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1
            Introduction

            The 12-inch Promo

         

         Sunday, 28 May 2023. Early evening sunshine is glinting off the grey concrete high-rises, turning the windows of Brixton’s 1960s estates into myriad tiny solar systems. Inside Brockwell Park, ten thousand young people of all races and genders are losing their shit to Alfa Mist. I’m watching the big screen, the bottom section of which is devoted to the signer at side of stage interpreting a hyper-noodly piano swirl, arms caressing the air, broad smile. How the fuck do you do BSL to instrumental music? He’s managing it in some kind of beautiful fusion of sign language and dance, and a whole lot of people are appreciating it.

         This is just the beginning. An hour and a half and two craft beers later and the crowd is twice as deep for Ezra Collective, shacking out to a high-energy, muscular fusion of Lagos Afrobeat and the syncopated echoes of the music’s more screw-faced London cousins, garage and grime.

         Friday it was drum and bass, hip-hop, dubstep and grime with Project 6; Saturday it was indie and electronica at Wide Awake; tomorrow it will be reggae, dancehall and Afrobeats at City Splash – but today the flagship park of London’s most famously Afro-Caribbean area is hosting Cross the Tracks, ‘London’s #1 Jazz, Funk & Soul Festival … a day festival that’s about more than just music. It’s about community, culture, family, flavour, history and creating a space for all of our passengers to feel at home.’1 No one thinks this is weird. A new generation of diverse, media-savvy musicians have helped reclaim jazz as just one urban music among many, 2unapologetically taking its place both in the rich seam of London’s postcolonial music and the long lineage of jazz itself.

         This book is a tribute to that energy, and the energy behind it.

         
            * * *

         

         ‘The new UK jazz scene’ has already enjoyed several years of sustained media coverage, with countless newspaper articles breathlessly hailing the musicians who ‘are reinventing the genre for a young, politicised generation, mixing it with Afrobeat, grime, house and R&B’.2 Schooled in jazz’s history, first through music education charities like Tomorrow’s Warriors and later through degree-level courses at the country’s top conservatoires, but plugged into the sounds of the streets, celebrating their (primarily) African and Caribbean heritages while very much a product of the UK, they have created their own scene. Having built their communities and polished their chops with ram-jammed, sweat-dripping-from-the ceiling, self-promoted nights in grassroots spaces in Lewisham, Deptford, Hackney and Peckham, they are selling out major concert venues and appearing on festival line-ups all over the world alongside pop and electronic artists well outside of the jazz circuit.

         Yet even ten years ago, it would have been unthinkable that prime-time Saturday main-stage slots on one of the biggest festival weekends of the summer in one of the most diverse areas of the UK’s most diverse city would be taken in this way. I’ve been working on this book for over three years and closely involved with this scene for more than ten, but it still amazes me to see this ongoing level of support and acceptance for musicians playing music not a million miles away from the type of jazz fusion that, when I was growing up, was anathema to all but a handful of extreme enthusiasts.

         
            Oscar Jerome

            Everyone’s like, ‘Oh, this thing has happened, where did it come from? But for the people that have been involved in it, it feels like we’ve just 3slowly grown. From doing loads of pub gigs, then doing slightly bigger, then starting doing some international stuff and then obviously now everyone’s like, ‘All of these people, it’s this scene!’ and you’re just like, ‘Oh, I suppose it is, yeah.’

            Bradley Zero

            A lot of the music that I was playing on the radio and playing in the club, started to get to a point where they were not just selling out the club, it’s selling out huge concert venues. I mean, if you would have said even five years ago that a drummer could sell out Brixton Electric or a tuba player could sell out Village Underground, they would laugh! Five years ago, it was a risky thing to play a tuba-led song in a club, and now these guys are borderline superstars. It’s mad! And the people who were playing the music, your Nubyas and your Theons and your Poppy Ajudhas, your Oscar Jeromes, they’re at the club too! They’re not just academic jazz heads who sit down practising rudiments all day. They’re into garage. They’re into house. They’re into techno. And they’re there when you’re playing your set and you drop one of their tunes. This sense of togetherness is the key thing. It’s not like you’ve got the jazz guys doing the jazz thing, you’ve got the club guys doing the club thing. It’s all kind of mixed up.

            Zara McFarlane

            I don’t think that I was aware of the movement. I think it is hard to see when you are in the middle of it. You’re just busy doing what you’re doing. What was fun was seeing my friends creating their own projects, hearing their style and seeing them progress as artists. When people started asking that question I didn’t really see it. I was thinking what movement? Everyone is just out there doing their thing.

         

         By 2019, the new wave of jazz had had so much coverage and was now so self-evidently cool that Shoreditch hipster magazine Vice ran a wry profile of ‘the Nu Jazz Lad’3 who pretends to be into jazz in order to 4impress girls, holding ‘long, coked-up conversations about how jazz is the new punk’. For all its mockery and swagger, the piece actually defines the new scene and its appeal quite well, noting that this ‘isn’t the jazz your parents put on when they’re trying to reignite their waning sex lives … there is a youthful jazz resurgence happening in south-east London’. It highlights a dynamic energy originating in new venues and unusual spaces; a different audience from fans of ‘Actual Jazz’ who ‘wear porkpie hats and a general air of condescension and involuntary celibacy’; a collaborative atmosphere among young players; support from tastemaker DJs; and crossover with some of the DIY aesthetic of punk and grime.

         
            Femi Koleoso

            I wanted to be associated with Max Roach and I dressed like him and I thought he was cool as hell. But I also wanted to be associated with Skepta and I still dress like him and think he’s cool as hell. The difference is I never saw jazz as a compromise for wanting to be like Skepta. I think that way of thinking is unique to the jazz that my generation is producing, where we were looking at grime MCs and garage, dub, reggae, drum and bass, and we weren’t looking at jazz as this different, separate world. We made jazz sound like London. You know what I’m saying, fam?

            Gilles Peterson

            There’s a swagger and self-confidence about this movement. There’s a respect for the elders, but not too much respect for the elders. There’s an understanding that by being young and not being just promoted by the institutions, creating their own spots, whether it’s Steez or TRC, they’re creating a movement and an audience that wants to be part of it. And once you’ve got that, then that just expands and becomes word of mouth and then everybody wants to be part of it. That’s why it’s so, so good at the moment. I mean, when people see a bunch of young people on stage playing fucking great music they’ve never heard live before, they’re gonna go mad for it. It’s super exciting. 5

         

         As someone who had loved jazz since my teens alongside drum and bass, garage, reggae and hip-hop, then UK funky, grime, house, techno and a range of African music, the energy around this new wave was refreshing and in sharp contrast with the moribund way that jazz had been presented and perceived for much of the past twenty-five years. Like many people who grew up in the 1990s, I remember a time when being into jazz was accompanied by a distinct social stigma; now Vice was mocking people who pretend to like it because it’s cool.

         One of the major nodes perpetuating the negative jazz stereotype was cult mid-nineties sketch show The Fast Show, in which actor John Thomson plays ‘Jazz Club’ presenter Louis Balfour. A middle-aged white man with a slight pot belly, clad in a burgundy polo neck, a cheap shiny suit with wide lapels and a gold medallion, he looks at the camera, fag in hand, and says: ‘Hello … And welcome to Jazz Club, bringing you all that’s best in the world of jazz … niiiiice.’ This sketch branded jazz as deeply uncool for an entire generation.

         The catchphrase, devastating in its simplicity, stuck around for a very long time. Just as it was impossible to run around a park without some joker shouting, ‘Run, Forrest, run!’ for years after the 1994 release of Forrest Gump, for the rest of the nineties and well beyond, it was hard to mention jazz outside of enthusiast circles without some Green Day, Blur or Coldplay fan pointing their finger at you and saying, ‘Niiiiice’. While astute observers and jazz aficionados may have seen in Balfour a specific mockery of BBC music programmes of the 1960s and 1970s like Jazz 625 and The Old Grey Whistle Test, most casual viewers didn’t differentiate between the types of jazz being mocked, nor did they knowingly chuckle along with the creators at the niche cultural references. For the average viewer in their teens and twenties with no external co-relative to tell them different, this was simply what jazz was: a self-evidently laughable form of music, loved by out-of-touch, 6out-of-shape white men with deeply questionable taste.

         For many musicians who came up in this sketch’s long shadow there is still some anger, often accompanied by a reluctant acceptance that there was more than a grain of truth behind the joke.

         
            Seb Rochford

            I just found it disrespectful. It’s like he was ignoring the social context of jazz, it wasn’t coming from a place of knowledge of what that music is about.

            Binker Golding

            That did more damage for jazz in this country than a lot of things. I do think it’s pretty accurate. But that was the thing, it was actually too effective, too honest and it stuck. It completely stuck. That show hasn’t been on the airwaves in almost thirty years and still to this day, we’re using memes from that show. People still put images of that up on the internet, ‘Niiiiice’. And you think, my God, what do we have to do to shake off this image and get it in the past?

            Shabaka Hutchings

            I think jazz WAS very uncool. It wasn’t summarily uncool but there was just a lot of uncool things about it. That’s the hard pill to swallow, that if you went to your average jazz night fifteen years ago, ten years ago, it was just a lot of old men. Sitting around listening to the music. It was guys in suits being very stiff playing it. Not everybody, of course. And not the kind of big-name players that you might see written in history books. But if you were just to go to any unknown jazz gig, there was a lot of not very cool stuff being done, especially in relation to how musicians were interacting with the audience. So many gigs I’ve been to where you just had a bunch of guys looking really miserable onstage, trying to play really difficult tunes. Looking like they are trying to solve the puzzle onstage. 7

         

         The Fast Show, of course, did not invent the idea of jazz as the exclusive pursuit of outmoded middle-aged white men. It drew on and amplified a stereotype that was already lurking in the corners of popular culture: a stereotype which spoke to many people’s lived experience.

         
            Ciro Romano

            Jazz for a long, long time, you go to these shows, people dress as if they were your dad or your grandma. There wasn’t a lot of sexiness about it. And there wasn’t a lot of modernity or any feeling of being contemporary. And I think that put a lot of people off.

            Nick Lewis

            It had gotten all a bit pretentious and navel-gazing in the nineties, and very white, very middle-aged. Maybe it had just gotten stale. The only audience left as a result of that was, you know, your dad and my dad. Who had grown up with it. Because no new audience was being cultivated. There was no new spokesman of their generation.

         

         And while The Fast Show mocked the self-importance of jazz enthusiasts, the launch of Yves Saint Laurent’s Live Jazz aftershave in 1998 and the use of jazz on countless car and jewellery advertisements reinforced a perception of jazz as American, safe, white, elitist; music to sell luxury watches and create an atmosphere at expensive restaurants. I will always remember the ad that ran repeatedly on Jazz FM at that time, with an alluring American female movie-star voice advertising Sunday champagne jazz brunch at ‘Smollensky’s on the Strand’ amid a background of smooth piano jazz. Tastemaker DJ Gilles Peterson had been on the original Jazz FM roster in 1990 but was kicked off for inviting listeners to join a demonstration against British involvement in the first Gulf War. American? Yes. High-class? Of course. Political? Absolutely not! 8

         
            Courtney Pine

            I found it funny that jazz was used as a kind of posh music. And the reality of the thing was you’re dealing with music that is really from the community for the community.

            Emma-Jean Thackray

            My first degree was at the Royal Welsh College of Music doing jazz trumpet. And they had this club there called Jazz Cafe. When I was there in 2007–11, it was bullshit, the stage faced the wall. It didn’t actually face any people. And as soon as you finished playing they would kick you out. They were trying to be this Ronnie Scott’s kind of vibe: people are just here to have a nice glass of wine and there’s some furniture music going on. And then I started getting the Megabus to London to go see gigs, trying to pop into Ronnie’s and thinking, ‘What is this bullshit, I can’t even afford to get into Ronnie’s’ – that’s when I really started noticing this kind of white-washed, clean, fake image of jazz that was going on rather than the stuff that I had been listening to and seeking out.

            Dave Okumu

            It just felt like a misrepresentation. It didn’t really relate to what I was experiencing. I think there was this kind of myth constructed, it’s like what happened with classical music, there’s a sense that it’s intellectual or it’s cerebral or it’s smooth or it’s ridiculous in some way.

         

         While I cultivated a love of jazz through learning jazz guitar at school, discovering standards in the ubiquitous Real Book* and getting hold of some of the original artists on CD, I couldn’t reconcile this portrayal with the wild energy I could hear in the music. I remember reading this account of Benzedrine-addled beat poets freaking out to 9the solo in Jack Kerouac’s 1957 novel On The Road and thinking, what happened? How did it go from that to this? 

