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            vFor Mum. Thank you for everything.

             

            And for those who paved the ground,

who built something from nothing.

Without you there is no us.vi
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Throwing bricks at glass ceilings,

            Do or die,

He who dreams with open eyes is alive.
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1
             Introduction

         

         They mark this night with a prayer.

         In the green room of the O2 Forum Kentish Town, North London, they are gathered. There are more than twenty of them, huddled in a loose circle, arms over each other’s shoulders, spare hands carrying liquor in plastic cups. Dim spotlights glow over bowed heads as they listen quietly to the blessing being spoken aloud. Many of them are musicians: rappers and MCs, sums of a long line of sound and resistance and migration in working-class cities across Britain.

         They carry these stories in their songs. They come from the south of the country and from the north, young British men tracing roots back to family lines in Jamaica and Guyana, Ireland and Nigeria, Grenada and Ghana, a people moulded anew, fused together by this island on the edges of north-western Europe.

         Here, on this evening in November 2016, they are gathered to celebrate and support one of their own.

         Giggs is a rapper from Peckham, South London. He stands with his head lowered. He has called them all out tonight for his first ever London headline show. A black cap covers his eyes. A gold chain dangles from his neck, and he listens quietly as his manager, Buck, leads the group in prayer. ‘We just want to give thanks and appreciation because this is a big moment for us. We’ve been shut down for many years. This is a blessing.’1

         Since Giggs first picked up a microphone and dared to dream of music he has been walking the heavy path towards tonight. Many 2here have made the walk with him. His music bears the scars of those journeys. It has been a long road, a long road for him, a long road for the gathered, a long road for their genres.

         Buck continues: ‘There are many people over the years that have died, in jail, that can’t be with us here today. There’s many that have started our journey and won’t finish our journey. But they’re here in thoughts.’

         Outside, a few thousand are waiting in the arena. They have walked the road with them too. They were there when Rap was only a pipe dream for British kids, a hobby that blossomed in the souls of the inner cities, but never really paid. They were there when Giggs’s voice first began to push out from South London council estates, drifting across the country region by region. They were there when he met resistance, stayed with him on an uncertain course. They bought tickets for the shows police cancelled at short notice, listened when he was banned from national radio, and sought out his music when he spent six months inside, awaiting trial for a gun charge. They listened as he has shared his story, shed his traumas, used music to leave a permanent account of his existence here. They have followed him into the light, into this moment where the genres they hold close have reached the tipping point, where Rap and Grime fantasies are starting to mean something more concrete. A few thousand are waiting out there for him, waiting for all of those here gathered. They are waiting to see what it looks like when a sound emerges out of the fire.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Something has been happening in Britain, and British music. Over the past decade, underground, connected genres like UK Rap and Grime have leaked out from the inner cities. In that process, they 3have become among the most popular sounds in the country, forcing themselves onto the stages of mainstream pop culture. They are entrenched on the biggest, most traditional platforms, are a major presence at awards shows like the BRITs and at festivals like Glastonbury, are widely seen on newspaper front pages and magazine front covers, are debated in parliament, are shaping new legislation in the country, and have left permanent fingerprints on streaming services and the Official UK Charts. They are the soundtrack for popular film and TV productions. They regularly play out on morning radio shows and prime-time adverts, and they are even used as learning devices in schools, their existence finely woven into the casual, day-to-day running of this country.

         This uprising is not an accident. This is not a beginning, is not the emergence of something unexpected. This commercial conquering does not define their history, or their legacy either. There is more here. For decades, genres like UK Rap and Grime, children of British MC culture’s tight family tree, have been tuning in Black and working-class communities across the country. They are sounds whose existence has been shaped and sculpted by waves of migration, by forebears adapting to the terrain, the politics, the culture of this foreign land.

         As generations of these people made sense of themselves in these new places, giving and feeding off the land, slowly turning British soil into home, they have documented their experiences in music, using sound to mark and catalogue their individual and collective presence. UK Rap and Grime are contemporary pieces of this wider musical legacy that stretches back over a period of seventy years to the earliest stems of British-Caribbean Sound System culture. They are products of these older genres, products of Reggae and 2-Tone, Jungle and Garage, as well as American Hip Hop. And, as time passes, newly fruiting, MC-led sounds and subgenres 4like UK Drill and Afroswing are a product of them too.

