the scene. This has much to do with his soundboy heritage, having come up through the Dancehall soundsystem culture of the late ’80s and early ’90s. His patois is genuine and his “Booyaka!” unaffected, lending the whole song a weight that keeps it grounded in spite of its accessibility. Even the most devoted ’90s Ragga fan and earliest Jungle devotee couldn’t argue that General Levy wasn’t a real soundboy1, complete with a vocal trademark (the icky icky hiccough flow) in line with early ’90s Ragga style.


Then there’s the production. ‘Incredible’, initially intended to be an instrumental, was designed as a Jungle track. It isn’t pastiche or homage; it’s the real thing, with the rolling basslines and rave chops that would fit into any 1994 Jungle set, no questions asked. Compare it to hits of the pop-Reggae renaissance from the likes of Snow, Bitty McClean, Peter Andre etc, which sound like just about good enough facsimiles of something authentic, and ‘Incredible’ stands proud as authentic in its own right.


Grime, consciously or not, operates within this pop/ underground dichotomy. It’s a genre that is undoubtedly connected to the streets but catering wholeheartedly to the clubs. It’s dance music, built out of grooves and audio hooks wholly intended to hype crowds. Grime is grimy, but it’s not particularly grim. It must be remembered that even the most roadman MC comes from a lineage of soundboys whose primary function is to start parties.


Like Jungle, Grime is dance music that is relatable due its sonic energy, often edgy in content but always embraceable in execution. ‘Incredible’ and General Levy’s ebullient lyrical windmilling was, and will always be, a shining example of the underground emerging into the light.





______________


1. As a cautionary aside, ‘Incredible’ was so successful that it more or less derailed General Levy’s entire career. He was quoted as saying “I run Jungle” in an interview with The Face magazine, a comment that resulted in a collective cold-shouldering from key players in the scene. Moral of the story? Don’t create hype that you will subsequently find impossible to not believe in. And don’t do interviews when things go better than you expected.




‘Gangsta Kid’
Shy FX &
Gunsmoke (1994)


[Insert nuanced essay on the intersection of urban social decay and fictionalised crime, exploring the psychological appeal of violence alongside Grime’s chicken-and-egg relationship with aggression. Aborted introductions below.]


 


Attempt 1


Don’t laugh, but when I first heard ‘Gangsta Kid’ (on tape, courtesy of my very cool cousin Kwabena), I thought the opening was real. Please don’t ask how I thought a shooting in London had been captured in stereo quality audio.


Attempt 2


Fantasy violence is grounded in a very real social context.


Attempt 3


Jungle music is part of a tradition of tightrope-walking musical genres. Simultaneously intimidating and joyful, it bursts with energy that bleeds into aggression via Gatling gun Amen manipulations.


Attempt 4


Some stats:


185 since 2005.


17 in 2015.


128 stabbed.


32 shot.


Attempt 5


Due to a combination of background, temperament, nature, nurture and ultimately chance, I’ve avoided the worst aspects of violent crime, but as a young black male growing up in South London, the realities of violence were never far away.


Attempt 6


It’s ironic that some genres of music can act as an escape from violence whilst simultaneously promoting violent acts. The debate over music’s link to crime and criminality is nothing new, a figure eight of cause and effect. It’s chicken and egg.


Attempt 7


There’s an understandable allure to gangster mythology. Anti-establishment folk heroes who live outside of society’s laws. Easy to romanticise. My psyche was forming in the early ’90s, parallel to the flourishing of Gangsta Rap stateside. It honestly took me the best part of my adolescence to appreciate that Gangsta Rappers aren’t actually real gangsters. Which is embarrassing, because that’s like admitting you thought that Scorsese movies were documentaries.


Attempt 8


Violence is exciting. And it’s empowering. Because it gives you status. And it spits in the face of decorum. And decorum, as we all know, is intensely boring, hence why so much entertainment has a violent streak – because of the thrill it offers, enabling us to peer into the well of savagery hidden behind society’s veneer.


Attempt 9


Real life violence is not entertaining.


Anyway, conclusion:


‘Gangsta Kid’ is an earlyish example of the relationship between violence and underground black music in the UK, a legacy that Grime has carried somewhat awkwardly into the 21st Century. It’s energetic and sinister in a kind of silly way, using violence to provoke excitement. The violent lyrics we often hear in Grime achieve a similar goal, but let’s face it, Grime is heavily hampered by its context, by realism. Often treated as reportage more than art, it falls victim to the same preconceptions and misconceptions as Gangsta Rap – a highly stylised artform that gets measured by its verisimilitude.