         
            Out we jumped in the warm, mad night, hearing a wild tenorman’s bawling horns across the way going, ee-yah(ph), ee-ya, and hands clapping to the beat and folks yelling go, go, go. And far from escorting the girls into the place, Dean Moriarty was already racing across the street with his huge bandit’s thumb in the air yelling, blow, man, blow.

         

         I wanted to yell, ‘Blow, man, blow!’ But nothing I could see or hear would provide that context. As I got more interested in the music and began to read autobiographies like Miles Davis’s Miles and Charles Mingus’s Beneath the Underdog, I was struck by the contrast between the clean way jazz was presented in the 1990s and the gritty depictions of the bohemian lives of the pioneers of the 1940s and 1950s. Miles, himself no prude, gives a shocked description of the behaviour of legendary alto player and innovator Charlie Parker that could have come straight off the pages of a Kerouac novel:

         
            That’s the way Bird was; he was a great and genius musician, man, but he was also one of the slimiest and greediest motherfuckers who ever lived in this world, at least that I ever met … I remember one time we was coming down to The Street to play from uptown and Bird had this white bitch in the back of the taxi with us. He done already shot up a lot of heroin and now the mother-fucker’s eating chicken – his favorite food – and drinking whisky and telling the bitch to get down and suck his dick …†

         

         Mingus goes still further, with an autobiography devoted far more to graphic and misogynistic anecdotes about women and his ‘cousin’ Billy Bones – ‘the only black pimp that’s made over five million dollars 10a year in hustling alone’ – than anything to do with his relationship to the music. Not generally held to be strictest fact, this sensationalism can likely be attributed to a combination of commercial motivation and Mingus’s famous contrariness, revelling in a book that would both shock and thrill white middle-American audiences.‡ Whether or not it is precisely accurate is far less significant than the fact that a musician of Mingus’s stature would even choose to fill his autobiography with anecdotes that paint a picture of the jazz underworld of his era as being far closer to nineties gangsta rap’s self-conscious glorification of the hustler’s lifestyle than the shiny image cultivated by that decade’s jazz musicians. 

         This parallel between the culture around early bebop and nineties gangsta rap is significant: both are musics originated by marginalised young black males that suddenly found extreme popularity among white audiences. While its defenders saw gangsta rap as a means of highlighting the social problems faced by young urban blacks dealing with racism, poverty and limited opportunities, many of its consumers, especially white teenagers, saw exoticised glamour rather than any call to action.4 The music industry, of course, capitalised on this emerging market, supporting a shift away from the subversive political hip-hop of acts like Public Enemy and KRS-One to what many perceived as a glorification of misogyny, criminality and conspicuous consumption in the work of Snoop Doggy Dogg, 2Pac and the Notorious B.I.G.

         Similarly, jazz was a music originated by the children and grandchildren of slaves in New Orleans, cultivated in the black ghettos of 1920s and 1930s Chicago, St Louis and Kansas City, reinvigorated in the 1940s and 1950s in the densely packed clubs of New York; but here it was, in late-twentieth-century London, being used to sell 11cars, watches and premium fragrances, or derided as a deeply uncool minority interest. 

         The stereotyping of jazz and its followers continued well into the new millennium. Building on a trope established in The Simpsons with Bart’s brilliant but awkward jazz-loving sister Lisa, cult 2002–4 series The Mighty Boosh further dented jazz’s reputation with the character of jazzercise-practicing, jazz fusion enthusiast Howard Moon. His pompous self-obsession and ambitions of being ‘the greatest jazz player in Yorkshire’ are contrasted with the charismatic easiness of proto-hipster Vince Noir, addicted to the eighties synth-pop of Gary Numan. As well as a reappearance of the polo neck and medallion trope from The Fast Show, The Mighty Boosh even indulges in blackface as Noel Fielding embodies ‘the Spirit of Jazz’, signing a contract for Howard’s soul in an echoing of the famous legend about proto-bluesman Robert Johnson.

         As late as 2012, jazz was being openly mocked on mainstream media, not only by comedians but by professional music critics.

         
            Dave Okumu

            I was invited to be a talking head on the Mercury Awards after the second Invisible record. I remember sitting on a sofa with a bunch of music journalists, earnestly talking about the nominations, and then they were like, ‘Yeah, and the jazz nomination,’ and they all started giggling. It stands as one of the most grating experiences in relation to this whole thing of how jazz is perceived, because they were basically belittling this music. It was like jazz is a joke, and this is a token nomination, and let’s all make Fast Show jokes. It was unbelievably reductive. I remember just being so alarmed that these adults who work in music and write about music and criticise music and have actually an immense amount of power have not evolved sufficiently to basically understand what music is. I was in shock! It was really, really distasteful and really, really disappointing. And I just try to imagine if we were doing that about punk or about electronic music. It’s just, why is this happening? 12

         

         And yet that very same year, the year London reannounced itself to the world as an international, global city with the spectacular postcolonial fanfare of the 2012 Summer Olympics (bulldozing much of East London in the process), the seeds of the new generation were already quietly beginning to germinate.

         How did UK jazz change from the ‘dry and unsexy’ music of ‘your dad’, ‘my dad’ and ‘your grandma’ to the vital, politically charged, inclusive sound of modern London? This book is a homage to the remarkable generation that made jazz cool again, putting their achievement in the context of wider social, cultural and political issues. You’ll hear about Britain as the centre of empire, the Caribbean and African migrations that powered this wave of jazz, and the other London musics with which jazz intersected to give this wave its unique identity. I’ll tell the story of the Jazz Warriors generation whose support, examples and horror stories helped the new cohort avoid many of the same mistakes, and examine the changes in the music industry and the growth of social media that allowed them to claim their independence. I’ll look at the new narratives around race and gender which spoke to an increasingly politicised generation in a background of savagely right-wing domestic politics and a growth of extremism worldwide, rejuvenating jazz’s original purpose as a music of spiritual freedom, the unapologetic expression of an oppressed people. And I’ll explore the forty-year career of DJ Gilles Peterson to tell the story of the UK’s unique lineage of jazz for the dancefloor.

         But the first question immediately invites a follow-up: how did jazz ever come to be seen as uncool, stale, white, elitist, ‘classical’ in the first place? This is a story that is impossible to tell without telling a wider story of capitalism, slavery, migration, racism and tension between (mostly black) jazz innovators and a (mostly white) industry that has accompanied the music at every stage in its development.

         Even the apparently harmless mockery of jazz in The Fast Show was seen by some as just another sinister iteration of the long history of racist stereotyping of black culture and black people. 13

         
            Cleveland Watkiss

            I thought it was a bag of bollocks, man. I thought it was insulting. I didn’t find anything funny about it at all. I thought it was disrespect to our culture, total disrespect to our music and our culture. By white people just making fun of our music, what they do all the time. I don’t find that kind of thing funny because I got a lot of respect for the art form and the music and the people that died for this music, the Charlie Parkers and the Duke Ellingtons and Thelonious Monks, man. And I’m gonna go and look at some bullshit like that? That’s not funny to me. Like Ali G’s not funny for me. And he’s getting fat on that. To me, there’s no difference between him and that guy that used to paint himself black and go and do the Chitlin’ Circuit. The black-and-white minstrel guy, ‘Mammy, Mammy, how I love ya Mammy.’ What are you doing, man? It’s that same shit.

         

         Seen from this angle, it is easy to draw a line between The Fast Show’s mockery of jazz and – in Channel 4’s 2002–4 Bo’ Selecta! – an even more brutal assassination of another art form that had started as a black urban subculture: UK garage, as personified by vocalist Craig David. Having become an instant star in November 1999 with the lead vocal on Artful Dodger’s ‘Re-Rewind’, David had rapidly become one of the biggest artists in the UK, with solo singles ‘Fill Me In’ (April 2000) and ‘7 Days’ (July 2000) going straight in at #1 in the UK singles chart. Parent album Born to Do It (August 2000) still holds the record for fastest-selling UK album of all time by a solo male artist, going on to sell over eight million copies worldwide and going platinum in the UK a staggering six times.

         The gravy train ground to an excruciating halt when white comedian Leigh Francis appeared in a grotesque latex mask caricaturing David’s trademark beard and pronounced chin, in a visual nod to 1980s political satire Spitting Image. Not content with accentuating David’s real-life attributes, and apparently totally comfortable with 14blackface, Francis furnished him with the fictional gifts of incontinence, a Yorkshire accent and a pet peregrine falcon called Kes.§ The series saw David through a string of embarrassing misadventures, watching porn, pissing himself on his tour bus, endlessly repeating his own name and the catchphrase, ‘It’s proper bo’, I tell thee!’

         Unsurprisingly, the show had a devastating effect both on David’s career and mental health, and with record sales plummeting, the singer eventually decided to move to Miami to avoid the daily abuse in the UK. Leigh Francis and the Bo’ Selecta! team, by contrast, were thriving. Capitalising on the success of the TV programme, Christmas singles were released in both 2003 and 2004, charting at No. 3 and No. 4 respectively. Love or hate Craig David’s music,¶ it is hard not to feel sympathy for a young man in his early twenties looking on in bewilderment as a comedian launches an utterly unprovoked attack on his career and reputation, proceeding to cannibalise the success that had been his just a short while earlier.

         By 2019, after a comeback as spectacular as it was unexpected, David was referring to Bo’ Selecta as ‘a blessing in disguise’, and it is testament to his immense resilience, integrity and a very particular set of circumstances that things worked out as they did.5 But he could easily not have made it. Echoing Cleveland Watkiss’ reading of The Fast Show as a white comedian’s racist dismissal of a black art form, the parallels with Bo’ Selecta are obvious: both shows are on the dark road that leads right back to the ugly traditions of blackface and minstrelsy,|| a road strewn with 15the corpses of black performers and art forms, with white comedians exploiting stereotypes around black culture for their own personal gain. A similar process had unfolded in Baddiel and Skinner’s jokes about footballer Jason Lee’s braided topknot in Fantasy Football League and Nick Hancock’s obsession with the size of sprinter Linford Christie’s penis on They Think It’s All Over, where the hard work and astounding achievements of black stars were obscured by white comedians’ obsession with their physical attributes, causing lasting emotional damage. 

         Perhaps the most horrific landmark on this road is the ‘Disco Demolition’ event of 12 July 1979, in which radio DJ Steve Dahl, dressed in a combat helmet and military fatigues, literally blew up an estimated seventy thousand disco records as interval entertainment at the White Sox vs Detroit Tigers double-header** in Chicago’s Comiskey Park.6 This constitutes one of the largest singular deliberate acts of cultural destruction of all time, terrifyingly reminiscent of the mass Nazi book burnings of 1933.

         Disco, like both jazz and garage, had begun as a primarily black but racially inclusive subculture, exploding into the mainstream in 1977 with the quadruple Grammy-winning film Saturday Night Fever.7 Responding to disco’s sudden popularity among white audiences, Dahl’s station had told him he would have to play disco or quit. Embittered, he joined another station in March 1979 and began ‘blowing up’ disco records live on air, dropping the sound of an explosion after dragging the needle across the record. Disco was, he claimed, ‘an intimidating lifestyle, an intimidating culture being forced down our throats’.8 Some might hear in his choice of words an oblique reference to disco’s origins in New York’s gay scene; the ‘Disco Sucks’ slogan he adopted for his campaign, with accompanying T-shirts, made the point rather 16less subtly. Mike Veeck, son of the Chicago White Sox’s owner, loved the show: the result was an offer of discounted entry to the stadium for anyone showing up with a disco record. Seventy thousand people poured in clutching, as future house music pioneer Vince Lawrence noted, not only disco records but ‘mostly just black records’.†† 

         Whether or not the protagonists were conscious of their own roles (and on the whole I dismiss their claims of innocence as either disingenuous or naïve to the point of blameworthiness), it is no great leap of the imagination to see Disco Demolition, The Fast Show and Bo’ Selecta! as an attack on black culture as represented by disco, jazz and garage, and by implication as an attack on the legitimacy of black people in general as active members of US and UK society.

         But, paradoxically, just as Disco Demolition made way for house and techno and Bo’ Selecta for grime, The Fast Show and subsequent mockeries did not kill jazz. Rather, the general lack of interest in the music provided cover for a new generation to hone their craft and develop organically, away from commercial pressure and media attention. Cultivating their own community, developing their own scenes, they recombined diverse elements of jazz’s history, both musical and cultural, to create the unapologetic expression that is the subject of this book. And when they finally put their head above the parapet, the scene was already fully developed, providing a perfect story for the media to amplify, allowing its rapid growth both nationally and worldwide.