         Grime has its roots in East London in the earliest years of the new millennium, a genre that evolved out of Garage, as well as wider influences from Jungle, Ragga, Drum & Bass and wider Sound System culture. Formed by MC Wiley and other teenagers from council estates across Tower Hamlets and Newham, it became a sound unto itself, and eventually spread across the rest of the city, and then into other Black, and working-class pockets of the country. Alongside it, a specific strand of British Hip Hop known as UK Rap began to chart a similar course. Emerging a few years after Grime, it was a less localised sound with its originators in the many corners of the capital.

         The two diverged at points. Grime beat along at a rapid pace of 140 bpm, while UK Rap was slower. Grime’s spiritual home was Pirate Radio stations in East London council estates, freeform sessions called sets where MCs went to war over instrumentals in a direct lineage from their parents and grandparents who ran Sound Systems. UK Rap instead thrived on mixtapes and full songs with an emphasis on visceral storytelling.

         Despite these differences in tone and in practice, the two share an essence. Wherever there was UK Rap, there was Grime also, both existing side by side in marginalised pockets of the country. They are close siblings. They were born of the same conditions, in the same estates, towns and areas, and as the years passed, they coalesced into a shared musical scene, collaborating with one another, building infrastructure, each subgenre still maintaining their distinct uniqueness.

         UK Rap and Grime, who together form this musical movement, have become an oral canvas for the writing of an alternate history of modern Britain. Deep in their texts are connected stories of community and identity, personal accounts of sacrifice and loss, of hope and pride, of violence and family. They are a social commentary from 5the margins, a vessel and a voice for the disregarded and overlooked. This book is an excavation of these stories and the sounds they have underpinned, the music they have forged and been forged by.
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         Over this past decade, as the rappers, MCs and other participants in these genres have carried these sounds into a new era, they have transformed their own lives in the process. These quiet and loud, personal and community legacies have been written into the day-to-day lives of people across the country. They are still being written at this moment.

         This is an account of this history and current reality, a tracking of this movement from underground into mainstream, and, most importantly, a documentation of the lives so powerfully altered by the journey. This is about what lies at the soul of British Rap’s boom and blossom.

         I have been writing about, reporting on, and interviewing members from this musical movement for eleven years now, first working with grassroots platforms like Link Up TV, SBTV and GRM Daily, and then, as the music began to take off and intrigue from wider Britain began to peak, writing profiles and essays for national newspapers and magazines. In this time, I have witnessed first-hand the impact music was having on artists and managers, producers and DJs, supporters and their wider communities. I wanted to write a book that captures this legacy.

         Where We Come From is the result of more than five years of reporting. To offer a detailed look at the country, I centred my reporting on three different regions: South London, South Wales and the West Midlands. In these places, I found an alternate history of modern Britain scribed into song. I found people whose experiences growing 6up in this country had pushed them to the brink. In music, many of them had found salvation.

         During my travels it also became clear that these music scenes, and the environments and circumstances that accompanied them, especially in their earliest years, were largely dominated by young men. As a result, this skew is reflected in the contents of this work.

         This book is not intended to be an exhaustive chronicling of UK Rap and Grime. Instead, this is a book about the connected realities that have birthed these genres. It is about the communities and people who drive the music, the conditions that have formed them, their sounds, and now, in this era, the landscape of contemporary culture in the UK. By writing Where We Come From, I hope to place these communities and an overlooked history of place, Grime, Rap and resistance into the national story of modern Britain.

         
            NOTES

            1 Giggs: The Landlord Headline Show [video], Link Up TV, 14 November 2016.
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            1 Babylon

            WEST MIDLANDS

         

         
      T
      his is how they arrived here.
    

         There are stories about the Britain that existed in the imaginations of those early West Indian settlers arriving through the forties, fifties and sixties. Fantasies held close by young men and women setting out for the supposed promised land of ‘milk and honey’ where the roads were rumoured to be paved with gold. But the reality of this place was different than they had imagined. The West Midlands was grey with bitter winters that stripped leaves from the trees, where the skies screamed hail and rain through the long cold evenings. There were factories unfurling black smoke for as far as the eye could see and there was isolation, a loneliness among solo travellers who had left family and friends behind. They were men and women taking brave steps into a cold new world, building new lives in a land so different to back home, pouring themselves into a country that would, at times, resent their presence. Some struggled to find housing. Some struggled to find work. Some noticed hostility in a region and a wider population angered by, and ignorant about, its growing Black communities.

