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PRAISE FOR STICK TO MY ROOTS


‘A powerhouse, an icon. The OG—original groundbreaker—is instrumental in carving a foundation for young Black British youths of my generation. This heartfelt and honest window into Tippa Irie’s historic rise to fame is the blueprint of a pioneer’s life. Stick to my Roots shows how hardship, sheer talent and community link the founding generations of Black British culture to the vibrant, world changing artists who produce work today.’


—Courttia Newland, author of A River Called Time


‘I remember the very first time I heard Tippa Irie’s music, it was from my brother in law Handel McNeish, Tippa’s cousin. I know that Tippa is a conscious artist doing the work of the most high. His lyrical content and written testimony verifies this and gives hope.


I embrace and support his work of consciousness for positive change through music. We need more artists like Tippa to write, sing, and perform. His words and work may encourage those that are going through darkness.


Tippa’s written story will let them see him as the example, that if they continue with determination they too can persevere through all obstacles to obtain their goals. His written words will lend an ear to those who may be feeling despair and lost. I endorse and encourage readers to imagine.’


—Sandra Izsadore, Artist, Activist and author of FELA and ME


‘A powerful book from one of Britain’s top MCs who has blended the music genre of Jamaican roots and British identity as a fusion of the Black lived experience covering joy, pain, resilience and identity. This book is a powerful story of sufferation and resilience as a child of the Windrush Generation.’


—Patrick Vernon


’This is a great read for our generation as it embodies, what life was like for black kids up and down the country during the 70s. I always remember, seeing him, driving through Birmingham in his VW Cabriolet convertible.


He has taken his toasting talents around the world representing his upbringing and culture, truly a pioneer for toasting about ‘Roots and Culture’ but from a British-Jamaican aspect rather than the other way round.


This book, is a must-read for anyone growing up in Britain in the inner cities of all cultures.’


—Dennis Seaton, Record Producer, Musical Youth
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Foreword


by Mark Wallis


Welcome to the life story of Grammy-nominated Tippa Irie, one of the founding fathers of UK dancehall music. Over a successful career spanning 40 years, from his beginnings chatting on King Tubby’s Sound System and later in the eighties when he joined forces with the mighty Saxon Studio International, Tippa is instrumental in embedding reggae culture across the globe. Tippa pioneered a unique blend of south London chat fused with reggae, always championing its proud Jamaican origins. In performance Tippa is like a hungry, conquering lion, taking up any sound challenge put his way, never shying away from competition. A sound clash competition, for the uninitiated, takes place when two opposing sound systems perform in a musical challenge against each other, resulting in a ‘clash’ of music and words.


Already achieving fame as an MC in his up-and-coming teenage years, Tippa steps on the mic as bold as brass, expressing with speed, powerful lyrics combined with bouncing melodies, and perfect rhythming. As British reggae ambassador carrying dancehall music to the four corners of the Earth, Tippa has performed live worldwide and possesses a formidable back catalogue of 50 singles and over 20 LPs. Producing innumerable tracks for various compilations, he has worked in partnership with newcomers as well as the most established artists in a countless flow of dubplates. Tippa is also a gifted songwriter and producer in his own right.


Tippa has captivated smiling crowds in thousands of concerts, headlining along with his backing band at Reggae Sunsplash, Sting, Summer Jam, Reggae on the River, Boomtown, and Glastonbury, to name a few. He is motivated by bringing joy and keeping the faith with international reggae, from Jamaica to the UK, and extensively to Asia, the USA, and Africa.
 

The kind of fame, glitz, and glamour Tippa has enjoyed poses multiple temptations for any performer. Against the odds, he has stayed true to himself, remaining connected and sticking to his humble, working-class Brixton roots. Tippa’s unique style is based on maintaining a positive mentality, promoting progression 24/7. He established himself in the eighties by putting on his own musical shoes, tying up his laces, raising his game, and reaching the national charts with the release in 1986 of his breakout hit single ‘Hello Darling’, catapulting his MC patterns from the streets of Brixton to live appearances on Top of the Pops. Tippa would go on to achieve three consecutive Number 1 hits on the UK reggae charts. It needs little explanation then that the title of this book embodies Tippa’s guiding principal: that by putting in the work and keeping a positive focus and most importantly, staying true to where you come from wherever you may go, you can reap the rewards of a successful life and career.


Tippa Irie is ‘Mr Versatile’, and his ability and talent to excite both young and old alike has led him to have voiced a range of reggae musical styles including ska, roots reggae, dancehall, dub, lovers’ rock, jungle, and drum and bass. In 1993 he featured on and co-produced ‘Shouting for the Gunners’—Arsenal FC’s anthem—and in 2004 he featured on ‘Hey Mama’ alongside The Black Eyed Peas, which reached Number 10 on the UK national pop chart; it was also nominated for a Grammy award.
 

Each chapter of this book contains testimonies from prominent people within the music industry and from the world of reggae in particular. UB40’s Ali Campbell, Maxi Priest, and UK lovers’ rock sensation Janet Kay are among the many notables. If you’re a reggae or dancehall fan, or a sound system enthusiast, this book is for you. If you enjoy true-life stories or discovering more about British and Jamaican cultural history… read on. And if you’re a musician, an artist, or a performer, these pages will empower you. Get ready to see the bigger picture as Tippa describes the ups and downs he experienced throughout his years in the music industry.


Stick To My Roots tells the story of a man who has experienced immense sufferation, but who has risen up against all adversaries and overcome personal trauma. Daddy Tippa has walked through the fire without getting burnt.
 

Enjoy this journey of a life.


Mark Wallis,
Author, writer. Music producer, manager, long-time fan, and family friend




Mi, na water down and mi, na dilute
Done, tell you say. Tippa, speak up the truth
Mr Irie, mi don radical, from me a youth
and that’s why the DJ have fi stick to my roots
’Cause sometimes it’s better to stick to what
you know
You build a foundation and make it grow
Remember say you reap, well what you sow
and that’s why mi Roots, Tippa not let it go.