         
            * * *

         

         This is not a story I would have wanted or felt empowered to tell without the active participation of so many of the amazing characters who made it happen. While the Covid-19 pandemic of 2020 onwards wreaked death and destruction globally and the resulting lockdowns and travel restrictions froze the live music industry in its tracks, severely 17threatening the livelihoods of all those who make their living from it, it provided an unprecedented opportunity to conduct in-depth interviews with the architects of this and previous waves of UK jazz. As well as providing practical opportunities for long-form Zoom interviews without the pressure of relentless touring schedules (and normalising the remote conferencing technology itself), the strange stillness bookended years of intense and organic growth for the scene and its major players, presenting a perfect moment for reflection. And while the horrifying murder of George Floyd in May 2020 and the global outpouring that followed it provided a stark reminder of just how present a force racism remains, the event and its aftermath provided a framework for me to ask interviewees direct and difficult questions about racism and identity, for which I believe the book is much richer. 

         I have tried to let interviewees speak for themselves as much as possible. Two of the books that affected me most deeply in my research for this project were Nat Shapiro and Nat Hentoff’s Hear Me Talkin’ to Ya and Arthur Taylor’s Notes and Tones, both of which privilege direct speech from the artists.9 I was deeply moved by the intimacy and immediacy of these long-dead artists’ voices, defying those stuffy old uncles Space and Time and sounding oddly familiar. In that sense, this book represents an attempt to record this generation’s voices for posterity and I hope that, at whatever date in the future you read this, they speak to you as clearly as those long-dead musicians did to me. In order to avoid cluttering the text, I have included a brief biographical description of each interviewee in an appendix. I should also acknowledge a subconscious debt to South American novelist Roberto Bolano’s The Savage Detectives, which I read just before starting work on this book, and in which multiple characters give their subjective opinions and rambling recollections of the book’s central characters and events, which the reader assimilates to form their own picture. In the same way, I’ve chosen to let verbatim quotes stand alone, generally without introduction or comment; they can be interpreted as solos or accents that respond to and colour the main narrative. 18

         
            Cleveland Watkiss

            The idea of free form is the natural condition of the human being: being able to flow in the moment and let that moment be what it is. Let it be what it is and then let it go: ‘That’s what it was. But this is what it is now.’ And in that spirit is how we play, how we sing or how we make music or how we do anything, how we walk, how we talk. More or less you call me up and you press play. And here we are, you didn’t give me any sort of questions beforehand. I like that because then it’s more real. In the moment, it’s raw, I feel like I can be more succinct and honest, I’ll speak from the gut and from the heart. Let the soul be what it wants to be. Don’t try and abort it, which happens a lot – we abort our ideas because of fear, loads of reasons. I think that’s why music, and especially improvised music, jazz, is so special, because it’s a real reflection of the human condition in that moment. And when we are able to flow like that, oh, man, there’s nothing like it.

         

         As the interview process went on, I came to regard the interviews as something like an old-fashioned ‘recording date’. In the modern days of multi-tracking, overdubs and home studios, this term has almost disappeared from the lexicon, but it’s all over the biographies of Miles, Mingus, Duke Ellington and Horace Silver: you turned up for the date and you played. And if someone was drunk or hungover or couldn’t get heroin or having trouble with their partner, that’s what the record sounds like; sometimes it was magic and sometimes it was sludge.

         I’m pleased to say that while I experienced many of the interviews as magic, none felt quite like sludge. But some interviewees may have felt that they didn’t deliver their best work on that date. While I prepared questions ahead of time for my own reference, in what might loosely be compared with ‘the head’ of a bebop tune – the basic melody and chord changes which form the structure around which musicians can improvise – I almost never shared these with the interviewees in advance.10 This was not about creating an unequal balance of power 19but simply about hearing my collocutor’s true thoughts in the immediacy of that conversation, unmediated by their ideas about what they ought to say and how they ought to be perceived.

         This generated, at times, some brilliantly awkward and controversial results, and though many of these comments would have made great reading, I am not a journalist striving to sell papers through sensationalism and exploitation. This book is intended as a homage to this cultural moment and the cultural moments which led to it, not to create divisions. For this reason I’ve avoided some of the more provocative comments, and offered all interviewees the chance to read transcripts of their interviews and redact any comments.11

         The depth of the scene is such that there will inevitably be key voices that are not included: to those artists and their fans I say only sorry. I think particularly of Blue Lab Beats, Alfa Mist, Kaidi Tatham, IG Culture, Ego Ella May, Mark Kavuma, Chelsea Carmichael, Ashley Henry, Floating Points, Daniel Casimir, Alabaster DePlume, Kamaal Williams, Tenderlonious, Soweto Kinch, Eska, Pete Wareham, Four Tet, Errol and Alex Rita from Touching Bass, Pete from On the Corner … but there are so many others I would have loved to speak to. With over eighty interviews, it was essential to draw a line somewhere.

         This book is different also from the oral histories mentioned above in that I spoke to promoters, venue owners, agents, managers, label bosses, broadcasters and writers as well as artists. This reflects my belief that there are many ways to contribute to music without playing an instrument. I’ve tried to represent a broad spread of those whose contributions made this scene happen. The one group not represented here is audience members, the silent majority whose presence and support made this entire movement meaningful. I can only say, to everyone who came through to shows, bought records, supported and continue to support this scene: big respect. You truly are the ones who make it what it is. 20

         
            * * *

         

         Three caveats:

         Firstly, I’ve generally avoided detailed description of the music, both because I think music works better as music than words and because there is so much music in this wave that will speak to people in different ways. But each of this book’s chapters takes its title from a piece of music which highlights its theme, and I’ve combined all these and other relevant music in a series of Spotify playlists, accessible at bit.ly/unapologeticexpression. I warmly invite you to listen to these, and the work of all of the artists mentioned, whilst reading.

         Secondly, while this book’s cover proudly references ‘the UK jazz explosion’, the vast majority of the scenes and artists described here are from London. Partly this reflects my own bias as a lifetime Londoner, and it needs to be acknowledged that London is not the only UK city with a thriving jazz scene: there are powerful grassroots scenes in Leeds and Manchester, Liverpool and Bristol, Glasgow and Edinburgh and Birmingham.

         But this is not only Londoncentrism at play. London is by far the biggest city in the UK and the third most populous metropolitan area in the whole of Europe.12 It has more musicians, more clubs, more festivals, more conservatoires, and a far, far larger audience. Artists and agents have found out the hard way that many acts that can sell over five hundred tickets in London will struggle to get to one hundred in most places outside it. London is the centre of the UK’s media and politics, and the best-known British city internationally, so it is perhaps inevitable that the London scene has been written about more than others and attracted more attention, both in the UK and abroad.

         It is also London’s vital role as the centre of the British Empire that has given the city its immense cultural richness. Of course, the capital is not the only city with a large diaspora population and accordingly diverse music scene: the chest-melting bass of Leeds’s Iration Steppas sound system; the hybrid electronic hip-hop of Manchester’s Levelz; the heavy sound system culture of the West Midlands, from the Specials right through to the drill/Afrobeats of Coventry’s Pa Salieu; the powerful reggae heritage and warehouse party scene that fed Bristol’s post-punk, trip-hop and drum and 21bass scenes; and Luton’s vibrant late-nineties UK garage scene. All these are stories worth telling, but they are different stories.

         And lastly, while I’ve allowed space for other voices to speak to you directly, I’ve tried to pick a path through the forest of material, experiences and ideas, telling the story in my own way and highlighting the things I believe are important. I claim no absolute authority: mine is a partial, subjective tale, reflecting my own politics and priorities. I’ve drawn on my own lived experience where relevant: first and foremost, on twenty-five years of deep love for jazz and the many musics of London, the city in which I was born in 1982, grew up in the 1990s and still live now, but also on nearly twenty years of work as artist, promoter, agent and record label owner. I promoted over five hundred shows at venues and festivals around the UK between 2007–18 under the Wormfood brand, set up a booking agency in 2012 and a record label in 2015, representing and releasing music by many of the artists mentioned in this book, including United Vibrations, The Comet Is Coming, Nubiyan Twist, Tony Allen, Nubya Garcia, Zara McFarlane, Maisha and Vels Trio. I’ve played over two hundred shows as percussionist with my own band Afriquoi, and countless more DJ sets, and so hope to be able to offer an artist’s perspective as well as a writer’s. I have continued to work as an agent at Earth Agency throughout my work on this book, representing a combination of jazz, African and global electronic artists. I’ve been closely watching the scene since its inception, personally attended most of the events and venues described in this book, and already had long relationships with many of the interviewees; conversely, there were many I was meeting for the first time, and I am not so embedded in the scene as not to be able to see the wood for the trees. While most of those interviewed would probably consider themselves ‘insiders’, in so far as any jazz musician is willing to accept that notion, I would consider myself both inside and outside the scene I am describing, and I hope that this semi-amphibious perspective is a useful one. 22

         
            * * *

         

         These caveats aside, my hope for this book is to put one of the millennium’s most exciting musical moments into a broader context: musically, culturally and politically. This is a tribute to the independence and energy of a new generation of musicians, and those who paved the way for them, both directly and indirectly. It is a loving paean to the vital role music can play in the life of individuals, communities and the city itself, as a tool for identity creation, community cohesion, political expression. And it is a meditation on modern, postcolonial Britain – in all its diversity, hypocrisy, division and flawed, self-destructive brilliance.

         
            
377Notes

            1 From the festival’s own website, xthetracks.com.

            2 Francesca Babb, ‘How Jazz Got Cool — and the Names You Need on Your Playlist’, Sunday Times, 20 Oct. 2019.

            3 Niloufar Haidari, ‘Introducing: The Nu Jazz Lad’, Vice, 25 Jan. 2019.

            4 A 1992 survey found that 74 per cent of rap sold in the first six months of that year was bought by whites (Clarence Lusane, ‘Rap, Race and Politics’, Race and Class 35:1, July 1993).

            5 Michael Cragg, ‘Craig David: “Bo’ Selecta! was a blessing in disguise”’, Guardian, 31 Aug. 2019.

            6 This event first came on my radar thanks to Dave Randall’s Sound System: The Political Power of Music (Pluto Press, 2017), but most of the details come from the short films cited below.

            7 A lot more could, and has, been said about the origins of disco but space forbids me going further here. I would highly recommend Bill Brewster and Frank Broughton’s Last Night a DJ Saved My Life (White Rabbit, 2022) for a general overview of disco’s origins and role as the cornerstone of subsequent dance music genres. The Saturday Night Fever soundtrack sold 16 million units, made up primarily of new songs by Australian-born, UK-raised white band The Bee Gees, who went on become the sixth biggest-selling band of all time, shifting a mind-boggling 120 million records worldwide.

            8 ‘Disco Demolition: From Riot to Rebirth’, ep. 4 of The Note, Red Bull Music Academy (2016), youtube.com/watch?v=AiDYGlSJY1E.

            9 Nat Shapiro and Nat Hentoff (eds), Hear Me Talkin’ to Ya: The Story of Jazz As Told by the Men Who Made It (Dover, 1966); Arthur Taylor, Notes and Tones: Musician-to-Musician Interviews (Da Capo Press, 1993). Other books that have been especially helpful have been Mark Cotgrove (Snowboy), From Jazz Funk and Fusion to Acid Jazz (AuthorHouse, 2009), 378Brian Belle-Fortune, All Crews: Journeys Through Jungle/Drum and Bass Culture (Vision, 2005) and Joe Muggs and Brian David Stevens, Bass, Mids, Tops: An Oral History of Soundsystem Culture (Strange Attractor Press, 2019). 

            10 One tragic exception to this was London Jazz Festival co-founder and former Serious director John Cumming, who was in hospital having treatment for cancer and asked for questions so that he could think about them in advance in order to maximise his energy in the interview. Sadly, he died a few days before our scheduled interview.

            11 Not everyone took this chance, of course, but many did.

            12 The London metropolitan area is much larger than the traditional M25, including the commutable towns of the Home Counties; its population is 14.8 million, after Moscow (17.3 million) and Istanbul (16 million). That’s 3.4 million more than Paris and more than double the size of the next two, Madrid and Milan, with 6.55 and 6.2 million respectively (Thomas Brinkhoff, ‘Major Agglomerations of the World’, citypopulation.de/en/world/agglomerations).