         For these early settlers to survive Babylon, they would have to walk through fire.

         
            
        This is how they arrived here.
      

         

         The line from the Caribbean to the West Midlands, from Jamaica and Trinidad and St Kitts and other islands to Birmingham and Coventry and Walsall and Wolverhampton, has its beginnings in the ashes of war. In the 1940s, when the Second World War had 10finished and Europe sank back into a tense peace, Britain began a slow emergence from the wreckage. Soldiers returned home. The elderly resumed retirement after taking up vacant civil responsibilities to help with the war effort. Housing developments were planned in bombed-out towns and cities. Slums were cleared and a National Health Service was announced. The war had worn on the economy and the workforce, and a country needing to rebuild itself couldn’t do so alone. So, in 1948, three years after the war had ended, the British Nationality Act was introduced. Residents of British colonial territories and independent Commonwealth countries were recognised as British subjects, and were in theory granted the right to settle in the UK; free to find work and housing, to vote and raise families.

         In the aftermath of the act, a steady wave of West Indian immigrants arrived. They came to be known as the Windrush generation, named after the HMT Empire Windrush, which docked at Tilbury in 1948 carrying 1,027 passengers-turned-British-citizens on its voyage from Jamaica. By 1970 more than half a million immigrants from the Caribbean had arrived here. They settled in places like Newport in Wales, Notting Hill and Clapham in London. They slowly fanned out across the West Midlands too: Birmingham, Wolverhampton, Walsall, Coventry, West Bromwich and so on, erecting the early stems of large Black communities in these towns and cities across the region. The settlers were the forefathers and foremothers of a UK Rap and Grime generation, Caribbean people moving across North Atlantic waters, laying down their roots in new homes, readying the soil for a generation of Brit(ish) children to emerge.

         
            
        This is how they arrived here.
      

         

         These families often came to the West Midlands in staggers. A husband first, then a wife and the children. They first worked as bus drivers and as nurses, as factory and construction workers, a growing Black 11enclave in the heart of the country, building Britain up from the rubble.

         Their early experiences in a foreign West Midlands are collated in Birmingham Museums Trust’s Black Oral History Project, where the lives and memories of the city’s first generation of Caribbean immigrants were orally recorded and set permanently into stone. In these accounts, their growing presence encounters early aggression, racism ranging from the subtle to the overt. Frank Scantlebury, who moved to the UK from Barbados in 1955, told the project, ‘Very early on after we arrived, we didn’t notice any racism. But after a while, after we’d settled in, we realised that some people were rather hostile to us. We found it very strange, we never expected to encounter that sort of thing. We were always taught that it was a fair society.’1

         Another recording comes from Esme Lancaster, who arrived from Jamaica in 1950, joining her sister who had settled in the country years prior. Esme’s early memories of Birmingham and Britain are of a deep winter moving over the city and a homesickness that lasted for months, reducing her to long spells of tears. She fell into the Church to find comfort. She found a job doing office admin on the weekends, and in doing so, brushed up against a white community hostile to her people. Racism at work was whispered, communicated in gestures unspoken, hinted in low tones behind closed doors. Sometimes Esme’s boss would bring her the work unfinished and set aside by white colleagues. They had spent the afternoon slacking off, their leftovers now hers to complete.

         One afternoon, while in the cloakroom, she overheard colleagues tell one another how they couldn’t stand the sight of her. In response she told them, ‘I am here. We are here. We are coming, and we are increasing. One day we will be like the children of Israel in the land of Egypt, and if you don’t like it, you can go, or die.’2

         Then she walked away.

         
            
        This is how they arrived here.
      

         

         
            NOTES

            1 Thomas Fair, ‘“Thrive, No Matter What”: Stories from the Windrush Generation’, BirminghamLive, 27 October 2021.

            2  Fair.
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            2 Handsworth Songs

            WEST MIDLANDS

         

         Tower blocks bloomed on West Midland skylines. In the sixties and seventies, after the war ended, and reports like the 1946 Housing Survey in Birmingham revealed a city where half of its homes lacked a separate bathroom, slum-clearing programmes were announced. The local councils levelled communities, reducing city streets and their tightly packed terraced housing to rubble. They began to buy up disused green lands on the edges of towns, earmarking these outskirts for regeneration and development.