Tippa Irie and the Far East Band, ‘Stick to My Roots’ from the LP Stick to My Roots (Lockdown Productions, 2010)







Chapter One


Mi Roots and Culture


I am Tippa Irie, and I would like to invite you on my journey. I truly hope you enjoy the ride.


Let us start from the beginning. To know me is to know my culture, and where my roots originate. I was born Anthony Henry on June 7, 1965. My parents are of Jamaican heritage, both Mum and Dad hailing from the rural parish of Trelawny in the county of Cornwall, situated in the northwest of the island, a region known for its sugar mills and plantations. Falmouth, the capital of Trelawny, is surrounded by beautiful beaches and littered with deep caves. It is famous for its rich limestone, phosphate, and other natural resources.
 

Most of Jamaica was named by colonial British authorities. These white settlers named the places after their hometowns. ‘Trelawny’, for instance, is a Cornish name from the parish of Pelynt meaning ‘open/ clear town’/‘Trelawne, a tree homestead’. My parents’ birthplace was named in 1770 after Sir William Trelawny, the governor of the island at that time, whose family came from the manor of Trelawny in Cornwall, England. Trelawny, Jamaica, is a deep green area, home to some of the island’s most famous yam produce. Parts of Trelawny are so dense, in fact, that they are uninhabitable, but they are full and deep, covered with beautiful vegetation.
 

Allow me to describe my Jamaican heritage, the culture and roots of my parents’ birthplace on this small Caribbean island that lights the musical fire in me and continues to warm my heart to this very day. It’s the birthplace of reggae music, the power of which has reached people’s hearts, homes, and dance floors across the globe. To truly understand reggae and its lyrical content, its origins and its movements, from Toots and the Maytals to the anthems of Dennis Brown, Daddy U-Roy, Bob Marley and the Wailers, to know true roots music, you must first understand the journey of the Jamaican people. The elders taught us that in order to know where you are going, you must first know where you’re coming from.


Jamaica is the third-largest country in the Caribbean. Its original inhabitants were the native Arawaks, whose cultural roots on the island span back to 600 BC. The Arawak people were savagely eradicated at the hands of the Spanish after Spain’s colonial invasion in 1509 (Columbus had first landed there in 1494). England overthrew Spain on the island in 1655, claiming another brutal hold on it. This second wave of foreign invaders was aggressive; fleets of English trading ships carried cargoes of rum and refined sugar molasses from Jamaica to sell in Europe.


In 1662, the Euro-American slave trade became the new currency of the day. Captured, sold, snatched from their families and tortured, African men, women, and children were shipped to Jamaica and across the Americas. The majority of the enslaved people came from Ghana’s Gold Coast and elsewhere in West Africa.


Across the length and breadth of the island, English-owned (and, from 1707, British-owned) plantations became the sites of enforced labour as the arrival of enslaved Africans increased. True to Jamaicans’ defiant nature, a number of rebellions and uprisings—led by the likes of Queen Nanny and Cudjoe of the Maroons to Tacky, Paul Bogle, and Sam Sharpe—loosened British rule. The colonial invaders could no longer flourish on the island in safety, oppressing its inhabitants with brutality. Jamaican rebels prevented the smooth operation of colonial business, putting a spanner in Britain’s profitable works and making life dangerous for the oppressive settlers.




Well to-deh down a yard it’s a lesson, even
though this place yah a blessing
Got to be streetwise, got to realize, how hard
it is to survive
‘Cause mi say people under pressure find it
hard to do better
Well, we must stick together like sister and
brother and love one another
in a sweet, sweet Jamaica, cause it bound fi
mek we stronger.


Tippa Irie, ‘Jamaica Way’
from the LP Living the Dream
(Lockdown Productions, 2016)





Jamaica became an official Crown Colony in 1866, and nearly one hundred years later—after three hundred and seven years in total of England and Britain benefiting financially from Jamaican soil and its people—the island declared its independence to the sound of large, joyful crowds dancing with jubilation. Here, the red, white, and blue Union Jack was lowered, and the new national Jamaican flag, the yellow saltire (a reference to the colonialist presence of Scotland) on a green-and-black background, was hoisted above the head of Prime Minister Alexander Bustamante.
 

Under British colonial rule, it has been estimated that the City of London made over £3 trillion in profit from Jamaica and the West African slave trade. No compensation or reparations has ever been offered to the people of Jamaica in recognition of the multigenerational trauma and economic devastation experienced as a result. To add salt to the wound, when slavery was abolished, it was the slave traders and plantation owners who were richly compensated for their personal and financial loss—and this compensation ended only in 2015. Unbelievable. You can’t make it up, can you?
 

Despite their best efforts Jamaica’s people have always had to struggle with poverty. The number one lesson learned as a Jamaican is how to survive living on the breadline. Like many other Caribbean people of the era, and many people across the world today, my parents were forced to leave behind their country, their families and friends, in search of employment and financial empowerment. For them this came when Britain, in an effort to rebuild after the Second World War, came to the Caribbean and offered people the possibility of careers in nursing, the building trades, catering, and jobs with British Rail and London Transport.


The Windrush generation, as they became known, and their predecessors, left their beautiful, lush lands, taking up the offers of job opportunities and full citizenship overseas. These Caribbean folk were transported by several ships, the most known being the HMT Empire Windrush, and many by commercial planes, to the grey, cold, unwelcoming streets of Britain. They settled in the country of the very same colonial power that had governed Jamaica during the slave trade. Linking the timeline of slavery to my personal history, my grandpa’s father would have been an enslaved African, uprooted from his homeland and transported by force to Jamaica where his name was changed and his culture denied. This is my heritage… a Caribbean heritage.