         

         
            * A book of sheet music of popular jazz tunes (the name is a reference to the ‘fake books’ of unofficial sheet music which many musicians used).

            † Reading this again in 2021, it is hard not to wonder what the taxi driver might have been thinking, and be relieved, for Bird’s sake, that Uber was some sixty-five years in the distance. One can only wonder what his rating would have been.

            ‡ Iceberg Slim’s Pimp, published in 1967, had been a huge commercial success, and this may well have contributed to publisher Alfred Knopf’s decision to retain the pimping section while cutting two-thirds of Mingus’ 1,500-page manuscript, dramatically increasing its proportional weight in the book.

            § The accent and falcon are a nod to Ken Loach’s 1969 kitchen sink drama Kes. Francis also personified Michael Jackson and Trisha Goddard in the same series. Blackface was bizarrely common in this period; David Baddiel famously blacked up to portray footballer Jason Lee with a pineapple on his head in nineties football TV programme Fantasy Football League, not attracting serious condemnation until much further down the line.

            ¶ I was never much of a fan and always inwardly blamed him for the commercialisation of garage, so didn’t feel much sympathy at the time; now the whole thing just seems bitterly cruel and unfair.

            || This is especially true in Bo’ Selecta’s portrayal of Michael Jackson, who is recast as a sex-crazed misogynist speaking an extreme parody of 1970s blaxploitation ‘jive talk’.

            ** Mystical readers may see a cosmic resonance in the fact that it was these two places that became synonymous with house and techno respectively; cynical readers may see the choice of this match as deliberately provocative, Detroit and Chicago being two of the US cities with the largest black populations and hence presumably the largest chance of black people watching their culture publicly destroyed.

            †† In an amusing subversion of Dahl’s intentions, he admits to reading the titles of the records and stashing away any he recognised in his locker at the stadium.
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            ‘Rye Lane Shuffle’

            The New UK Jazz

         

         
            Moses Boyd

            I can talk about the history of how we met and all of this, but I’ve always felt there was something bigger than us that I can’t explain that was just happening in the universe. I’ve always felt there’s been this thing that’s going on beyond all of our control, that we’ve kind of come at the right time.

         

         There is no clear beginning to the wave of jazz, nor will there be a clear end, for the most beautiful of reasons: because jazz is a lineage. An unbroken tradition of community music stretching back a hundred and twenty years, looking both ahead and behind, straddling multiple generations and styles. Even in 2023, the current crop of UK jazz musicians reaches directly back to the very birth of jazz in just a few steps. Nubya Garcia was taught by Jean Toussaint who played with Art Blakey, who played with Charlie Parker, who played with Earl Hines, who played with Louis Armstrong, who learnt from Joe Oliver, who played with Buddy Bolden.

         
            Courtney Pine

            The important thing to know is that it’s a chain. And everybody in that link chain is imperative to keeping this freedom of expression called jazz alive.

         

         Nevertheless, our story must start somewhere, and in this chapter I want to pay homage to the excitement and energy around ‘the new 26UK jazz scene’, highlighting some of its key artists, releases, venues and promoters.

         
​‘They are the template’ (United Vibrations)

         For me, the story began with United Vibrations. I first heard them at a OneTaste event at the Bedford in Balham in November 2009: the three Dayes brothers, Ahmad (trombone), Kareem (bass) and Yussef (drums), and ‘brother from another mother’, Anglo-Caribbean saxophonist Wayne Francis.* Wayne would later co-found the raucous Steam Down nights in Deptford, and Steam Down Orchestra, as well as producing and performing under moniker Ahnansé; Yussef would go on to be one half of the brightly burning but short-lived flame that was Yussef Kamaal, subsequently achieving success simply as Yussef Dayes, and through his collaborations with Tom Misch.

         Heavily influenced by the 1970s free jazz and Afrofuturism of Sun Ra, the syncopated grooves of West Africa, a DIY punk aesthetic and the grime, drum and bass and UK hip-hop of urban London, United Vibrations were way ahead of their time. Using Afrofuturist imagery long before Kamasi Washington brought it back into fashion (and the film Black Panther brought it to a wider public), they described their music as ‘cosmodelic Afro jazz punk’, a definition largely lost on both promoters and audiences. People just didn’t know what to do with them.

         
            Aly Gillani

            United Vibrations created space for a lot of other people that have come since. 27

            Wozzy Brewster

            The first terminology that I gave it as a band manager for United Vibrations was cosmodelic Afro punk, because you couldn’t just call it jazz. It really wasn’t just jazz. It was something else. And I think when you’ve got three brothers and the brother from another mother creating such tight pieces. Whoa! Blow your mind. They are the template. If you look at that history, they are the template for the new jazz movement.

            Wayne Francis

            I think with United Vibrations, there were a lot of people that liked the energy of the music. However, I don’t think the music had the ability to travel as much because we were kind of the only ones doing what we were doing at the time. We were just this band that is doing something that nobody knows quite where to place. We were like the misfits of the scene.

            Emma Warren

            They were just before their time because they were the evolutionary bridge that got to this time. You need those people.

         

         I fell in love seeing them busking at Glastonbury in 2010, setting themselves up in the no man’s land between the Other Stage and the Dance Village,† rinsing out their independence anthem, ‘My Way’, with the English mantra sung insistently over a powerful 6/8 groove to make it sound like a West African chant.

         I started to work with them, initially as a promoter, putting them on at many Wormfood nights and festival stages. I became their agent in 2011, the first band I signed to my new agency, epitomising the intersection between jazz, African and electronic music that has been the central focus for my own career as musician, promoter, agent, 28label owner, festival organiser and educator. But from an agent’s point of view, I found most promoters baffled as to where to pitch them. Some wanted to put them in peak-time party-band slots, where the political content of the music confused and alienated some audiences; others would try to put them in classic ‘jazz’ slots, where the percussive energy of the music would demand seated audiences to rise. 

         
            Ahmad Dayes

            So we start this thing, we go out and we gig, and we know the music’s good. We know we’ve got something special, we’re hyped on what we’re doing. Sometimes I remember standing up on a stage and looking out at the crowd and they look baffled! Like, ‘What the fuck is this? I don’t know what to do – do I dance, do I jump, do I focus on what they’re saying?’ Sometimes you come off stage thinking, ‘How the fuck did that go? Was that a good gig? Was it bad?’ You wouldn’t know! And then people would come up to you and be like, ‘That was like, yeah!’… I don’t know, them early days, it did feel like we were feeding something to the masses that they weren’t ready for.

            Lubi Jovanovic

            They were so ahead of the curve, what they were doing. That’s how it happens. Sometimes those people don’t get the respect they should. They were going up the M1, coming to the HiFi Club on a Sunday night, and driving back down, doing their gigs and that. But as the Charlie Parker song goes, now is the time. The young musicians now, I don’t begrudge them. ’Cos there’s going to come a time when jazz is going to just disappear down that rabbit hole of niche music again. And then you’ll be back playing your fifty-quid-a-man gigs in a local pub. So why not?

         

         This was a moment when political content in music, at least in the UK’s popular music, was rare. After thirteen years of Labour rule, a generation accustomed to reasonably progressive social policies (while national assets were sold off in the background) and disaffected by the 29Blair administration’s support for the Second Iraq War of 2003, had largely turned its back on politics altogether, with voter turnouts in 2001, 2005 and 2010 at their lowest since 1918.1

         This all changed after the 2010 general election, when David Cameron’s Conservatives formed a coalition with Nick Clegg’s Liberal Democrats – spikily referred to as the ConDem coalition – ushering in ten years of ‘austerity’. Public spending cuts off the back of the Northern Rock crisis of 2008, especially to social services for the most in-need communities, created the exact ‘double-dip recession’ prophesied by Gordon Brown, the outgoing Labour prime minister and long-standing Chancellor of the Exchequer under Tony Blair. By summer 2011, the mood of tension, anger and resentment erupted into rioting in protest at the suspected police murder of Mark Duggan in the same traditionally black areas that had rioted against police brutality and racism in 1981 and 1985: London’s Brixton and Tottenham, Digbeth in Birmingham, Moss Side in Manchester and Toxteth in Liverpool.

         Seeking to avoid blame by severing any connection between the rioting and their social policies, the Tory government and right-wing media launched a powerful campaign to brand the rioters as ‘opportunistic thugs’, motivated not by flagrant corruption, inequality and the mass closure of community centres and libraries but lured by the chance to acquire the newest trainers and electrical goods without paying. This was backed up by draconian sentencing for those found guilty, sending a clear message to disaffected urban youth of exactly who was in charge.

         Driving back home through Brixton on the Monday of the August 2011 riots, having missed most of the carnage on a hedonistic weekend performing at the last ever Big Chill Festival in Warwickshire, I saw United Vibrations playing in Windrush Square, expressing solidarity with the rioters while appealing for calm amongst the mayhem. I was struck at the time by this connection between the music and the politics: aware as I was of the rich history of jazz as a political music, this was the first time in my lifetime I’d witnessed jazz used in such a 30way as a direct part of local community politics. By this time, protest and live music had become increasingly separated, with live music rarely performed at marches beyond the obligatory samba band.

         While the band’s presence in Brixton on that night linked them with jazz’s history as a political music and the long tradition of live music in political demonstration, it was also a natural continuation of the community politics in which the Dayes brothers had been raised. They had grown up in a house on Walters Way in Hither Green, South-East London, an entire street of houses self-built by residents on a template designed by architect Walter Segal. The project was a council-funded response to the housing crisis of the late 1970s, giving those on the council’s waiting list the chance to take matters into their own hands.

         
            Kareem Dayes

            The message was born out of the politics of land ownership, but linked to climate change and how that links to wider issues. The underlying thing around poverty or inequality, is essentially those who own land and those who don’t. And that’s how it’s always been. All the inequality is augmented from that split. The unique thing of growing up in London on essentially what was a council estate but done differently: you can move as a reaction to the negative or as an affirmation to the positive and I think both avenues are needed. And the land thing is where a lot of things meet: inequality, climate change. And often when the music and message come together it’s about painting that picture of a destination we can all move towards, which is better than where we’re at now. You can say, ‘Yeah, the world’s shit and fucked up, let’s burn it down.’ But at the same time, where we moving to? When we burn this one down, what’s going to be left? We tried to put those two things together, looking up to our heroes, but doing our version, relative to where we are now, and where we’re from.

         

         The band amassed a cult fan base around South London, with Galaxies not Ghettos, released on their own 12 Tone label in 2011 with distribution support from Peckham-based label First Word Records, 31showcasing their raw, percussive, Afro-inflected and politically charged sound. This was followed in February 2016 with The Myth of the Golden Ratio on American label Ubiquity.

         The most popular song of this era was ‘Grow’, with Kareem’s menacing bassline and Yussef’s tight grooves providing a powerful bed for the provocative central lyric:

         
            
               We are the 99 per cent.

               Why are we ruled by 1 per cent?

               We are the 99 per cent.

               We can no longer blame the 1 per cent.

            

         

         Borrowed from a 2011 Vanity Fair article2 by left-wing economist Joseph Stiglitz, the phrase had become the rousing slogan of the international Occupy movement. Originating in September 2011 with Occupy Wall Street in New York City, by October of that year the movement had staged protests in hundreds of cities across the world. This included a five-month occupation of St Paul’s Cathedral in London.

         
            Wayne Francis

            That was United Vibrations referencing the Occupy movement, but there was a general socio-political stance in the band in terms of how it thought about things. But I would take it away from viewing it as just politics and social commentary, I’d say maybe more an ideological stance which the band always had. You can attach it to politics or to social commentary. But it was more personal, like these are things that we are frustrated with or things that we think we need to speak about, for ourselves but also for the audiences that we’re speaking to. It was really more about a message of coming together, because that’s what music does. It was the most natural conversation for some of us to have so it was quite natural for us to write about it.

         

         The band started to get increasing international opportunities after a successful 2016 appearance at international music conference 32Womex, and were booked to play Texan music conference South by Southwest (SXSW) in March 2017 and Glastonbury’s coveted West Holts stage in June of the same year.

         Neither of these shows took place. The band were unable to play their SXSW show after being refused entry to the USA by the nascent Trump administration, quite possibly on account of the Muslim names of the three Dayes brothers. They cancelled their West Holts appearance, and other summer engagements, in order to take time out after the death of their mother. Although their manager Wozzy Brewster has always maintained it was a ‘pause’ rather than a break-up, United Vibrations have not resurfaced as an active band and remain legendary to those who remember.