         On the bones of the old terraced rows, tower blocks and mass housing estates were drafted and then slowly assembled. Across the region, long streaks of grey concrete began to sprout on the skyline like beanstalks, new council flats in their hundreds scratching at foggy heavens. The Castle Vale estate, built on an abandoned Second World War airfield in North Birmingham, housed 20,000 people. The Bromford Bridge estate in the east of the city housed around 10,000, its ten high-rises constructed on what was once a racecourse. Further east, on the edges of the city, 1,500 acres of greenbelt in Solihull were cleared for the Chelmsley Wood housing estate, population 12,000.

         It was a handful of towns and areas like these, anchoring new housing estates to the earth, that became the centre point for the region’s Black and immigrant communities. The inner cities of North Birmingham, in towns like Handsworth and Aston, Nechells and Newtown, were a home away from home for Caribbean immigrants. In Coventry it was Hillfields, north of the city centre. In Darlaston, 13near Walsall, terraced housing was flattened and two fifteen-storey blocks of flats were erected in replacement: Great Croft House and John Wootton House welcomed their first residents in 1965.

         The early seeds of the Black community and Black British music scenes in the West Midlands were forged in these post-war housing settlements. By 1961, 17,000 Caribbean people were living in Handsworth, a sign of a growing Black enclave in the region. In response to the racism they faced, those early generations seized fate to build brighter days and better futures for those who would come after. Black-owned businesses and organisations began to blossom in the community: the Marcus Garvey Nursery emerging in the British Black Power movement and setting firm foundations for the young Black kids of Birmingham before they entered the school system. The Harriet Tubman Bookshop on Grove Lane. The African Liberation Day marches in Handsworth Park. The butcher shops, the churches, the theatre groups.

         
            
        This is how they arrived here.
      

         

         And when they did arrive, they brought music.

         In Newtown, not far from Handsworth, Cecil Morris, part of this early wave of Black enterprise and business, founded one of Britain’s first Black Pirate Radio stations. Cecil had arrived in Birmingham from Brandon Hill, Jamaica, in 1962, when he was around fourteen, and found a haven in the high-rises. After running a record shop and throwing talent competitions and managing local singers and Reggae artists like Steel Pulse, he turned his attentions to radio. In the late seventies and early eighties, the airwaves echoing over Birmingham were dominated by two stations, BBC Radio Birmingham and BRMB 94.8 FM, both white-owned, both in possession of the city’s only two legal licences, neither catering for a Black population who had by now existed en masse in the West Midlands for a few decades. 14

         ‘They reckoned what they broadcast was good enough for us,’ he says, ‘because we speak English.’

         Frustrated by the absence of Black music, he set up meetings with both the stations, intending to bring his people’s sounds and identity onto national radio. From the stations, he demanded a daily two-hour programme, a show ‘presented by us, in our format, with our accent’.

         The meetings bore no fruit. In the session with the BBC, he arrived with local soundmen and other musicians who were flattered when the broadcaster offered a half-hour slot on a Sunday. Frustrated at his colleagues, Cecil walked out, ‘because they were giving the management strength by showing interest in accepting half an hour when we should be blazing hell’.

         A few hours later, at the BRMB meeting, he was told that the station already had an Indian presenter, that said presenter sometimes played a Reggae record or two, that there was nothing more they could do for him, that his request was futile.

         He told them, ‘Okay, no problem, I will establish our own radio station.’ They laughed at him, one of them saying, ‘Mr Morris, that’s a good idea, don’t you think so, guys?’

         He left the meeting determined. He went back to his record shop on the ground floor of a five-storey block, bought a radio transmitter from an English friend, set up some records, plugged everything in, went to his bedroom on the third floor where his bed had an inbuilt radio, and switched it on. Music began to play and his resistance in radio began.

         By 1981 he was recording programmes in the weekdays and playing them out via Pirate Radio on the weekends, sending songs of Reggae and home comforts out into the ether, notes whining on the wind, waiting to be grasped by whoever had fine-tuned their dial.