My father, Mr Stephen Alexander Henry, known by fellow Jamaican locals as ‘Bredda Manny’, was a traditional, humble, country man. Daddy had a dislike for the fast pace and hustle and bustle of Kingston city life. He was a yam farmer by trade. The root vegetable, one of the most ancient African foods, travelled to Jamaica with West Africans and was planted by them as escaped, free, former slaves. He would wheel and deal with other local farmers and drive for up to three hours to take his produce to the marketplace in Ocho Rios, sleeping outside the market gates to get the best start in the early morning.


In 1963, Dad left his beloved birthplace community of Troy in Trelawny, with its rich, fertile soil that he had farmed for so long. He travelled to London in search of a better life and greater economic stability. He was not alone. Between 1958 and 1970 half a million Caribbean people were attracted by the Crown’s invitation of citizenship and employment. Britain required fresh labour in the fallout of the Second World War. And today you can see many local landmarks commemorating this exodus and arrival, such as Windrush Square (the HMT Empire Windrush docked in Essex on June 22, 1948, with some 500 Jamaican immigrants aboard, though these were far from the first arrivals to Britain from the island) in Brixton, south London.


My mother, Celeste Mae McNish, joined Dad later. It was quite commonplace, back in Jamaica, for a young man to marry his childhood sweetheart. Often, these marriages would span decades. Bonds of love, loyal and strong, these relationships that endured through life’s ups and downs, were a joint commitment to be admired; we hardly ever see this type of unconditional love nowadays. If one party reached Britain first, be it husband or wife, they would work hard, day and night, steadfastly saving their pennies to ‘send for’ their other half. My father concentrated all his energies towards sending for Mum, like a king preparing for his queen to join him. They resided first in a small house in East Dulwich, opposite the local hospital.




Tippa Irie, I’m Blackman, I’m an African
And mi parents are Jamaican, an’ I grew up
inna London
So, you know I know, where I am coming from
’Cause mi parents were captured
taken to Jamaica by the Spanish and British
colonial masters
In 1962, they get dem independence. And
them fly go-ah Britain for some pounds and
pence
I am coming from London, place of Cockney,
place of the lovers’ rock, rhyme and junglist
Place of Romans, Queen deh a Buckingham
Fish and chips and egg and bacon
Nuff taxation, rainy, cloudy, House of
Commons
Nuff politicians and a lot of institutional
racism.


Tippa Irie and O.B.F., ‘I’m An African’ from the LP I’m an African (Dubquake Records, 2022)





My dad did eventually find his feet on UK soil by continuing in what he knew best, the food trade. He opened a family grocery specialising in West Indian products, meeting the needs of the Caribbean residents in our neighbourhood.


But life wasn’t easy for Black people in the UK at the time. Let me set a scene. One night in August 1958, in Notting Hill, West London—in which a very large population of West Indians lived—a group of racist Teddy Boys (young white youths characterised by their fashions inspired by the styles of the Edwardian era, hence the moniker), attempted to intervene in a dispute between a white woman and her Black husband. By the following evening, white mobs were rioting violently through the neighbourhood, bike chains and flick knives their weapons of choice. In response, Black men were called from across London, and pitched battles took place on the streets as they defended their brothers and sisters who were physically under siege from the white racist mobs.


But in other ways, things were changing. In 1958, the Guyaneseborn actor Cy Grant became the first Black person to feature regularly on UK television; Nat King Cole appeared on our screens a few years later. Also in 1958, the movie The Defiant Ones featuring the legendary Sidney Poitier was released. As I grew older and was able to see his films, I so admired him and wondered what his recipe for life was—I wanted some of that.


But as they say, the more things change… Saturday-night TV entertainment included the degrading Black and White Minstrel Show, featuring white men performing in thick blackface. British families loved it. Minstrelsy originated in the 1800s in the US, but this show aired in the UK right into the seventies. Cartoons featuring similar racist images were also prevalent.
 

In 1965, the year I was born, the first Race Relations Act was passed in Parliament, declaring it illegal to discriminate against anyone on grounds of colour, race, or creed. This was needed, despite the fact that, remember, West Indians had been invited to British shores. Nevertheless, the government had not prepared for our arrival, while the British public was often downright hostile, displaying unwelcoming signs: ‘No Irish, No Blacks, No dogs’. Working-class Black families in search of places to stay were told by racist landlords to move on: for our black faces there was no room at the inn. Black people were blamed for housing shortages, the rise in unemployment, and the taking of white jobs. Anything that did not work in British society was pinned on us.


On April 20, 1968, Conservative MP Enoch Powell’s infamous ‘Rivers of Blood’ speech was publicly broadcast. Powell voiced racist objections to immigration from the Commonwealth, and his words became a rallying cry for white racists. Powell declared that foreigners were invading British soil, that Blacks planned to take over and flood once-white communities. He firmly and sternly warned that if immigration continued, Black people would one day have—using the words of a constituent—the ‘whip hand over the white man.’ Powell prophesied race riots in the streets if Britain continued with its immigration policies. Ironically, it was Enoch Powell as Health Minister in the early 60s, who directly invited Caribbean nurses to come to England to work for the NHS.
 

It still baffles me today how, after they took us from Africa by force, shipped us from our motherland and abused us in Jamaica, took our labour for free under threats of violence and death, then invited us to Britain where we died in wars, and where those who survived, along with the new arrivants, built up the country—we were then told we were not at all welcome. Once again, my people, you could not make this up!


Isolated within our own communities and locked out of the mainstream economic banking system in the UK, the new immigrants had to rely on tried and trusted methods from back home. In order to survive we had to master existence outside the mainstream. Pardners helped save the day. The pardner system is a Caribbean method of joint savings, planned between a group of people whereby an agreed amount of money is collected monthly, then distributed to one participant at a time. It’s a pot into which everyone pays until it’s your turn to receive the ‘draw’ from that pot. That’s how our families’ struggles first began, and this, too, is part of my cultural history.
 