         
            Ahmad Dayes

            I look at that period of time when we really pushed the band: we were positive and open-minded and we had a belief that we could change the world. We meant it. We were genuine, and most importantly, we felt what we were doing. We figured, if we can convince ourselves, then there’s going to be a handful of people out there who are going to get it, and that’s enough, you know?

            Kareem Dayes

            Naivety is not necessarily negative. Some of the greatest things have been done because a certain amount of naivety allows you to even try. If you knew too much about the subject, you would never try, because of the complexities: you’d think it’s too difficult to even start.

         

         
​‘Such a strong foundation’

(Steez, Brainchild, Total Refreshment Centre)

         United Vibrations maintain a legendary reputation among attendees of Steez, a grassroots South-East London event series founded by Luke Newman, a schoolfriend of United Vibrations’ drummer Yussef. 33

         Starting life as a vehicle for Newman’s band Southpaw, Steez grew a huge following, and is justly credited as one of the main forces galvanising a community of musicians, poets, dancers and activists across South-East London, with an audience drawing musicians from the Trinity Laban Conservatoire in Greenwich, Goldsmiths, University of London, in New Cross, Camberwell College of Art and from a wider cross-section of young people of all backgrounds.

         
            Poppy Ajudha

            Steez was my place. That was where all my friends were. I think I would have gone in a completely different direction had I not joined that Steez crowd. I have so many memories there. I don’t even know where to start. I was learning how to bare my soul. I think we took for granted how special and how unique it was. We all have a lot we that we owe to Luke for putting that together and bringing us all together before we knew how to organise or knew what we wanted to do. It was such a special place.

            Shirley Tetteh

            I was hearing, ‘Young people don’t listen to jazz.’ And then I’d be going down to Steez and be like, ‘That’s not true.’ Steez was a massive eye-opener because you had people who played jazz going there to perform, they’d start the whole event with spoken word and poetry and then kind of segue into music and then there’d be a jam session. But the music could be anything from King Krule to just a saxophone and drum duo. It just felt like basically everything that wasn’t mainstream bundled into this one night. It was accessible. You did also have people who were really geeky about jazz going there. But the love of jazz was accepted as a love of music in general as opposed to a snobbishness.

            Marina Blake

            It was such a strong foundation, to have a thousand people turn up to a pub. That’s how big Steez got at the end, at the Fox and Firkin. 34It would run every month. It would be packed to the rafters full of the most valuable audience you can get for musicians, which is die-hard young people in their twenties, who are just like, ‘This is the most important thing ever.’ Steez was the place where you were playing to your peers, with your peers, organised by your peers. Everyone was like twenty, really! I remember Nubya [Garcia] talking about it and saying that was the moment she realised that the audiences that she needed to play for were people like her. That people like her friends would be into what she’s doing, instead of playing these lofty jazz bars to people twice her age. And the other thing that Steez and Brainchild have brought is an interdisciplinary approach: collecting together people of a really similar age with similar ideals, similar values and similar energy, visual artists or poets or dancers or musicians or DJs and creating a space for all of those people to get together and improvise and mix. The Steez events were just so, so powerful. Like the beginning.

         

         A thousand ethnically diverse kids in their late teens and early twenties cramming into a ramshackle venue in Lewisham to dance to jazz and poetry? Really? For a generation raised on The Fast Show and The Mighty Boosh, the idea of jazz claiming its position as a vital part of youth culture was as refreshing as it was unlikely.

         Steez burned brightly for the first few years of the 2010s before losing momentum, in no small part due to the withdrawal of prime mover Luke Newman. He is an elusive figure; I was not able to track him down for an interview, with the phone number I had for him long out of use, his Facebook account deactivated and email address bouncing. Steez leaves behind very little digital footprint, but its grassroots, youth-led energy is embedded in the DNA of the current scene and lives on in the hearts and memories of those who were part of it.

         The energy of Steez was harnessed by the organisers of Brainchild, a new boutique festival founded in 2012 by UCL student Marina 35Blake and friends. After a chance meeting with Newman in a nightclub smoking area, he was invited to co-programme the festival, providing first festival appearances to many of the leading artists of this generation. Running from 2012 and still active now, Brainchild was vital in fostering a community of young musicians away from the commercialisation of the mainstream festival industry, while at the same time providing a media-friendly story to help give the scene wider publicity.

         
            Marina Blake

            I’m just glad that Brainchild still exists. It’s rare that something lasts eight years when it has the origins that we do. And I’m glad that we still carry the torch. We’re still holding the connections between the same people and more. And I think because of Steez’s absence, that became an even greater priority for us. It’s been the space where people always know they can do what they like. They can bring any project, no matter where it’s at and how fledgling it is. It’s the festival that gave a lot of these bands their first festival gigs and has always felt like a bit of a homecoming for them in that regard. Like Ezra Collective playing in 2013. Seven years ago, when T.J. was too young to be on site. Or Moses playing in 2015 or Nubya, or SumoChief, which was Oscar Jerome and Joe. United Vibrations. We also had Myriad Forest after David died.‡ So it was a Myriad Forest made of Nubya, Shabaka, Yussef, Jamie Benzies. It was an amazing gig. But also never happened again. It was very emotional.

         

         Brainchild was also responsible for the first foray of ‘the South-East London scene’ across the river, when Marina and friends used the Total Refreshment Centre (known generally as TRC) in Hackney as the venue for a launch event for that summer’s Brainchild Festival on the third day of 2015. 36

         TRC had started life as a sweets factory, turning raw materials from the Caribbean into treats for white English people, a psychogeographical point made brilliantly by Emma Warren in her book Make Some Space. After the demise of its previous incarnation, reggae venue and radio station Mellow Mix, the building had lain derelict until being taken over by French DJ/promoter Lex Blondin in 2012. As well as two separate performance spaces, TRC contained a warren-like maze of music studios, rented by producers and artists including Dan Leavers (The Comet Is Coming, Soccer 96), Capitol K, Snapped Ankles, Henry Wu and Alabaster DePlume.

         Situated in the Ocakbasi badlands just off the Kingsland Road on the fringes of Dalston and Stoke Newington, TRC was deeply DIY in both feel and attitude. Once much-loved community venue Passing Clouds, just down the road in Haggerston, finally lost its protracted battle against gentrification in 2016,3 much of the grassroots energy (as well as many of the staff) immediately shifted a mile north to TRC, cementing its position as one of London’s most important underground venues and a homemade bastion in the battle against commercialisation. Shoreditch had transformed in ten years from vital creative hub to crassly commercial wilderness; Dalston was well on the way to the same culturally tragic destination.§

         While Lex had always been a jazz lover, he had come to London at a time when very few of the people he met were interested in jazz. Open-minded and ever the pragmatist, he had simply immersed himself in other forms of music. Since the formation of TRC, the music had taken on a distinctly psychedelic tone, in no small part due to the 37presence of producers Dan Leavers and Capitol K and drummer Max Hallett, who would go on to form The Comet Is Coming and produce Snapped Ankles. But the Brainchild event was Lex’s startling first encounter with the new generation of jazz musicians, and he made a point of welcoming them into TRC. 

         
            Lex Blondin

            Marina did the launch of her festival at TRC and brought Nubya [Garcia], Theon [Cross], Joe Armon-Jones and I was just like, ‘What? Are you serious? Young people playing this shit?’ I was just over the moon. Joe Armon-Jones was beginning SumoChief with Oscar Jerome and all these cats, they were not formed. No one knew them really, beyond their South London circles. No one in our circle knew them. But from that point on, I kept them in the back of my mind and I kept on booking Nubya as part of other line-ups, and there would be all of the other people coming through.

            Marina Blake

            TRC was just the most amazing venue. I’d never seen anything like it. It felt like the most natural home we could ever have had. I mean obviously Brainchild and the artistic community we work with is very South London focused. But man, that place! Even if it hadn’t been for our show, which definitely put it on Lex’s radar, it would have found its way to TRC. A space like TRC cannot exist in a city like this without things finding their way.

         

         Music is nothing without context, which is in part provided by the physical spaces in which it is performed. From bars to theatres, warehouses to arenas, venues have been intrinsic to the growth of every musical scene, affecting the political and emotional development of the music as well as the sonics of how it is made. This was true of the square mile of bars, venues and ‘sporting-houses’ in New Orleans’ Storyville in the early years of the twentieth century; it was true of 38Minton’s Playhouse in Harlem, where bebop’s pioneers first began to incubate their new sound in the 1940s, and the plethora of clubs on ‘The Street’ (52nd Street in Midtown) where it was exposed to a wider (whiter) audience. It was true of the disused industrial spaces which facilitated the growth of techno in both Detroit and Berlin, and of Shoreditch’s Plastic People, whose weekly FWD night was a definitive session in the development of dubstep ten to fifteen years earlier.

         It was true in Dalston immediately before TRC, as the international community around Passing Clouds supported the formation and growth of African, Latin, Balkan and Middle Eastern fusion bands including Electric Jalaba, Wara, The Turbans, London Afrobeat Collective, Seeds of Creation, Awalé, Gipsydelica and my own band Afriquoi. Regular nights at the venue and sister venue the (New) Empowering Church¶ like Cal Jader’s Movimientos (Latin), Dele Sosimi and Koichi Sakai’s Afrobeat Vibration (Afrobeat), Planetman’s Little Blue Ball (Reggae) and my own Wormfood series had provided a meeting space for musicians from diverse backgrounds and a context for them to play their music before an appreciative audience and get paid for it.

         In the same way, TRC provided a vital space for musicians to meet, hang out, and trial new ideas with the support of a young, open-minded, politically engaged and dance-ready community. It was also here that the scene began to reach a wider audience, in no small part through the proximity to Gilles Peterson’s Brownswood Studios HQ on Brownswood Road and the Stoke Newington studio of his nascent Worldwide FM. A central figure in this and multiple previous incarnations of UK jazz, Peterson connected quickly with the DIY spirit of the venue, hosting his own events and bringing influential friends to see 39artists including Shabaka Hutchings, Nubya Garcia and Joe Armon-Jones: a vital development for the scene’s international reputation. 

         This interest crystallised in the We Out Here compilation on Peterson’s Brownswood Recordings in 2018, a paean to the scene that featured original material from Nubya Garcia, Ezra Collective, Kokoroko, Maisha, Shabaka Hutchings, Moses Boyd and Theon Cross. Accompanied by a documentary film by photographer and filmmaker Fabrice Bourgelle, this compilation helped define the new sound, using Peterson’s reputation and Brownswood’s distribution channels to carry the sound globally.

         The importance of TRC as a permanent, dedicated space run by people sympathetic to the music and its culture cannot be overstated.

         
            Quinton Scott

            Total Refreshment Centre was the first time in a long while that a specific music scene had built up around a venue in London, from my memory. Because of the internet and streaming, primarily, dance music, soulful music and jazz had become more fragmented. DJs like Gilles Peterson were still a vital magnet for new directions in jazz and Dingwalls were still running their nights to bring together original jazz heads to revive their Sunday afternoon sessions. But I think for a younger generation to get so heavily into one hub like Church of Sound and TRC was unusual, and it was really exciting. Lex’s approach to jazz and music in general was very open and progressive and not tied too tightly to tradition. He curated the space in his own unique way and naturally built a community of musicians and enthusiasts who really bought into his approach.

         

         TRC’s live music licence was revoked in 2018 after multiple complaints from local residents, despite extensive soundproofing and impassioned pleas at the venue’s deliberately nondescript entrance to leave and arrive quietly. Lex is still in charge, and TRC remains active as a studio complex and live-stream location, but no longer as a venue. It will go down as yet another casualty in the ancient war between creative and 40commercial interests. But not before making a vital contribution to the development of London’s music and the international story of jazz.

         
​‘The energy of it was so hip-hop’

(Jazz Re:freshed)

         Over in West London, hip-hop DJs and promoters Adam Moses and Justin McKenzie were unimpressed with the way they saw jazz events being presented.

         Like so many of my generation and those slightly older, they had been led to jazz through reverse-tracing the samples in hip-hop – with love for the new form leading them back to the source – and through the Street Soul parties of their youth in the late 1980s and early 1990s, where jazz was played as one black music among many, including soul, funk and rare groove. Frustrated by the presentation of jazz in the media and the blatantly racist door policies of many London clubs, they took the grassroots community energy of the warehouse parties they had grown up with in Harlesden, fused with a hip-hop swagger, and began marketing their new Jazz Re:freshed nights to the black community in exactly the same way they had promoted their hip-hop nights.