         1981 was the same year summer riots swept across Black 15communities in Britain, a restless storm blowing like wildfire from inner city to inner city. The mood had been tense in the years before the uprisings. Across the country, manufacturing industries were on the decline, inner cities were in decay and the economy was in recession. It was a country where politicians and far-right organisations like the National Front were fixing blame for rising crime and failing economies on foreigners and others. Anti-immigration sentiments were being written into law, and the legislation that freely welcomed Black people into Britain was slowly washed away. The Black Caribbean community in the UK was isolated and antagonised by the institutions governing the nation, by the same country they had helped rebuild.

         It was a country where the ‘Sus’ (from ‘suspected person’) law1 granted police the authority to stop and search the public without evidence of a crime being committed, a power disproportionately used on Black and ethnic minorities. Consequently, the fractures in an already strained relationship deepened. In Handsworth, young Black men told a local community survey in 1978 that the police were pushing people around, that the police were treating young Black men like dirt, like ‘we are still slaves’.2 In Handsworth, after the local manufacturing industries had dried up, an estimated quarter of young Black people in the area were unemployed. So when uprisings began in Brixton in the late spring of 1981, and then spread north in the summer to Black communities in Liverpool and Leeds, Manchester and eventually Handsworth, Cecil found himself in the centre of a storm.

         On a Friday afternoon in early July, he was in the Black-owned Harambe Bookshop on the Handsworth frontline, the Soho Road that drives through the spine of the suburb. In the shop he was confronted by a man he describes as a ‘massive white guy: hippy, beard. He kind of look like a giant.’ 16

         The man told him there would be riots in Handsworth that evening. A few hours later, Cecil walked the street in disbelief. He could see about forty police buses on Soho Road, and as he walked deeper into the frontline and on towards the police station at Thornhill Road, he could see hundreds and hundreds of policemen marching down to the main strip. ‘Bang. Bang. Bang, like the Zulu going to war.’ After the police battalion charged a gathered crowd, he fled, frightened and ‘run like hell to come back over to my place’. Over the next few hours, shop fronts were smashed and cars were set alight. More than a hundred arrests would be made. The damage was estimated at £500,000.

         When back home, he gathered his broadcasting equipment, pushed his aerial out of his window and when the broadcast went live, he began to speak, ‘telling young Black youths not to go out into this thing here because we will get blamed for anything that occur’. Then he played music, hoping to calm bristling nerves of a generation riled by police, state and nation.

         
            
        This is how they arrived here.
      

         

         It was the start of something. In the aftermath, people in the local area began writing to Cecil, telling him that a station was what they wanted. Buoyed by their encouragement, he turned his passion into something permanent.

         The first station was called Radio Starr. In those days he would record shows onto tapes that held an hour’s worth of space on each side. The tape would be connected to a transmitter and then placed at the peak of a tower block. While the station played, he would sit in his studio, recording the next show, then when an hour had nearly passed, he would rush back into the tower block and flip the tape onto its second hour. For years he went on like this, recording talk shows and playing the sounds of the day to the community, basking the Handsworth air 17in soft Reggae and Soul. As he played, the audience began to swell.

         In 1985, riots came back to Handsworth. Little had changed in four years. Unemployment was still cresting in the West Midlands. Policing was still heavy in the area and when a man was arrested for a traffic offence in nearby Lozells, the sparks of a community still on edge again ignited into flame. Shops and buildings were set alight, and police and groups of young men and women jockeyed back and forth in battle on the streets of inner-city Birmingham. There were over a hundred injuries suffered and two civilian deaths.3 When a hardware store stocked with propane gas caught fire, the sound of exploding cylinders echoed like fireworks into the night. As the sun set on that late summer evening, Handsworth burned.

         A community leader would go on to say, ‘What we’re seeing here today is the result of the type of insensitivity that has been displayed by the police in this area over a very long period of time. A simple road traffic incident escalated into major violence. Virtual anarchy took place as a consequence of the way in which the police decided they could deal with Black people within this community.’

         Another would say, ‘The general state of the young people here is helplessness, and we need help,’ and a young man would remark, ‘We have no chance. If we right we wrong, and if we wrong, we double wrong.’4

         When news of the riot spread, Cecil again took to the airwaves. Now armed with a stronger transmitter, a regular listenership and more professional equipment, he began to play records and speak. Broadcasting on the night of the uprising, he told the young people, ‘We understand there may be some big trouble in Handsworth but it’s got nothing to do with us, just stay in your house. Let’s have a party.’