Beginning in 1969, a campaign of systematic harassment against the growing West Indian community was undertaken by the London Metropolitan Police, targeting the Mangrove, a small café/restaurant owned by Frank Crichlow, a man who would become an important community activist and civil rights campaigner. The Mangrove was situated in All Saints Road in Notting Hill—by then home to the annual Carnival—and was frequented by locals as well as by famous faces. It was an important meeting space for artists, intellectuals, and activists such as Bob Marley, Jimi Hendrix, Nina Simone, and the leadership of the Black Panthers, to name a few.
 

The police raided the Mangrove persistently, day and night, on a weekly basis, without cause. On August 9, 1970, during a peaceful protest against the sudden withdrawal by the local council of the Mangrove’s licence to operate, nine West Indian individuals were arrested for inciting riots after fighting broke out later that day. Black people had gathered and marched in their hundreds, showing united opposition to local police brutality exercised on Black families. Some Notting Hill police officers known as ‘the Heavy Mob’ held that Black people were guilty until they could prove themselves innocent. Prejudice and discrimination reigned, based purely on differences of skin colour and cultural traditions.


The case of The Mangrove Nine became famous. I knew Darcus Howe, one of the Nine, personally; I had met him on several occasions in Brixton, where he lived at the time. Across the water in the US, support for The Mangrove Nine was further raised through the efforts of Muhammad Ali, Malcolm X, and Martin Luther King, Jr.
 

A jury would eventually conclude that all suspects were not guilty, and the Nine were acquitted. The Mangrove Nine court victory had exposed racism in Britain and led to the first judicial acknowledgement that the behaviour of the Metropolitan Police was motivated by racial hatred. That quaint little restaurant thus played a central role in the history of Black British culture and community.


The seventies also saw the rise of Britain’s first openly racist political party, the National Front (NF), and the birth of hooligans with shaved scalps appearing on football terraces, selling racist newspapers, and organising public street rallies. The usual themes and slogans applied. ‘Wogs out!’ we were told; go back home to the jungles of Africa, and so on.


These boneheads were very different from original skinheads, whose origins were rooted firmly in Jamaican sixties culture and ska music, and who formed part of what was then the newly created Anti-Nazi League. Musicians united across the length and breadth of the UK, including punks and Rastas; from the Clash to Misty in Roots and the Reggae Regulars, it was protest music with conscious lyrics. Rock Against Racism was formed, its banners proudly portraying the words BLACK AND WHITE—UNITE AND FIGHT—SMASH THE NATIONAL FRONT!


In south London in the mid-seventies there were many incidents of racist profiling within the Black community culminating in dawn raids on several Black families’ homes. These actions led to tensions building up between areas connecting New Cross and Lewisham, leading to the formation by local community members of the Lewisham Defence Committee. On August 13, 1977, 500 NF supporters and members made a grave mistake and became too bold for their own good; the racist movement decided to march through the multicultural streets of Lewisham, south-east London. Well, the NF attempted to march. Until they faced over four thousand anti-racists. That day they received a pasting along with the boys in blue that would go down in the history books as the people’s victory. As we would say, ‘A wa dem tek man for?’ Being born in south London, whenever this trope of ‘go back to your own country’ came up I would ask myself: Go back? Home? Where, exactly? Mum and Dad had been given legally stamped documents notifying one and all of their British citizenship. Yet Black people in the UK were labelled criminals and society dropouts who did not belong—this did not quite make sense to me. The facts did not add up. How could we be called lazy while at the same time be accused of stealing white people’s jobs!


The very first time I faced racism was at age five. Mum and I were travelling on a bus through East Dulwich when a tall, large, white lady got on. As soon as she set eyes on our black faces, she began disrespecting us, racially abusing both of us in the presence of all onlooking passengers. Mum, who was only a short woman, out of nowhere pulled out some live Bruce Lee moves and struck the racist lady. The incident came in like David and Goliath. Then Mum turned and spoke to me, calmly: ‘Tony, let’s get off the bus and get the next one coming.’ In the seventies, those good old days, it would have taken a good few hours for the police to arrive. So, by the time Old Bill got there, me and Mum were at home having tea with bun and cheese, or whatever was on the menu that day.


Mum was a creative entrepreneur, with a double-edged career. She was a hairdresser, and later started her independent catering business, cooking and serving meals for the students and staff of Brixton College. In typical raw Jamaican style, she had no need for chatting behind your back. If good old Mummy didn’t like you or something you did, then she was going to tell you, live and direct: in ya face. No mistaking, no hiding. Mum was kind and caring, but wise, and a good judge of character. She told me not to marry my now ex-wife; I ignored her, but I wish I had bloody listened. It would have saved me a few bob.


Mum was an independent spirit—one of the first Black women locally to drive a car. After her seventh and first successful attempt at passing her driving test, she proudly drove up and down in her VW Beetle. She would never take no for an answer, always pushing on with persevering might, just hard-working and moving through the obstacles until she reached her goal. She possessed the energy and the strength of a lioness.
 

Dad, on the other hand, was a strict disciplinarian, sharp as a pound note. He was never one to suffer fools gladly, nor did he have time for any acts of stupidity, especially when you should have known better. Dad was a silent man, and serious about life. On balance, though, his character was sprinkled with a certain amount of joviality, and a wonderful sense of humour. Family was central to his very being, and teamwork, togetherness within the family, was what made his heart tick. He lived and worked every moment for the upliftment of our family unit, the Henrys.
 