         
            Adam Moses

            People don’t necessarily understand the nuance of promoting to a black audience. When we started Jazz Re:freshed … we’d print flyers, go and stand outside jazz venues. And in honesty, we were greeted with total and utter apathy. People coming out of events assumed that we were flyering for other things. They’d see a bunch of black guys outside and ignore our fliers. The organizations at the time – same thing. We were contacting them saying, ‘Hey, look, we’re doing this jazz thing, we’re trying to bring in a younger audience. We’re trying to make it a more diverse audience’ – no one’s interested. So we went, ‘Actually, let’s just do what we’ve always done.’ There’s this whole community 41of people that weren’t going to jazz events and we don’t feel like it’s because of the music, it’s because of the way it was presented. So we pushed to our audience who used to come to our hip-hop parties. But I tell you this, we got more response from being outside a reggae dance and promoting a jazz event than we did at any jazz event. For the black community coming into any jazz event, there was an element of how things are presented to you. Mainstream media, at that point, anything that was to do with jazz was black-and-white bow ties, tuxedos, the crooners, that kind of image. Black-and-white shoes and a sharp suit. A lot of people were turned off because, especially in the black community, ‘it’s very white’ or ‘it’s not for us’ kind of thing. I’ve had those conversations countless times with people and then we were like, ‘Nah, come down check our thing.’

         

         Starting in 2003 as a Sunday board-games session, with jazz played on vinyl in the background, Jazz Re:freshed morphed into a weekly live jazz night at the tiny Mau Mau Bar on Portobello Road. The consistent energy attracted a dedicated following, week in week out, and provided a vital opportunity for emerging musicians to reach a very different crowd from the one they might meet at Ronnie Scott’s.

         
            Adam Moses

            We had all kinds of bands. And you can speak to those guys who played in the early days who will tell you they played to an audience that they never played to in their life. I mean, the early days of Jazz Re:freshed, the energy of it was so hip-hop. We had bands come in and we’ve got our guys on the side like, ‘Ra, blap blap blap blap,’ when someone’s playing, you had Rastaman next to them, like, ‘Yo yo yo yo!’ And they’d never experienced those kind of things. So it was a bit of a shock to the system for a lot of people. But it was amazing.

         

         Adam, Justin and their crew built the night slowly, with patience, dedication, positivity and an enormous amount of hard work, for very 42little financial reward. They eventually attracted the attention of Huey Walker, a local resident, Arts Council officer and former venue owner.

         
            Huey Walker

            I was living just off Ladbroke Grove and cycling along Portobello Road and going past Mau Mau and seeing these massive tour buses outside, massive bands who had other gigs with Serious or whoever it might have been, and then just doing a little impromptu thing and piles of black people piling out of this small venue. I was like, what the hell is going on here?

         

         The son of Trinidadian Wilf Walker, a prolific promoter of African music, jazz and reggae, Walker Junior had grown up with his father’s stories of being forced out of the business by the disloyalty of artists and the scepticism of the Arts Council’s new diversocracy in the 1980s. Having run his own Flyover venue off Ladbroke Grove for several years in the early 2010s, Huey had his own experiences of disloyalty, corruption and opportunistic landlords happy to profit from the added value created via the cultural capital of grassroots music scenes while making no investment in the culture itself.

         He would also no doubt have absorbed his father’s analysis of the racism in the music industry and the limited way in which jazz had been marketed, making Jazz Re:freshed’s attitude and methodology even more refreshing.

         
            Wilf Walker

            There’s never been a substantial black audience for jazz in England. Until the advent of the Jazz Warriors and those people, jazz was very white here: audience and musicians. And in fact, the white people, they didn’t really encourage blacks too much. All the promoters all around the country were white. It’s like the beginnings of that world audience. They were into jazz first and then into world music. The shows weren’t really sold to black people – you’d never hear a jazz 43concert being advertised on one of the black radio stations or see it in a black newspaper.

         

         Always keen to support grassroots creativity, Huey Walker invited the Jazz Re:freshed organisers into the Arts Council for a meeting, an invitation which was vital in the organisation’s growth, eventually leading to them gaining the coveted National Portfolio Organisation status within the Arts Council, guaranteeing modest annual funding.

         As well as continuing their weekly nights, Jazz Re:freshed went on to host three editions of their Jazz Re:Fest festival on London’s South Bank and seven in Brighton. They launched the Jazz Re:freshed label with a compilation in 2008, launching the 5ive series to spotlight artists including Richard Spaven, Kaidi Tatham, TriForce, Rosie Turton and Nubya Garcia, as well as releasing full albums by Maisha, Daniel Casimir, SEED Ensemble and others.4 The weekly Jazz Re:freshed session at Mau Mau ran solidly, with very few interruptions, for a monolithic sixteen years until the bar’s new owners decided to change things up in 2019. But it left an indelible mark on London’s nightlife, and built a solid foundation for the scene’s current success.

         
​‘My mind was exploding’

(South By Southwest)

         An extremely significant part of Jazz Re:freshed’s impact was a partnership with British Underground, an NGO founded by musician and journalist Crispin Parry, whose mandate is to promote contemporary British culture internationally, supporting British delegates at Womex and running showcases for UK artists at SXSW in Austin, Texas, and SiM in São Paulo, Brazil.|| Having enjoyed massive success 44with their ‘Grime 2.0’ showcase at SXSW 2016, British Underground were on the lookout for the next hot thing, and the nascent ‘new UK jazz scene’ fit the bill perfectly. 

         
            Crispin Parry

            We have a number of levers we can pull, one of which is the very important South by Southwest, which can elevate pretty much anything really, really quickly into a thing of interest that people haven’t seen before if we get it at the right time. So it reflects back in the UK and ultimately reflects it around the world as well. 2016 was probably when I first came across this new pack of jazz. It served the purpose of being the next thing on from that new wave Grime 2.0, which Stormzy came out of. We’d created a really good narrative around that particular genre at South By, so I was ready for the next story. I was looking for something with that energy. I’d been down to Jazz Re:freshed. It was Moses, Theon and Nubya. They played as a trio. And honestly, it blew me away. I thought, ‘What is this? This energy, this crowd, this is so exciting.’ And then Moses came to the office to do his interview. And I thought, ‘He’s telling me about all of these people making all of this music and all of these venues. There’s obviously something going on here that we should be locked into.’ For me, it doesn’t need to have any commercial merit, because that will come once you get it right. It’s actually, can we tell a great story about British music here that isn’t being told yet?

         

         It is a surprising twist in the tale that the events I am about to describe may not have taken place at all if not for the presence of an act whom no one would describe in the same breath as Moses Boyd, Ezra Collective or Nubya Garcia: Manchester-based trio GoGo Penguin.

         Signed initially to Matthew Halsall’s Gondwana Records, GoGo Penguin had emerged from an earlier era of atmospheric, 45orchestral-influenced sample-based jazz, that includes The Cinematic Orchestra, Submotion Orchestra, Hidden Orchestra and can perhaps trace its genesis to DJ Shadow’s seminal 1996 Endtroducing….. album on James Lavelle’s Mo’ Wax, via the crate-digging, genre-defying compilations, parties and DJ sets of Mr. Scruff, Manchester’s answer to Gilles Peterson.

         After a 2014 Mercury Prize nomination for their album Version 2, the band begged Halsall to release them from their contract with Gondwana in order to sign to Blue Note, the legendary American label founded in 1939 by the ‘animal brothers’,** Francis Wolff and Alfred Lion, Jewish escapees from Nazi-ruled Germany. Immediately recognisable for Lion’s striking photography of each artist on the cover of their albums, Blue Note was responsible for so many of the greatest jazz recordings of the 1950s and 1960s, releasing music by artists including Herbie Hancock, Lee Morgan, Art Blakey, Freddie Hubbard, Thelonious Monk, John Coltrane, Horace Silver and Donald Byrd. After a period of dormancy, the label was relaunched in 1985 under EMI’s Bruce Lundvall, who presided for a quarter of a century, signing new artists including Norah Jones and St Germain and opening the vaults to remixes in 1996 with The New Groove: The Blue Note Remix Project after seeing the success of Us3’s bootlegged remix of Herbie Hancock’s ‘Cantaloupe Island’. This was followed by Madlib’s Shades of Blue (2003) and Blue Note Revisited (2004), where the producer was given carte blanche to make new music from the entire Blue Note back catalogue.†† 46

         The Blue Note seal of approval lent GoGo Penguin enough credibility for Crispin to convince the SXSW organisers that a showcase of new UK jazz was a feasible prospect. The showcase was confirmed only after they were added to the bill. That the band are rarely associated with most of the other acts described in this book, and virtually unknown to younger fans of ‘the new UK jazz’, reaffirms both the importance of lineage and the mysterious and complex workings of the international music industry.

         A few months prior to SXSW 2017, Shabaka Hutchings was already in talks with Universal after an electrifying showcase with his South African project Shabaka and the Ancestors at New York’s Winterjazz conference.

         
            Kerstan Mackness

            It’s difficult to explain how big the hype machine was in New York, how hard Shabaka walked into that town with the Ancestors. The town went MAD, there was a full-page New York Times story. He played with the Ancestors, but in the same run, he also did a gig with Pharoah [Sanders]. And they lost their shit. Shabaka walks in, this six foot something, incredibly cool black guy who’s incredibly articulate, got all this shit to say, towers over everybody. He gets his horn out and he just fucking blows the roof off the city.

         

         SXSW 2017 not only sealed the deal for Shabaka but announced the whole scene as a major international musical force, with extensive coverage on national radio stations KCRW and NPR. Filling the gap left by United Vibrations, an impromptu trio of Moses Boyd, Shabaka Hutchings and Theon Cross electrified audiences with shows which were by many accounts the highlights of SXSW. Shortly afterwards, Shabaka signed a three-album deal with Impulse, the label that had been the home for jazz greats including John Coltrane, Charles Mingus, Archie Shepp and Sonny Stitt. This opened the door for a spate of signings to American labels, including Nubya Garcia (Concord), 47Steam Down (Universal), Melt Yourself Down (Universal), Yussef Dayes/Tom Misch (Blue Note), Blue Lab Beats (Blue Note) and Ashley Henry (Sony).

         
            Dahlia Ambach Caplin

            We were all like, ‘What the fuck is going on right now? This is the greatest!’ Because Moses Boyd: incredible. And Theon is incredible. Yussef Kamaal were supposed to come in the country, they couldn’t come in. So Shabaka came. He wasn’t supposed to be there. Insane! That video, to this day I have it on my iPhone. Incredible. With him there’s just always more layers. Every time I see him perform, every time I read anything he says. I feel very, very blessed to have met him. He’s one of the best people that I’ve ever come across. Not just as a talent, but as a human being. Being around Wayne [Shorter] showed me that these people who have this incredibly special soul and bring out the music, I feel Shabaka is blessed with a similar quality. He’s one of the greats, period. He’s a teacher, he’s a mentor. He’s a force of nature. And I couldn’t feel more fortunate to be able to work with him. I feel very grateful that he agreed to join us on Impulse and we relaunched Impulse around him because he fits the spirit of Impulse so perfectly, I couldn’t have thought of a better way.

         

         The impact of this international recognition was not limited to the USA: it significantly changed the game in the UK and Europe as well, confirming the age-old trueism that people in your own community are the hardest to please, and it can be difficult to get their respect until you have gone out into the world and proved yourself.

         
            Huey Walker

            You can be doing things in this country and it’s great and it’s building, but to then take it abroad and have the people from here seeing it’s in New York Times and all that kind of stuff, it puts a real spotlight back on what’s happening here. 48

            Gordon Wedderburn

            Let me tell you, anybody who talk to you about the new London jazz scene was never following it before. They’ve only just discovered it. The reason why suddenly everybody is jumping on this bandwagon is because suddenly it went to the States. The States started to talk about it because the journalists here weren’t talking about it. The DJs here weren’t playing the music. If you go back seven, eight years ago to some of the known DJs who held sway, they weren’t playing this music at all.

         

         
​A spontaneous aspect of African diasporic culture (Steam Down)

         Back in South-East London, United Vibrations’ sax player Wayne Francis held the torch for the inclusive, community-based intentions of that band with Steam Down, a weekly jam session which exploded into Deptford’s Buster Mantis, a bar and restaurant in an unassuming railway arch named after the first prime minister of Jamaica, Alexander Bustamante. Choosing Buster Mantis as its home was a clear nod to the Caribbean heritage of Francis himself and many of the regular musicians, a point reinforced by the name of the event itself: Wayne’s take on a Grenadian dish called ‘Boil Down’. Combining the multi-disciplinary, boundary-pushing, youth-driven creativity of Steez and the sweaty, carnivalesque energy of Jazz Re:freshed, the night ran every Monday from May 2017 until December 2018. This regularity galvanised a dedicated community for whom the weekly session was almost a religious experience.