It’s unsurprising, then, that Grime has become ensnared in the gangsta spell in light of the irresistible thrill and supposed authenticity offered by violence, fantasised or otherwise.




‘Tri-Fusion’
Dylan Beale (1994)


Up until about eight minutes ago, I was banking on the fact that the ‘Streetfighter Riddim’ chapter (page 165) would convince you of the fundamental significance of computer gaming in Grime culture at large. How naïve. Because, as of this paragraph, it turns out that Grime might actually have been invented by a computer game in the first place. Sort of.


Wolverine: Adamantium Rage, was a 16-bit beat ’em up released on the Super Nintendo Entertainment System and Sega Mega Drive. If you were any good at the game you might have made it to the second level boss, at which point you would have heard a 16-bit soundtrack called ‘Tri-Fusion’, featuring orchestral stabs, glitched-out percussive syncopations and a moody topline synth. Yes, it’s Grime, and it predates ‘Pulse X’ (the official unofficial ‘first ever Grime track’) by eight years.


This is a big deal. The whole premise of this book is that Grime evolved over many years, a subculture that unfurled into the mainstream consciousness via a series of milestone moments. *Shakes head*. Not the case. Because the entire genre might have been realised in one track, in one go.


And it might not have been a fluke:


‘I was heavily influenced by Reggae, hip hop, Jungle and then eventually Techno and Hardcore. It was basically all North London music, because that’s where I was living.’


– Dylan Beale, interview with Paul Gibbins, SBTV, July 2016


This means that the world’s ‘first ever Grime track’ was indeed birthed from all those genres that we know to have fed into Grime’s DNA. Beale continues to explain that the ‘mind-bogglingly small’ amount of sample space he had to work with lent the track a rough, raw sound – the same sound that would come to typify Grime in its early days of DIY-digital.


The real significance of Wolverine: Adamantium Rage lay in the fact that it has been discovered at all. To recognise means to re-cognise, meaning to re-understand, meaning to understand something in a new light. There is an appetite for Grime that might be creating its recognition in popular culture, in turn suggesting a heightened Millennial relevance. It looks like the spirit of Grime was alive long before the name was adopted.




‘Original Nuttah’
Shy FX feat.
UK Apache (1995)


I was about 16 when Ali G first landed on terrestrial television with a slot as ‘voice of da yoof’ on Channel 4’s The 11 O’Clock Show. The character was ridiculous and instantly controversial. People couldn’t work out if Sacha Baron Cohen was a white man drawing comedy at the expense of overblown black stereotypes, or an off-white comedian poking fun at people who were wholly ignorant of black culture, through a knowing, hyper-exaggerated parody of urban youth. Ali G was a cacophonous blend of black stereotypes, arguably as grotesque in execution as black and white minstrels, but tempered with a level of insight that made him seem authentic-ish. The exaggerated West Indian patois was ridiculous, but accurate enough to pass off as real to unknowing victims. The FUBU-inspired ’90s hip hop outfits were pure costume, but acceptably black enough to be met with credulity from those who didn’t realise that black people don’t always look like extras in Puff Daddy videos.


When I first saw Ali G, I was right in the middle of my teenage dalliances in alternative comedy. So like a lot of people, I picked up on the satire straight away. I saw a comedian with just enough not-white in him to get away with presenting a persona of blackness to unsuspecting victims. He reminded me of all those not-black kids who wholesale adopted aspects of black culture in urban and suburban contexts, with varying degrees of success. The name itself, ‘Ali G’, alludes to an Asian or perhaps Muslim heritage, much of the comedy being drawn from the concept of an Asian kid morphing his identity into some semblance of black cool, and getting it hopelessly, hilariously wrong.


There are two reasons why I wasn’t particularly freaked out by Ali G. The first reason is that I was fully aware of how the conflation of cultures that constitute ‘blackness’ in the UK (Afro-Americanism meets postcolonial diaspora via West Indian roots and culture and urban street smarts) is a fertile ground for misunderstanding, and therefore comedy. The second reason is the existence of UK Apache.