The day would start at 5 AM with Dad driving the milk van. The next task: stocking, opening, and serving in the grocery store from dusk to dawn. I watched him graft all the hours God sent. He had no time to waste, and so he waited for no one. To truly understand Dad’s behaviour, you would need to have been raised in a Jamaican household. He laid down rules and firm boundaries; this strict conservative culture was brought down through the struggles and hardships of previous generations. My dad’s father back in Jamaica would have also been ultra-firm with him and so it was passed on to us.


Back in the day, if you disrespected your Jamaican elders and guardians, you would end up the worse for wear—guaranteed. The same moral code applied here as back in Jamaica, the same parental discipline. If you don’t hear, you shall feel (Who nah hear will feel!) was the household motto. My parents would even grant permission to other elders to discipline me as a child. Central to our culture’s golden rules was respect for elders, and this was an essential part of my heritage, too. As the Bible states: ‘Honour thy father and thy mother, that thy days may be long.’


I understood where this strictness originated, and in fact, for me, it came from a place of love, care, and protection, not anger or abuse. Even when the belt was wrapped around my stinging backside, 9 times out of 10 I knew that it was I who had stepped out of line and had been caught out. In my community children learned their place very quickly, but along with that came lessons of patience and self-discipline, of respecting yourself and others.


I was born in Dulwich Hospital, as were most of my Black school pals. Our little family home was situated opposite the hospital, in fact. We were south London children, loud and proud. I was in the middle, Madge’s only son, between my elder sister Jackie and my baby sister Avril. In the beginning, life was treble tight. We all slept in the one room: me in between my sisters in one bed, and on the other side of the bedroom, Mum and Dad. But we never went without essentials. My dad’s rented grocery shop in East Dulwich brought in a stable income.


Food was always on the table, and we all gave thanks. Dad blessed our family with the shop, from which he served and fed the community. At school, I became extremely popular. I often possessed an array of penny sweets; Kola Bottles, liquorice sherbet and remember those giant gobstoppers that took hours to suck down. In these times, people might describe my upbringing as poor, but in truth, I never knew anything else. For me and for thousands of other local Lambeth working-class families, young and old, Black and white living in overcrowded environments, privately rented homes or high-rise council housing estates, this was the norm.


Our Jamaican community had a stronghold within Brixton, where from our elders’ hard work and ingenuity they had made the grey, dimly lit streets of London come alive. The community was infamous for the energizing sounds of reggae music, playing alongside the sweet aroma of Caribbean food, in particular jerk chicken, and the scent of food frying in the streets. In my community were an array of vinyl record shops, butchers, bookies, clothing boutiques, pubs, domino clubs and the renowned Brixton market. The neighbourhood was close, everybody knew everybody, having lived next door to the same families for decades. We shared good times and hard times together, taking the rough with the smooth. Money was hard to come by but still, in ways I was better off than many back in Jamaica, the other Caribbean islands or Africa. We may have lived in housing like sardines in a can, but we were united; we had no other choice. It was about collective strength and family bond, and it was a place of security. Our parents’ aim was to protect us, to shelter us from the stresses our elders had faced. In conversations with and around us, we were shielded from the negative. We were never exposed, as children, to the obstacles of adult life.


Education is key in Jamaican families, and ours was no different. My parents did not want me to have to struggle to get through as they had. Instead, they viewed education as the road offering a brighter future within British society. I was instructed to keep my head down and study. But I had a rebel spirit within me and I did not follow their guidance. I left secondary school without sitting one single GCSE examination. Despite this I left school on a Friday and by Monday I had a paid job. To me, the central emphasis in life was on personal development, staying wise, and sharpening the iron. It was not about how many certificates one had to their name. I wanted to rise above all forms of poverty, both mentally and physically.


But I digress. We moved to Brixton when I was six and I attended Brockwell Primary School, opposite the Tulse Hill Estate. My father had expanded his grocery business, and it was now also a newsagent. Our family’s business progression allowed us to upgrade our accommodation. Our first family home was situated at 87 Helix Road, SW2. We relocated to 52 Eastlake Road, SE5, between Loughborough Junction and Camberwell Green. As kids, we could not believe our luck, moving out of a cramped one-bed home and into a six-room property. I loved the size and spaciousness of the new family environment: four rooms upstairs and two rooms downstairs, with a large, empty basement. It was like a mansion to us, the biggest housing upgrade we could have ever dreamed about. With a bigger home, came longer and more numerous family chores, although these new additional daily duties were delegated and shared evenly. We operated as one productive team.
 

I moved again and attended Loughborough Primary School. My PE teacher Mr Sing—my favourite—was the first adult to instil in me a keen interest in sports. He was a very fair, kind, role model, but he would put you straight immediately if you dared to step out of line. I loved school: it offered a freedom that could not be expressed within my strict Caribbean family home.
 

That said, I got into a few scraps with some other feisty pupils. In primary school, I recall an embarrassing incident that forced me into retreat: a girl had got the best of me and had left me winded on the ground. Win some, lose some. My school uniform was always kept neat and tidy, though; any mark or tear would earn a beating, so I had to dust myself down and fix up myself sharpish, or a worse hiding would follow from my dad. Mum was also strict: if I was found rude or in a lie, she would take no time in slapping them lies back down my throat. But as a young boy, I was thankful that Mum was the family referee, as she was the more liberal of my parents. Dad could get a bit carried away with his trouser-belt beatings, but Mum would have mercy and thankfully throw in the towel, often instead stepping in to protect me or my sisters.


At home, everything had a time and a place. After school it was my duty to be ready and motivated for my homework and do the evening household chores as well. The expectation from Jamaican parents was that your school friends would stay at school, not find themselves arriving home with you, so if the school closed its gates at 3:30 PM, you would be expected home soon thereafter. My journey was thirty minutes door-to-door and in military style, at 4 PM on the dot, I would arrive at the family doorstep.
 

Dad’s communication was skilful; he possessed the ability to ask and answer a question at the very same time:
 

‘Do you have schoolfriends?’