         His second station, People’s Community Radio Link, widely known as PCRL, was born on those evenings of unrest, a community stronghold emerging from the ashes of fire.

         
            
        This is how they arrived here. 
        18
      

         

         PCRL was the pirate station that raised generations of Black families in Birmingham. Throughout the eighties and nineties, parents played the station in their homes and in their cars, mothers with their sons, fathers with their daughters, young men and women gathered under shared roofs, tuning into the frequency with extended family and friends.

         In spite of its illegal status, PCRL evolved into an operational radio station with a studio and a management team who met monthly, as well as a revolving roster of presenters and DJs. Together they bound into one, offering their people what the national broadcasters had defiantly withheld.

         The station was renowned for playing Reggae. But there was more. They regularly broadcasted Gospel shows, ran Soul shows, ran Calypso and Rock shows, even ran a West African show from a presenter in Gambia. They also ran a weekly talk show titled Talk Black where they carved out space to discuss police brutality and educated listeners on Black history, about the revered kingdoms of Timbuktu and the very visible impact the Moors had had on modern Europe.

         ‘We were actually letting people know what they perceive us to be is not us,’ he said. ‘They didn’t get it in school. They didn’t get that portrayal in the radio or the television. We remained a nobody and we would remain a nobody until us prove who we are.’

         The station became a meeting point for a community to reason and reckon with itself, to ruminate on the climate of the time and the path that lay ahead. It was by them and for them, knitting together the fragments of families now spread across other pockets of the inner city and the wider West Midlands. Blues Parties and local businesses were regularly advertised, and when there was a bereavement in the community, PCRL would announce the passing on air, spreading 19awareness about the loss and impending funeral to distant family and friends. They hired venues to host Christmas parties for children and senior citizens. They gave a platform to local Asian and Muslim presenters who too struggled to find space on the national broadcasters. And when the station began to peak in popularity and young people began finding their way to Cecil’s door, begging to be presenters, PCRL would offer them broadcasting training programmes, awarding certificates to whoever stayed the course.

         ‘At one stage I feel like there’s nothing I couldn’t do,’ Cecil says of that time. ‘If I think it, I can do it.’

         Pirate Radio was prohibited in Britain, a criminal offence for any person or entity pushing out illegal and unlicensed broadcasts on the airwaves. The laws around these terms were enforced by the Departments of Trade and Industry, known as the DTI. In Pirate Radio’s second boom during the eighties and nineties, DTI officers would scan the tower blocks and the airwaves, raiding makeshift studios and disconnecting transmitters wherever they found them. When a station was pulled from the air, the DJs would relocate to a new tower block, reassemble their station, and the chase would begin anew.

         PCRL came under sustained pressure from the DTI. Cecil was first raided in the early eighties when he was still recording programmes on two-hour tape packs. The station went dead one afternoon and when he went across to the transmitter in the tower block to seek out the problem, he found four DTI and police apiece, standing at the bottom of the stairs with his aerial and equipment in hand.

         ‘I looked at them. I said, “Where you going with this?”’

         When he said that the equipment belonged to him, the officers took him to the police station and locked him in the cells for the night. In court he was fined £180.

         It was the beginning of a long tug of war between Cecil and the DTI, between PCRL and the authorities, an eternal loop of cat and 20mouse playing out on the concrete beanstalks of Birmingham. Some days he would be sitting in his office, the transmitter and aerial stationed on a fifteen-storey tower block across the road, when he would notice the DTI officers on the roofs, wrecking and dismantling his equipment. On occasion, he would go out and challenge them. At other times, when he had live court cases due to the station, he would just sit and watch, powerless as the DTI took the station to pieces, because showing his face would jeopardise his trial.

         Whenever the station was pulled from the air, Cecil and the team would scramble to set up in a new tower block, roving across the city to bring PCRL back from the dead. With the station’s rising popularity, he was able to afford and stockpile aerials and transmitters. In his tenure, he had set up base in hundreds of high-rise council flats across the city and says, ‘There’s not a tower block or building in Birmingham that we don’t use.’ In his head he counts around three hundred.

         When the early morning DTI raids took the station apart, PCRL would be back on air by the late afternoon. Noticing this stubborn streak, the authorities began to expand their efforts. They barricaded doors leading to tower-block roofs, and began raiding six days a week, twice on some days, steaming the station in the evenings too, just as Cecil and his team had reassembled and recovered from the morning ambush.