UK Apache is undoubtedly the main reason that ‘Original Nuttah’ survives as a UK dance classic. The song itself, produced by Shy FX, is a perfectly poised example of Jungle, that genre that bridged Ragga and Breakbeat with such explosive energy in the early 1990s. Its low-wail siren and extended intro, before huge Amen drop, is a blueprint to Jungle perfection. But it’s Apache’s vocals, originally freestyles performed over ‘Gangsta Kid’, that set the whole thing on fire. He’s electric, pulling you in with a chaotic introduction of self in which you can actually hear competing identities jostling for position, before an effortlessly addictive Reggae/Bhangra melodic phrasing that should never, ever be replicated in type.


Then, after the London and Kingston shoutouts, the Amen drums kick in, the bass wobbles into overdrive and you get that volley of lyrical punches about how much of a proper nuttah Apache is. Twenty-one years later and his boasts retain as much weight as ever. His energy is infectious and indelible, making an initially underground hit into a timeless overhand smash.


But the relevance of ‘Original Nuttah’ goes far beyond its legacy as an iconic Jungle hit. In terms of race and identity, it actually might be one of the most important songs of a generation.


When I first heard ‘Original Nuttah’, I was old enough to understand that there was some kind of racial context in the mix. I was busy familiarising myself with black music of all genres, well aware that youth culture in general was being heavily tinged by a specific kind of blackness. UK Apache, I thought, was an example of the cross-cultural racial melting pot; an Indian (I assumed) MC operating within the realm of West Indian blackness (specifically through Ragga culture). To me, he legitimised non-black blackness. He made me realise that identity was a shifting, idiosyncratic reality that had more to do with biography than geography. He represented a perfect storm of conflicting identities, an identity crisis made virtuous, the exact same construction of self that typifies second and third generation people of colour.


‘Many people thought I was Jamaican Indian… I used to socialise with real Jamaicans.’


– UK Apache, interview with Uncle Drummer, 2015


‘I was imitating being a Jamaican – I’d dress like a Jamaican, walk like a Jamaican, talk like a Jamaican, but I wasn’t Jamaican; I was a Jafaican. . .’


– UK Apache, VICE, 2016


But watching UK Apache in the ‘Original Nuttah’ video now, with his super-animated posturing and caricature-level street cred, you realise just how close he is to ridicule. If he was any less legit in style, execution, performance and acquaintances, he’d be a farce. He’d be Ali G. But the quality and the authenticity of his music dismisses all risk of derision. In the ’90s, beatmakers such as Shy FX were the architects of some of the most exciting music to emerge out of these great British Isles, but it was MCs like UK Apache who were establishing the more visible cultural guidelines.


The legacy of ‘Original Nuttah’ is twofold. First, the persona of the MC as a hyper, unstable, dangerous nutcase bristling with raw, uncontrollable energy. UK Apache was explicit in this, presenting himself as wild and freewheeling, characteristics that UK-born MCs continue to spin well into Grime’s present. Second, and more importantly, the notion that music can be a bedrock upon which one can find or craft an identity. Artistic expression supersedes racial, biographical and cultural barriers while simultaneously recognising those very same parameters; something that is way too easy to ignore when the artist seems to fit the expected criteria. For a non-black MC, in 1995, to deliver an iconic moment in a very black sub-genre of electronic dance music is, I think, a big deal. I would argue that Grime MCs (many of whom are young black males of second and third generation Afro-Caribbean descent) are not simply recognising their black identity but are actively crafting it, empowering themselves through a musical-cultural heritage. Grime demands to be taken seriously and it takes its heritage seriously, as proven by the deep respect paid to West Indian culture in the very seams of the Grime scene. Perhaps, then, ‘Original Nuttah’ is an early example of what we might call cultural empowerment, with UK Apache a noteworthy example of the successfully self-crafted persona.


Grime offers a clarity of identity for a generation of black youths who aren’t what their parents were, whose role models can be found in the static of pre-Internet white label vinyl. And there’s a little bit of the Original Nuttah in every MC who takes a step into soundclash culture.




‘Never Gonna Let You Go’
(Kelly G Bump-n-Go Mix)
Tina Moore (1997)


Jungle sped through the mid ’90s at 180 beats per minute, giving a generation of ravers exactly what they were looking for: fast, energetic dance music.


The problem with things that go very fast is that they tend to be a bit scary, a bit alienating, and sometimes a bit dangerous. Like motorbikes, or roller-coasters, or wasps. Jungle was no exception, drawing huge appeal from the junglist massive, but pushing many other ravers off the dancefloor in search of something, well, a bit slower.
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