‘Well, yes.’


‘That’s good; best make your schoolfriends, stay at school.’


Values were instilled in us little ones, as an assortment of life wisdom and moral codes. Always be sure to provide fairness to your fellowman. Do unto others as you would like done unto you. Do good, live long. Good ways, long days. Show me the company you keep, and I’ll tell you who you are.


From my early morning rise, I would await scrambled eggs and plantain, or thick, seasoned-up porridge, spiced with nutmeg, cinnamon, Nestlé milk, and a pinch of salt. As a growing young lad with his belly rumbling, I would lick my fingers at dinnertime: the aromas in the kitchen of rice and peas, fried dumplings, mutton, curry goat, brown stew chicken with stuffing, red peas soup, oxtail and butter-beans, bammy, escovitch fried fish, snapper, small sprats… Any of these foods could be cooking on the stove. Mum’s home baking would be in the steaming oven, and all types of hot, sweet bread would be served to us. Scotch bonnets, hot pepper sauces, and pickles… like back in Jamaica, everything was seasoned and spiced—even the bread.




I am the rebel, on da roots corner
Cause, I am African and proud of dat
Well as a little youth, as a little youngster
Mi grew up in the ghetto with mi two sister
My mother, mi father dem did under pressure
One little room the whole a we sleep inna
We struggle every day, just to make things
better
Just to make tings better, mi say for the
future
Nuff times mi hear mi mother ask mi father
I don’t know why we left Jamaica
just come a England and work in a freezer
Fe mek a white guy cuss me and call we nigga
But its milk and honey, dem did a look for
that is the only reason they did a come ya
True the white man think dem superior
and they look pon we as the inferior
Well day after day, they try keep we under
but we know we gotta fight, cause it in our
nature.


Tippa Irie, ‘Rebel on the Roots Corner’ from the LP Rebel on the Roots Corner (Ariwa Records, 1994)





As a young boy, I never loved my vegetables, but with Dad a former farmer and Mum, a versatile cook who could turn her skills to creating any dish, Jamaican or European—there was no escaping it for me. ‘Eat your veg, it’s good for you,’ was the instruction. We were truly blessed, our table laden with all types of mouth-watering meals. My father, the recognised head of the household, would be seated securely at the head of the table. We were all ordered to gather round, no excuses. First came prayers: blessing the food, giving thanks in the name of the Almighty Creator for what we were about to receive. Dad was so firmly in control, I remember one of his own famous sayings: ‘Don’t leave it to God, leave it to me.’
 

Come morning, me and my two sisters would again have our chores delegated to us. At 5 AM we received the bread and milk deliveries. Then came scrubbing the house clean from top to bottom, making sure the skirting boards shined. There were no washing machines back in the day for us ordinary, working-class folk. We washed clothes by hand with a good bar of Jamaican red soap, our backs aching from working over the bathtub.
 

Being the middle child with two sisters was fun. We were cared for and shared for, 24/7, so intertwined that our love could be tested at times. Naturally, there were sibling disagreements, but nothing ever caused us to truly fall out. The three of us played together on the street outside the house. A little knock-down ginger, skipping, hide-and-seek, all wonderful innocent childhood memories. Small and nimble, I was the family hopscotch champion. We never needed to go out for much, having everything around us in the family shop, busy and occupied with family tasks, all mucking in together as ‘more hands make lighter work.’ We all jelled well together, never one above another. Thankfully, we functioned with care and consideration; lots of love and thoughtfulness abounded (The Henrys never visited family members or friends without bringing something). All for one, and one for all: we possessed a community spirit built on integrity.


We were raised with excellent life and teamwork skills. One of my weekly routines was going to the local newsagent to buy Sporting Life magazine for my dad. My father, like so many West Indians, was drawn to the local betting shops, putting in betting slips and praying for a win. I remember Dad would take me to Wimbledon, our local greyhound dog track for a little gamble on the greyhounds, or maybe the horses. Back in the day, every man gathered at Ladbrokes—and for the big racing events even children were permitted to put in bets for their parents. For us the Grand National was a family affair: I put my few pennies on Red Rum, my favourite horse. I cheered as he faithfully passed the finish line. Dad would not be so lucky, backing a losing horse. Once again: win some, lose some.
 

Me and my neighbourhood mate Neil would accompany Dad in our white VW van to buy groceries and shop in the cash-and-carry stores, purchasing stock for our family corner shop. I’d watch Dad measuring, smelling, and examining the produce, hustling and bartering to save money on the goods. My two sisters, most of the time, would stay indoors with Mum while I was free to roam as Dad’s little helper. We’d sit in the front seat of the van as he took us all over, moving from A to B. The van hardly ever broke down; if it did, it was easy to fix and get back on the road. From seeing my dad on his run with the van, never taking a break, just going from one stop to the next, a strong work ethic was instilled in me, hand in hand with an understanding of the the need for reliability, responsibility, and good organisational skills. Thing was, that’s how we lived our lives in my family; seeing the work and hearing the edicts: ‘By the sweat of your brow, you shall eat bread.’ And ‘If you want good, you nose have fi run.’


Describing the Eastlake Road family corner shop/grocery/newsagent as a place merely to get food would not convey the true essence of the place. ‘Henry’s store’ was a buzzing hive in the local Black community for two reasons: good, fresh food by day, and a central spot for Brixton parties at night, when Henry’s would be transformed. From the fifties to the early seventies, West Indian gatherings were called shebeens and were commonly held in family homes as these were the only spaces where people could gather safely and freely. ‘House parties’ and ‘blues dances’ were other terms used.