         But Cecil found an ally in the community he served. Council block caretakers could be bribed for the keys to the roof. Tenants moving out of their flats would give him their keys, leaving him a scatter of empty apartments in a single high-rise. They loved the station. When the DTI installed a covert camera by a door leading to a roof, and a resident in a flat below switched on her TV, the camera feed unwittingly played through her screen. She phoned Cecil, warning him of what had happened.

         ‘They don’t get me,’ he says. 21

         That tower block was in town, opposite a DTI office. As they hunted him through the span of the city, he was broadcasting from across the road.

         Rumour is that PCRL became so popular throughout Birmingham that the BBC and BRMB were growing anxious, unnerved at a Pirate Radio station eating into their listenership. Cecil says they began threatening to take him to court.

         The end of the station began when he was abroad. After years of talk shows informing the city’s first- and second-generation Black Caribbean community about the old kingdoms of Africa, he decided to go and see the real thing for himself. He ran two trips in 2002 and 2003, taking seventy-five and then eighty people, most of them Jamaican, to Gambia, on the far edges of West Africa. They visited James Island, a fleck of earth floating in the wide mouth of River Gambia, the rumoured birthplace of the folklorish character and freeman-turned-enslaved Kunta Kinte.

         ‘I wanted to know where I’m from,’ Cecil says. ‘I’m born in Jamaica, I’m from Africa.’

         When he arrived back in England and was on the motorway towards Birmingham, he tuned the radio. The static hash of a Pirate pulled from the air came through the dial. Returning home, he discovered that the DTI had raided his office and his studio, his transmitter site and the homes of the core management team.

         ‘They got a lot of information. They got us good.’

         He was accused of conspiring to manage, finance and operate an unauthorised station. It was to be his tenth time appearing in court. Apart from the early £180 fine, he had successfully defended himself on each occasion, once leaving the prosecutor so frustrated that he tossed his legal papers in the air.

         The tenth trial was different. Originally scheduled for hearing in Birmingham Magistrates’ Court, he says they suspended his case for 22a year, ‘then they go in the Houses of Parliament and change the law from my hearing being a magistrate court hearing to being a Crown Court hearing. A heavy court case now.’

         In the early weeks of 2004, at a trial in Birmingham Crown Court, allegedly one of the first of its kind, a relentless judge found him guilty on conspiracy charges. He was fined £3,000 and ordered to pay £5,000 in costs. He was given twenty hours of community service and a two-year suspended jail sentence.

         The BBC News report read:

         
            Addressing Morris, the judge acknowledged he was a cornerstone of the black community in north Birmingham and had done much work to help disadvantaged youngsters in the area.

            But he added: ‘If you are caught and investigated again and convicted within two years of today, I would be amazed if you do not have to serve the nine-month sentence.’5

         

         In the aftermath of the trial, Cecil says ten commercial broadcasters and radio stations threatened to put up £2,000 each if he continued to broadcast, telling him that the pot of £20,000 would be used to crush him in court.

         Things were coming to an end, a community enterprise shot down from the skies of North Birmingham by the anxious hands of government and big business. With the threat of jail looming, Cecil downed tools.

         ‘That was when I thought I can’t go any further.’ He called a meeting with the staff and then made an announcement on air, telling loyal listeners that PCRL would be turning off their dial for good.

         In his estimates, during PCRL’s twenty-year run, the station was pulled off air around 1,500 times, and had its studios raided on over a hundred different occasions, DTI officers grabbing everything: their records, their equipment, their livelihoods. 23

         ‘We lost so much money, but the station was popular, the station was making money [too].’

         It was about more than radio. The presence and enduring success of PCRL was bigger than him. It was, he says, ‘a challenge to the government, it’s a challenge to the broadcasting authority, a challenge to the BBC, a challenge to the independent radio authorities and all the people like Capital Radio, BRMB Radio, everywhere a commercial radio station is’.

         Though no longer lingering over Birmingham airwaves, its legacy lived, a symbol of how Black communities in the West Midlands would provide for themselves in the absence of institutional support, establishments like PCRL preparing the land for those who would come after.