         
            Bradley Zero

            It doesn’t really make sense unless you’ve been to Steam Down. You see the way that the instruments are played, they have more of a debt 49to Wiley than they do to Max Roach. The rhythms and the kind of staccato high energy. It’s a London thing. It’s just blended with the way that people would get down in a club rather than a real style of dance that you’d practise at home.

            Wayne Francis

            I don’t think there’s necessarily a reclamation of jazz. What there is is a reclaiming of improvised music culture within Black British youth. And I think now there is a large enough group of musicians that are not afraid to tap into their traditions and heritages and let that influence their current time, and they’re not afraid to let contemporary black British music of our time influence what they are doing. There’s a kind of unapologetic nature of expression that’s happening at this point in time. And I think this unapologetic expression through improvised music, which is called UK jazz, is taking ownership of a wider narrative around black improvised music as a core aspect of African diasporic culture. I think for the first time, a lot of musicians are really fearless in representing the cultures they come from, and bringing that into what they create.

         

         Whatever it was conceptually, it was very, very sweaty. I only went a handful of times but remember being super impressed not just by the driving music but by the energy of the crowd: the ‘blap blap blap’ that Adam recollects of Jazz Re:freshed; the interpretive dance and performance art that were such a feature of Steez; the spontaneous guest poets, singers and MCs; and the whole thing wrapped in an infectious, utterly unapologetic energy.

         It was also deeply, celebratorily uncommercial. Crammed into the back room of a tiny bar when the night’s popularity could have easily accommodated twice as many people, cameras prohibited, no online advertising. Wayne’s main method of creating a community was to sing out his mobile number and get the entire audience to repeat it. Send him a WhatsApp message and you could be added to the Steam 50Down WhatsApp group to be reminded about next week. Not that there was much need: you’d do all you could to be back next week anyway.

         Steam Down also came at the perfect moment in the music’s evolution. Whereas earlier antecedents like Steez and the Good Evening Arts sessions in Oval’s Cable Cafe provided a vital space for the music to cohere away from the eyes of the media, by the time Steam Down launched, the scene was already beginning to attract intense media attention. Steam Down provided an opportunity for journalists and interested parties to soak up the hype.

         And yet it maintained its community spirit, in no small part due to the fact that it took place on a Monday night in an out-of-the-way corner of London that you would be unlikely to go to regularly unless you lived nearby. Most of Steam Down’s multi-disciplinary set of core members – which included drummer Edward Wakili-Hick (Sons of Kemet, Cleo Sol), poet Brother Portrait, DJ/illustrator Alex Rita (Touching Bass), keyboardist Dominic Canning (aka DoomCannon) and singer/poet And Is Phi – were South London-based and coming primarily for the love, but it also regularly hosted guest musicians including Kamasi Washington and Nigerian trumpeter Etuk Ubong.

         Steam Down also provided a launchpad for the Steam Down Orchestra, for whom the weekly Steam Down session provided such a strong support base that they sold out the 470-capacity Jazz Cafe for their first ticketed live show in 2018, being offered festival bookings all over the world before even releasing any music. Along with Melt Yourself Down, they were swiftly signed to Universal Music, in a domino effect eerily reminiscent of the Jazz Warriors era of the late 1980s and early 1990s.

         It is no coincidence that Steez, Steam Down and Total Refreshment Centre all were based in areas – New Cross, Lewisham, Deptford and Hackney – that had traditionally enjoyed less than salubrious reputations. Whereas the seedy basement clubs of Soho had provided the backdrop for modern jazz, skiffle and blues in the 1950s and early 511960s, Kings Road had been the home of punk in the 1970s, Camden of jazz dance in the 1980s, and Shoreditch of Blue Note in the 1990s and Plastic People in the 2000s, by the late 2010s, the corporatisation of inner London was becoming so total that youth culture was being shunted to ever more distant locations. The intense gentrification that spread like a cancer up Hackney’s Kingsland Road from the late 1990s, changing the face first of Shoreditch, then Haggerston, Hoxton, Dalston and Clapton, continually threatened to choke the vital creative organs of the areas that hosted it. Artists, musicians and other young creatives were increasingly replaced by young professionals and families as grassroots venues, workshops and studios morphed into microbreweries, sourdough bakeries, natural wine shops and specialist coffee houses.

         South-East London, with its strong student population, long-established African and Caribbean communities, and still relatively cheap rental accommodation, was the natural place for the next iteration of grassroots creativity.

         And yet, like Jazz Re:freshed at Mau Mau, like Steez as a night and TRC as a venue, Steam Down at Buster Mantis is no more. While the Steam Down Orchestra has begun to cultivate an international reputation and a bright future, Steam Down, as it was, will remain a happy, sweaty memory for those who were there.

         
​‘I think the passion showed’

(Church of Sound)

         If Steam Down was the rowdy younger brother, Church of Sound was the slick, still-hip young uncle: money in his pocket but still down for adventure. Held in the round at Saint James the Great, an active church just south of the Clapton Roundabout in Hackney, the series was born out of necessity in 2016 when TRC had to pause activities while appealing the first loss of their music licence – a successful appeal, though ultimately only a temporary stay of execution. 52

         Programmed and promoted by TRC founder Lex Blondin, with vital logistical support from collaborator Spencer Martin, Church of Sound provided some magisterial, intimate performances while shining a spotlight on some of the scene’s deeper musical roots. The initial concept was to invite named artists to play ‘songbooks’: a tribute to one of their key influences, showing a side of themselves their fans may not have seen before, and introducing them to some great music in the process. The first show was Yussef Dayes and Kamaal Williams (aka Henry Wu) – the project that became Yussef Kamaal – playing the music of Idris Muhammad, with a line-up that included saxophonists Nubya Garcia and Nick Walters and percussionist Crispin ‘Spry’ Robinson as well as future Yussef Kamaal members Mansur Brown and Rocco Palladino (son of legendary bassist Pino, who had collaborated with J Dilla and D’Angelo, among many others including The Who, Gary Numan and Jeff Beck).

         
            Lex Blondin

            I was working with Spencer from the band Lunch Money Life and he basically vocalised the idea of doing a gig in a church. It took about a year to put it all together. And at the time, Yussef Dayes and Henry were working on the Yussef Kamaal stuff, way before it was even called Yussef Kamaal. They had a studio at TRC, so I got to hang out a lot with them and bond over ping-pong games. And it always made me trip out how much Yussef reminded me of Idris Muhammad. I started chatting to him about that and he said, ‘Oh yeah, that’s one of my big influences. My dad used to play that shit when I was younger in the house.’ So I started pitching the idea of doing a songbook. That was the very first one. And somehow, the combination of the line-up with the songbook was a match made in heaven; it just all fell into place. I had this concept for the artwork where we’d do a take on the cover of Power of Soul by Idris Muhammad, and instead of having him obviously we took pictures of Henry and Yussef in the studio, and 53instead of New York City in the background, we had the Barbican. So it was like, ‘Yeah, we’re playing this music, but we’re also very London.’ Obviously the band was also very exciting to everyone. So the combination of a brand-new band playing some really cool shit in this brand-new place we’ve never heard about meant we sold out the first gig, just working with people that we knew. Everyone came with the best of themselves.

         

         Further songbooks included Moses Boyd Exodus playing the music of Art Blakey, Kokoroko paying tribute to Ebo Taylor, Nubya Garcia honouring Joe Henderson and Maisha channelling Alice Coltrane. Although centred around this wave of London-based musicians, there was space for older musicians and those from further afield: Jazz Warriors alumnus Orphy Robinson paid homage to vibraphonist Bobby Hutcherson with a band that included ‘middle generation’ Jazz Warriors alumni Byron Wallen, Tony Kofi and Robert Mitchell alongside Nubya Garcia and Moses Boyd; South African group The Brother Moves On – led by Siyabonga Mthembu of Shabaka and the Ancestors – performed the music of legendary South African folk/jazz groups Malombo and Batsumi. Iconic posters by TRC in-house designer Raimund Wong (who also designed this book’s beautiful cover) helped provide a clear visual identity, often echoing the style of original CTI and Blue Note records.

         Although centred on the songbook concepts, Church of Sound expanded to host album launches and nights of original music as well. Performers in this format included Yazz Ahmed, Matters Unknown, Collocutor, Jaimie Branch, Neue Grafik and Greg Foat, Louis Moholo-Moholo, Dave Okumu, Tom Skinner and IG Culture. Church of Sound even hosted Billy Harper’s super-group The Cookers as well as Afrobeat co-founder Tony Allen, who launched his album with the late Hugh Masekela, Rejoice (World Circuit, 2020), with two concerts at the church in March 2020. Taking place immediately before the first national lockdown put in place for the 54Covid-19 pandemic,‡‡ these proved to be the last Church of Sound gatherings with a live audience for nearly two years, and were the last ever shows for Tony Allen, who himself joined Masekela and Fela Kuti in the realm of the ancestors on 30 April 2020.

         
            Lex Blondin

            We try and keep it fresh. Creating collaborations, or workshopping different ways of people playing their tunes. What we stay away from always is, ‘Oh, we’re the last date of the tour and we’re going to play the same show that we’ve done in every fucking venue’; that’s kind of boring to me. It’s cool, I’ll go to Ronnie Scott’s to see that. But with us, it’s like, ‘No, we’re not having that. Sorry! You’re going to have to make it a bit different than everything else.’ It can be a songbook, or changing the line-up, or adding guests or instrumentation. And people play differently in Church of Sound just because of the set-up and the audience.

         

         The religious overtones were not lost on people. Many have described the communal, religious intensity of so many of the new London jazz events; holding this event series in an actual church reinforced the point.

         
            Lex Blondin

            When we started, I was a bit freaked out about selling booze in a church; sometimes people forgot about where they were and acted like you would in a nightclub, making out in a corner, etc. I was like, ‘Oh my God, this is weird.’ But what it brought at the start was a real sense of, ‘Yeah, we’re in a spiritual place.’ There is a focus that you get in a space like this, people tune into what you’re doing a bit more than other places, and it’s good to use that space in a different way, but also make the most of what it makes you feel. I don’t want to take the religious analogy too far, but there’s definitely a ritual in the sense that things happen always the same, you come in, you get some food, it’s slightly different from a normal gig in the sense that there’s definitely like a good hour and a half where you meet and greet and you see people. And that’s a real communal thing, for sure. There’s definitely loads of people that meet during those moments. 55

         

         While the setting and accordingly early finish provided an environment in which older fans and journalists could feel comfortable, the intimacy of the performances and simple clarity of the brand helped nurture a dedicated following and growing international reputation. By 2019, Church of Sound were running additional events in Paris and hosted the centrepiece of the final Saturday of the London Jazz Festival at the Royal Festival Hall, further establishing themselves as figureheads for the scene.

         
​‘The venue was smashing it’

(Jazz Cafe)

         While the scene I describe is mostly closely associated with the DIY, underground energy of Steez, TRC and Steam Down and the long-running community of Jazz Re:freshed, credit must be given to the London institution that is Camden’s Jazz Cafe. Though it is dismissed by many as commercial, particularly since the 2016 takeover by the Columbo Group,§§ such a verdict unfairly diminishes its role not only in supporting the present generation but in providing a dedicated home for multiple generations of jazz and adjacent musics since 1990. 56This dismissal also underestimates the immense achievement of keeping a music venue going for over thirty years in a central part of a city like London, and the importance of permanent spaces, open every day of the year, in opening the music to a wider audience while paying decent fees for performers. 

         Situated in a former Barclays Bank branch at the bottom of Parkway, under a minute from Camden Town Tube station, its roots were anything but commercial. The original Jazz Cafe was founded in 1987 in Stoke Newington by Jean Marshall and her life partner Jonathan Dabner, an ex-teacher, community activist and jazz lover with strong left-wing sensibilities.

         
            Jonathan Dabner

            It was a tiny little place, a hundred capacity. We used to have people standing outside watching through the window. People said to me, ‘I’m surprised, you get a lot of black people in here, don’t you?’ It was a very mixed audience. Age wise. Race wise. Sex wise, gender wise. It was anything goes as long as it’s tolerant, open-minded. It was a great place. It was only open for three years, ’87 to ’90. But it did have a big impact.