My dad was an original sound system man from Jamaica. His sharp DJ selection featured tunes from big bands to bluebeat and ska. At home, Dad would play a vast selection of music on the gramophone, including country and western singers such as Kenny Rogers and Jim Reeves (‘It Is No Secret (What God Can Do)’). Our elders from the Caribbean loved their country and western music; they had been raised on it. Although they were Black from a Black country, British colonial authorities were still in charge of the radio. This is also why our elders on the island made reggae cover songs of classic Motown tunes and popular music from Europe and America. That is where John Holt’s influences come in—you just have to listen to the traditional cover songs on 1000 Volts of Holt. This is also where Bob Marley’s ‘Kinky Reggae’ comes from. As the years passed my dad’s selection would then move from country and pop songs on to reggae, with songs such as ‘Two Sevens Clash’ by the mighty Culture, with frontman Joseph Hill, alongside the Abyssinians’ classic tune ‘Satta Massagana’.


Dad would build his speaker boxes with his own hands (one thing about the people of the Caribbean: they can turn their hands to anything!). He used old-time valve amps and Dad had to be careful with these, as occasionally they would overheat. He turned his musical vibes into a second business, downstairs in the family shop’s basement. His own sound system was called ‘Musical Messiah’. Dad was the top selector, spinning and rewinding the latest vinyl reggae hits imported from Jamaica. Playing 45s on his turntable, he had a firm, rooted collection of tunes with artists such as Ken Boothe, John Holt, Burning Spear, the Heptones, Gregory Isaacs, the ‘Cool Ruler’ and Dennis Brown, the ‘Crown Prince of Reggae’ (Dennis was my favourite: to me he was the ‘King of Reggae’).


The basement of house was where we kept the family shebeen. You would walk through the front door to the left of our shop and walk down a flight of stairs. As you hit the bottom there was two rooms. The first was the music room, in which there were a few chairs and tables where people would dance and listen to the sound system. This was also where the turntable was situated and the amp and preamp were set up. Those present who were seated around the table were ready for dominos and card games. If my mum was in the mood sometimes food would be available that she would have prepared. And a variety of hard and soft drinks for sure was on sale. The second room was where my dad set up the speakers and empty except for that, where people would dance the night away.


Those nights you had people from all walks of life; hard working people that just needed to let their hair down after a hard-working week. A few people that come there may have been able to sell a draw of weed but definitely no hard drugs, my dad would not stand for that. So it was, all shapes and sizes and backgrounds dancing, drinking, eating, playing together. People with money, people that were poor, they all would come and shake a leg all through the night until sun rise. Some people would dress up and others were dressed simple, my parents never minded. We did not mind as long as your behaviour and dress were both decent.


The party would begin around 10 PM in the basement, proceeding until 5 or 6 AM. A crowd of 40 or so would gather—the men smart casual, smelling fresh, dressed to entice the beautiful ladies. As a child, I witnessed reggae music offering those present an escape from their long, hard week. When work finished, they would party hard. Reggae music was their reward. Some people would party Friday and Saturday, but would still manage to wake up in time for church on Sunday; or some brothers would rise fresh to play Sunday football down at the local parks. I could be up all night, but still manage to muster up the energy to score a few goals the next day.


The locals coming to the basement paid a small entrance fee. There was hot food for sale, and strong punch and a mixture of alcoholic drinks—all sold by my family, serving from a makeshift bar with a table wedged in the kitchen doorway. Money changed hands with the punters, and all those present and enjoying themselves would be served.


My family served Special Brew, Tennent’s, Skol, Red Stripe, and Foster’s, plus brandy or rum and Coke; the women had Babycham, Canei, and Pink Lady. The adjacent room in the basement was reserved purely for playing of Ludo and dominoes, the winner passionately slapping down his hand on the table to let everyone know he won the game. It would be sweeter if his opponent got six love (6-0). The sound system area would be divided for games, separate from the dance floor: as it was a Jamaican social event, our elders could safely gather together, so playing cards, dominoes, Ludo, etc, would have to be available. As a small boy, I learnt to play well just by observing the elders’ skilful moves.


The early-morning hours provided the only opportunity for us children to sneak down and take in the vibes as we would be waking up just as things were ending. I was taken in by the tunes playing on the turntable. The dance hall was the only place you could hear newly released reggae music, so sound systems would play the role of radio stations for us; our music did not feature on the mainstream station playlists, just like back in Jamaica, where our own music was not promoted. The sound system vibes echoed through me, grabbed me; as did the dancing, the joy and togetherness centred around the music. I was spellbound.
 

My dad also rented out our basement to musicians as a rehearsal space. The international smash-hit soul and funk band The Real Thing, amongst other artists, would practise downstairs, rehearsing their chart-topping song ‘You to Me Are Everything’. They were awarded silver-record sales status, making them the most successful UK soul band of the seventies, as one of the earliest Black bands to feature on the live BBC talent show Opportunity Knocks. The Real Thing were mesmerising. As a little boy, sitting silently watching them perform, and the smooth way they rolled through their numbers, this was my first taste of real live music, performed by real, successful artists.


In the seventies, the major local sound systems playing across London and the surrounding counties were Duke Reid, King Tubby and Coxsone. The whole of SW9 postcode had talent pouring from it. These sound systems were pillars of the community, and very much necessary: they were the only exposure we had to our genre of music. I was born into south London sound system culture. Music was never far away; it featured on our own family premises, from both Mum’s and Dad’s Jamaican roots and culture. It developed and influenced the entire family, musically. Tony Murrey, my old schoolfriend from south London, describes one of my junior school experiences:




Our junior school was Beaufoy, and I can recall exactly—the year was 1976. We little kids were all gathered round in assembly. The head teacher had asked all the children to bring a favourite poem or performance. The aim was to recite in front of the other pupils, and we patiently awaited the teachers as they all lined up. When it was Tony’s turn, he performed his own unique version of a tune by the reggae MC U-Roy. I’ll never forget that day, and no one else present would either. Looking back, it was history is the making: the launch of what was to become Mr Tippa Irie.





