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Preface


I’m writing this in my kitchen but I’m writing it from hundreds of dancefloors across time and space. What would you see from my window if you were here with me? You’d see a slim road banked by 1960s townhouses in a part of south east London where urban and suburban fold into each other. You’d also see speaker stacks in dark basements and barely-illuminated exit signs, heavy black curtains that separate the bar from the wooden dancefloor and fat cables snaking out of makeshift stages. You’d see a gathering of people who have come to commune.


I’ve been there where new music was generated and where a cultural shift occurred. I’ve done it enough times to have developed a long view on how these moments are in the early days, when the magic is in full flow and before it has been appropriated or enclosed by marketing professionals. The music is always incredible, but it’s not the main thing. In the end it’s just output. The real ingenuity is in people coming together to do a thing and in the process becoming more themselves.


There’s useful information in that long view. Some is obvious: that nothing is new and that everything is built upon what went before; that hype comes in waves. Less obvious are the interchangeable ways in which these cultural uprisings pan out, regardless of when or where they happen. I’ve tried to bring these steps into the light.


The words you’re reading, then, are intended as a guide to the universal qualities of cultural beginnings and a document of one particularly joyful and excellent moment in time. They draw a line between the weekly Steam Down event in Deptford, south London, where young musicians improvise a soulful and energetic jam into existence every Wednesday and the dub reggae clashes that happened underneath baroque eighteenth century church, St Paul’s two minutes down the high street, four decades earlier. They extend the line to include Deptford Docks, where ships left for the Caribbean hundreds of years ago. They draw a circle around these nearby places and invite us all in, holding us in a song that describes where we’ve been and suggests where we could go.


It is human to gather to dance and sing. We’ve been doing it since the beginning of our time. We need to reflect our lives into art and culture so that we can imagine better or different futures, and we need this more than ever. I don’t need to list the challenges we face in the coming decades, but it seems obvious that we’ll need to tap into the forces of togetherness to ride the troubles coming our way.




BEGINNINGS


Steam Down, the first set


Buster Mantis is a bar and restaurant that sits under two arches just off Deptford High Street. It is run by Gordon McGowan, who was born in south east London and lived in Mandeville, Jamaica until he was 14-years-old. He named his bar after the island’s first post-Independence leader, Alexander Bustamante. Jamaica is the land of wood and water, according to the original Arawak Indian name for the island: Xaymaca. Wood and water; the core ingredients for any steam down.


It’s Wednesday night. In one of the arches there are communal tables and low lighting where friends and loved ones sit close together, heads bowed over home-cooked food or thrown back in laughter over lychee mojitos. In the other arch there’s a patch of camo netting on the corrugated iron ceiling, which is spotted with tiny light bulbs like the sun has broken through. A man pulls the heavy black curtain across the sliding doors that lead outside. There’s no stage, just shared floor. The Steam Down Collective are gathered along the side wall and they aren’t tuning up anymore. They’re tuning in, ready to refract afrobeat, dub, grime, bassline, hip hop and jazz through an energetic dance floor prism. Their band leader Ahnansé, real name Wayne Francis, is wearing the same colours as usual: mustard and gold.
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