         

         Packed every night, the first iteration became a key meeting point for the upcoming Jazz Warriors generation (Courtney Pine, Orphy Robinson, Cleveland Watkiss) as well as older heads like jazz/blues saxophonist Dick Heckstall-Smith (Colosseum, The Graham Bond Organisation, Blues Incorporated), who was involved in booking musicians.

         Seeking a larger, more central venue to accommodate bigger audiences and provide an opportunity to book international stars was a natural move.

         
            Jonathan Dabner

            We were always looking for a bigger premises. And we tried all kinds of different things, none of which came off. One day, I’d been to meet a 57guy in Camden Town who ran the World’s End pub and I looked across the street and I saw for sale the old Barclays Bank on Parkway, which was to become the Jazz Cafe. Cut a long story short, I got a loan to buy the lease, and we started work on it. And then things started going drastically wrong because of the nineties recession, financial crash, suddenly our main contractor went bust. I got that place open and running – well, Jean and I did – by the skin of our teeth. But I was crippled by debt before we even started somehow.

            Oliver Weindling

            It was like Roadrunner running off a cliff. There was a massive recession when he moved in ’89 to Camden, blop. He overextended himself. He thought he could run the same sort of venue he’d run in Stoke Newington and just put an extra nought on to every price and it would be fine. But it’s not really like that. He was out of his depth.

            Jonathan Dabner

            Most of my time was taken up booking great American acts. I was like a little boy in a sweet shop, being able to book people like Pharoah Sanders and Jimmy Smith and Don Cherry. Ahmad Jamal. Amazing artists, but I didn’t keep my eye on the ball financially. The place always traded successfully, but there was this huge debt. Whitbread had loaned us £350,000. I couldn’t service that debt and they put us into administration and that’s when Vince Power took over. I have to admit, I’m not a great businessman. I just love music. And would do crazy things and book expensive acts just because I wanted to hear them play in the venue. Where other people would be saying no, you can’t afford them, you’re going to bankrupt yourself, I was thinking, whatever. I’m an adventurer! And come a cropper.

         

         After going into receivership, the venue was bought by Vince Power’s Mean Fiddler Group, which grew to become one of the 58biggest venue, concert and festival operators in Europe.¶¶

         Adrian Gibson programmed the venue from 1992 until parting ways with new owners MAMA Group in 2007. A serious music head with an enormous record collection, he had to tread a fine line between artistic and commercial concerns. This often involved opening the doors to a far wider definition of jazz than under Dabner.

         
            Adrian Gibson

            The mid-nineties, when the first wave of the Acid Jazz thing finished, probably ’96, that was about as bleak as it got for real jazz. ’95, ’96 was the boom of the whole neo-soul thing. So we would be filling up the diary with D’Angelo and Erykah Badu and Angie Stone and Maxwell and all that stuff, which was great, because it was packing it out and it was a golden time for all of that. Okay … but where’s the jazz? So I had to start really trying to put on more styles of music intentionally because I didn’t want to lose the identity of what we were. I didn’t want it to be the No Jazz Cafe.

         

         Things didn’t get any easier through the mid-2000s to mid-2010s for jazz and related genres, either.

         
            Dom Servini

            It was acid jazz, then it became the nu jazz thing, then there was broken beat. And then there was what I would call the wilderness years, which were probably the time when I was playing jazz the most, sort of 2003 to 2010, 2012, years where it was utterly unfashionable. 59There wasn’t a lot of that kind of music coming out. Broken Beat had happened, been and gone. The nu-jazz thing had been and gone. That was the real hard time, because people just weren’t interested in black music. It’s only really in the last seven or eight years that it’s become fashionable – not just jazz but black music in general. Because people are much more open. But that period in between was fucking horrible.

         

         Like the music itself, the venue had some difficult years between 2007 and 2016, falling victim to a commercialisation that was unacceptable even for a pragmatist like Gibson.

         
            Adrian Gibson

            The MAMA Group came on board and I just didn’t see eye to eye with them. They had no interest in music at all. They started the ‘I love the eighties’ night on the Saturday and went, ‘Yeah, your Saturday doesn’t make enough money. So we’re going to put this eighties night on.’ And obviously, that was like fingers down the chalkboard to me. Don’t get me wrong, they knew what they were doing. They were packing it out. But there was probably more fights in those three hours on a Saturday night than the last twenty years in the venue, people vomiting everywhere. It was properly horrible.

         

         After being bought out by concert giant Live Nation in 2016, MAMA Group began selling off their venues. Columbo stepped up, acquiring the venue in early 2016 and relaunching in June of that year after a massive re-fit. Gibson’s story of a fifteen-year dance between artistic credibility and commercial success was echoed by music programmer Lev Harris.

         
            Lev Harris

            We were open every single day of the year. I’d like to challenge another person to try and put on a show every day of the year without there 60being the occasional tribute show to balance the books. If you go on to the website of any other venue that programmes in-house, you’ll see that they’ll have one, maybe two cool shows a week and the rest of it will be tribute nights of some sort. But we got to a stage where we were so prominent, all the bands were coming to play there, it did feel like all eyes were on us. So I felt like if we did do anything that was a bit commercially minded, it would be scrutinised times ten. But people didn’t understand how expensive it was to run that place. I think we did actually get to a point around the end of 2018 where I’d look at the diary and think, ‘Well. Every single show I’ve got on sale at the moment is high quality. Maybe not all to my taste, but all very credible.’

         

         The venue’s relaunch coincided perfectly with the emerging scene. Nubya Garcia, Ezra Collective, Shabaka and the Ancestors, Maisha, Steam Down Orchestra and Nubiyan Twist all played there between 2016 and 2019, some of them multiple times. Having found their feet and refined their live shows amongst their peers, the new Jazz Cafe gave the new wave of artists a chance to play to a wider public. The venue’s central location and established history provided a natural place for journalists to come and write about the music.

         
            Lev Harris

            The venue was smashing it at that point. I was just gifted this seemingly endless supply of bands to come and sell the venue out, it was great. We had Harvey Sutherland do the first Rhythm Section||| at Jazz Cafe, which sold out. And then we made it a quarterly session from there. We did a series with NTS. We had Boiler Room film Makaya McCraven. We did stuff with [The] Wire magazine, gal-dem, we actually did stuff with TRC as well – it helped make it feel like a scene. And the fact that we were connecting the dots in that way – cherry-picking a band and putting them on a Rhythm Section line-up, doing a TRC songbook with 61another one, doing a gal-dem show for International Women’s Day with another one and putting them in all these different contexts. I think it kind of made it bigger. I don’t want to overstate Jazz Cafe’s importance in this, I’m sure all of those bands would have got to where they are regardless of if I was involved or not.

         

         
​‘I had no idea who Floating Points was’

(‘Rye Lane Shuffle’)

         While I’ve generally avoided discussing specific releases, it would seem wrong to conclude this chapter on key moments of the music’s development without detailed discussion of two releases which stand out as major game-changers, not just musically but as focal points for the development of the entire scene: Moses Boyd’s track ‘Rye Lane Shuffle’ and Yussef Kamaal’s album Black Focus.

         Active professionally since 2010, Moses had already achieved media recognition through his album with saxophonist Binker Golding, Dem Ones (Gearbox, 2015). Moses and Binker had met through the Tomorrow’s Warriors youth programme and bonded through playing together in the band of Zara McFarlane, signed to Gilles Peterson’s Brownswood Records.

         Dem Ones was a major milestone for UK jazz, not only for its refreshing prioritisation of raw, improvised music, but also for its presentation: two young guys, posed against a very London wall, looking away from the camera, faint smoke drifting up from Binker’s mouth; this was a world away from the dressed-up-for-the-wedding, jazz cliché look of their immediate musical forebears Empirical. 

         Even the patois title of the album*** seemed to announce a more streetwise approach to London jazz, steeped in Caribbean heritage. But Dem Ones was very much still jazz, and while it may have been refreshing within the jazz world, it did not travel far outside it. 62

         ‘Rye Lane Shuffle’ was something different altogether, combining Theon Cross’s menacing tuba bassline with Moses’s urgent, grime- and Afrobeat-inflected drumming. The tune’s aggressive sonics and bumping 135 bpm tempo meant it could be played in a club as part of an electronic set – the key to helping the tune (and ultimately the entire cohort) reach a wider audience.†††

         Moses had been encouraged by Tomorrow’s Warriors mentor Peter Edwards to seek support from the recently formed Steve Reid Foundation. Created in tribute to the American drummer who died of throat cancer in 2010, unable to pay for the medical treatment that might have saved his life, the Foundation was set up ‘to help people working in music who are in crisis, especially those suffering from illness’ and ‘to support emerging new talent through education and information initiatives’.5 It boasted illustrious trustees including taste-making electronic producers Floating Points (Sam Shepherd) and Four Tet (Kieran Hebden); its founder was the ubiquitous DJ, broadcaster and label boss Gilles Peterson.

         
            Moses Boyd

            I’d written ‘Rye Lane Shuffle’ round about the time I met Gary and Warriors, about seventeen, just as a song we’d played with Theon. It was called ‘C Tune’ because it was in C minor. That’s how much I didn’t care! And then Peter Edwards told me to apply for the Steve Reid grant, that had just started. I had no idea about it. I had no idea who Floating Points was, I had no idea who Four Tet was. Obviously I love that world of music, but I think retrospectively, people may take for granted our worlds have now collided, but they weren’t, d’you know what I mean? DJs like that, it was only a few that were spinning music relatively close to us. Festival line-ups weren’t like they are now; I didn’t know them, they didn’t know me. 63

            So, cut a long story short, I get the grant. They give me some money. And I was like, ‘I’m going to record some tunes.’ They were like, ‘What are you going to record?’ And I was like, ‘Well, I’ve got these songs that I’ve written since I was seventeen. Why not go and do that?’ I literally recorded it in two days and sent them all the rough mixes and they both came back to me like, ‘What’s C Tune’? In my head, I’m like, that’s not even my favourite song! And then Kieran was like, ‘Oh, can you send me the stems? If you don’t mind, I’d love to do a mix for you.’ So I sent him the stems and he did a mix, and then I was seeing a lot more of Floating Points as a sort of mentor. I recorded ‘Drum Dance’ at his Studio. He just oversaw a lot of stuff at the time, gave me advice, helped me set up my label. Anyway, Kieran had mixed it, and Sam had cut a dubplate. And then they were DJing a lot. Kieran put it on his Instagram, and that was the beginning. Everybody in my DMs: ‘Oh my gosh, what’s this song’? I’m like, ‘What, THIS song, really?’ Then literally it just went mad from there. I took it back to Sam, Sam did a proper mix with the stems that Kieran gave me. And then we pressed the vinyl. And the rest is kind of history … they both wanted to put the song out. It was that thing of two friends: we’re not going to argue over this song, they were like, ‘Actually, Moses, do it yourself.’ And Floating Points put me in touch with his distributor, his accountant, he helped me set up a lot of stuff, we pressed it and then … that was kind of the beginning of this. I guess Yussef Kamaal happened at the same time. But, you know, not just bigging myself up, it was one of those songs that really changed a lot of things, just hearing DJs play it out, it kind of kick-started that bubble.

         

         While the energy and vigour of the music itself would surely have inspired growing fan bases, the intersection with the electronic music world and the support of key figures like Four Tet, Floating Points, Bradley Zero and Gilles Peterson were vital for the growth of the scene as a whole. And for all its power as a track, it is doubtful if it would have had the wider cultural resonance it did were it not for its brilliantly evocative 64new name, magically linking the music with Peckham’s emerging subcultural credibility and that of South London more generally.‡‡‡

         Peckham, the famously working-class area of 1980s TV wide boys Rodney and Del Boy in Only Fools and Horses, had been home to a large Nigerian population since the 1990s.§§§ Traditionally poorly served by public transport, with a network of buses and old National Rail lines running sporadically and mostly terminating at London Bridge or Victoria, this historically deprived corner of South-East London had always felt very far away to anyone who didn’t grow up nearby. Like Hackney and Camberwell, the lack of a Tube station and easy transport links to other parts of London is the exact thing that can help an area develop a strong community spirit. The London Overground – aka ‘ginger line’ – changed all that in 2012, creatively remixing the tracks from the old South and East London Lines to create a new route from Clapham Junction to Dalston via Camberwell, Peckham, Whitechapel, Shoreditch, Hoxton and Haggerston. In the words of my brother, ‘finally linking the hipsters of Hackney with the hipsters of Peckham’.¶¶¶
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