My big sister Jackie is a gifted, powerful soul singer in her own right, with perfect pitch and timing. She describes the early influences on her own journey as well:




I was influenced by my mum, playing vinyl records on the gramophone. I was drawn like a magnet to the American soul sounds of Black women. Singing out their hearts, their journeys, their stories. Dreams. Joy. Heartbreak. The sounds of Patsy Moore, Tia Maria, Gladys Knight, and Millie Jackson. Black American female performers, from West Indian origins. You must remember, these tunes were our music, because you would never hear Black women singing on the radio shows; it was our Caribbean parents who brought forth the vibes and the music that we listened to as children.


I went on to become a soul performer, following in the footsteps of my early musical influences. I performed as a lead soul vocalist with my live band, Metropolis, at Ronnie Scott’s and various other jazz and soul venues. I was also part of the IRIE! Dance Theatre, an independent Black musical and theatrical experience, the first of its kind in London.
 

My greatest memories of our family dances back in the day would be witnessing my dad in his element, rocking away by himself, grooving to the sounds of Bob Marley with his eyes closed, drifting. In truth, Dad was always missing his birthplace, his sunny home of Jamaica. I believe the roots songs would transport him there, while his feet were in London.





My little sister Avril was more of a run-around, a tomboy, rough-andtumble, unruly and hyperactive. From a young age, she developed her own independent spirit. As the youngest of us, she was the apple of my father’s eye. Avril and I were raised on a strict diet of reggae. We were drawn to lively raw DJ vibes. Avril and I rolled together, like bench an’ batty.


My old friend from the neighbourhood, Neil Sarisom, paints a picture of the Henrys and our childhood:




I was raised in Brixton, and I was a neighbour of Tony’s, living across the road from the Henry family. I have known Tony, aka Tippa Irie, from the age of eight. We became as thick as thieves, spending all the spare time we had together. I first got to know the family from visiting their grocery store, called Henry’s. It was a sparse shop, with not that much on display, but Mr Henry would sell local families larger portions than they could afford. This customer service also helped me and my own family.


I had a brother and a sister, all living with our single mum. My dad had died early on, when I was just seven. We were ‘latchkey kids’, that’s what they would call us back in the day. Basically, Mum worked all the hours God sent and we would come from school as little ones with no parents at home, fending for ourselves. The Henry family took me in, treated me as one of their own. Mr Henry would take me and Tony to the cash-and-carry, purchasing bulk items for the family store. We would drive up and down, and it was like a proper adventure for us kids.
 

Tony’s elder sister Jackie was always helping her mum with household chores. His little sister Avril was a cheeky, feisty girl, very confident and in your face. She was the first girl I ever witnessed routinely kissing her teeth at people. Avril being the last daughter, the youngest, she was not allowed out so much. Me, Tony, and Avril would spend long periods of time sitting together, chatting on the stairs of my house or their shop’s doorway.
 

What connected me and Tony was our love of street games, marbles and penny-up-the-wall. Every waking hour we were on it, competing, circling the marbles in a straight line. Up and down, back and front… we played night and day. On the streets under the council lighting, it was always marbles, marbles and more marbles. We were mad for it; it was our childhood sport. I would even get into local, derelict houses, take the doors off their hinges with my screwdriver and remove the large steel ball bearings from the closing mechanisms. These were great for our games.


We had worked out together that if we walked to school, we could save our bus fare and spend it on ourselves, and this would also give us more time to play penny-up-the-wall. One day, as we were out competing, from the side I spotted the family’s white VW. It pulled up slowly, and Mr Henry chased Tony down the road with his trouser belt in his hand. He caught him down the bottom of the road and gave his son a good hiding in full public view. Mr Henry was the sweetest man and so was Tony’s mum Madge, but they were old-school Jamaicans—so not the people to get caught up with. The Henrys were very loving, but doubly strict.


The night would take on a different role, I suppose you would call them, now, illegal raves. Mr Henry would put on dances in the basement of Henry’s grocery. Me and my brother would slide down the drainpipe from our bedroom windows and sneak out in the night. We would marvel at all the adults going in, wearing their posh clothes; we could hear the pumping dancehall reggae beat, and as white kids, this was the first time we heard reggae music. We loved taking in all the energy and excitement from across the road. Me and my brother would hide and watch carefully. We just dreamed about what it must have been like downstairs in the basement.


Me and Tony would sadly part as school buddies. I hated school; in Year 4, I had only attended school for two days, and in Year 5, one day. So, I would be hopping the wag. This rebellious nature of mine, plus having a little bovver from Brixton’s Old Bill, led to me being taken from my family home by Lambeth Social Services and put under council care. So, I lost touch with my best mate Tony and the Henry family. I missed his cheeky grin and his distinctive, high-pitched voice. Sadly, it was to be the end of our marble challenges, and he would not like me to say it, but I am sure I left with the winning title.





The schools we went to grouped us. As a Black kid, I witnessed many Black children being labelled educationally subnormal by the British school system. The career advisors visiting secondary schools would also stereotype us. Girls’ employment prospects: cooks and cleaners. Boys’: labourers or sportsmen. These two avenues were the only futures put before us. They had low expectations. The first time I experienced class division, though, was not in secondary school, because we all dressed in the collective trousers, shirt, tie, and blazer uniform (for me, at that time, social division was not based on race. Neil, my good mate across the way, was from a working-class white family, and they experienced the same overcrowded housing conditions and other material difficulties that affected us, too: we were eating out of the very same pot). However, it was the clothing outside school that was the giveaway, those kids wearing designer clothes, neatly pressed name brands such as the well-fitting Farah trousers and the latest Adidas Gazelle or Samba trainers.
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Tippa’s written story will let them see him as the example, that if they continue with
determination they too can persevere through all obstacles to obtain their goals.

— Sandra Izsadore, Artist, Activist and author of FELA and ME
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