         A generation of young children came of age listening to the station, sitting in the cars with their aunts or rolling somewhere with their uncles, PCRL playing loud in the background. When these kids would grow up, and start making music of their own, producing Jungle and Garage, Grime and UK Rap, Pirate Radio would sit as the bedrock of their new sounds. Something had been inherited. The second and third generation of Black British-Caribbean people born and raised in the West Midlands were cast in the station’s shadow. What they would eventually carve out for themselves is testament to what was sown into the tower blocks long before they arrived here.

         
            NOTES

            1 Section 4 of the 1824 Vagrancy Act.

            2  Kieran Connell, ‘Riots Don’t Happen Without a Reason’, Guardian, 10 August 2011.

            3  Connell.

            4  Handsworth Songs, dir. John Akomfrah, Black Audio Film Collective, 1986.

            5  ‘Pirate Radio Operator Sentenced’, BBC News, 24 January 2004.
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            3 London Underground

            SOUTH LONDON

         

         In the summer of 1948, 236 of them walked down the Empire Windrush gangplank at Tilbury. They stepped out under British skies and started new lives on a gamble. They were not like the others. The vessel had carried around 802 Jamaican and Trinidadian and Guyanese and other people from the wider Caribbean islands into port in deep Essex: Black immigrants in the finest tailoring, bracing themselves for a new country.

         Some who made the journey had jobs waiting on the other end. Some had set plans for accommodation and housing. Some planted themselves in Notting Hill and began building close new communities. But some 236 of them, arriving on that first journey, had no housing pre-organised, had no workplace to walk into. They had packed old lives and far countries into small suitcases, gambling on their futures, waiting on the hope of what Britain could be.

         For those 236, Britain was first a bus from Tilbury to Clapham, South London; was the tease of finding work opportunities at the Labour Exchange on Coldharbour Lane in nearby Brixton; was a temporary holding hostel deep underground at Clapham South Tube station.

         In the war years, deep-level shelters were built in the Tube stations surrounding Clapham Common. They were intended as refuge from the heavy German air raids raining hell on a crumbling city. The shelters had twin parallel tunnels stretching 400 yards, able to accommodate around 8,000 people overall, safeguarding local residents from the carnage that lay above ground. After the war was over 25and the city was deemed safe, the shelters were used by the army to demobilise. And after the army had moved on, they were reopened to house the few hundred Black immigrants arriving in South London during the summer of 1948, looking for work.

         And so for the 236, Britain was Clapham South Station and a reception tent at the shelter entrance where they were checked in. It was the Women’s Voluntary Service handing them each a linen bed sheet, a grey blanket and an allocated bed bunk. It was a welcoming with English tea and white bread with meat dripping. It was a lowering of eleven storeys and 180 steps, a plunge into the empty core of Clapham Common.

         Some remember how the tunnels were poorly lit, musty and clammy. One arrival described his temporary new home as ‘a sparsely furnished rabbit’s warren’.1 They slept on bunk beds, one beneath the other. Their first meal was roast beef with potatoes and vegetables. They wrote letters home to pass the time, thumbed through newspapers, readied their suits, styled their hair in cracked mirrors. They undressed from suits into pyjamas, settling in for a few long nights under South London. Sometimes in the early mornings, they were jolted from sleep by passing Tube carriages rattling the tracks in the overhead Northern Line tunnels. When awake, they would set out into the city to find work, heading over to the Labour Exchange to forage for a first wage, a Black community taking their first steps over South London, seeking to make good on their long gamble.

         
            
        This is how they arrived here.
      

         

         A month later, and the shelter was empty. Some had found jobs in the National Health Service, some in local factories and mills. A man called Sam King rejoined the RAF and then, after, became a postman.2 He settled in Southwark. Another man, John Richards, found work with London Transport, clocking in at Orpington Station in 26Kent and a few others around London too. He moved to a hostel in South Kensington, before settling in Kensal Rise.3

         Many of the others clustered around the Labour Exchange, moving into rented houses and rooms across Clapham and Brixton. They slowly etched their family lines into the city, began carving out a community that resembled home, pulling out space for inbound family and countrymen to join them. What would come after in Clapham and Brixton is an echo of their efforts, those first settlers dropped deep into the South London soil, the cracked seeds from which a community began to flower.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Clapham is mapped by Clapham Common, a triangular green, sprawling over 220 acres of parkland, fenced tight by three busy A roads and cleaved in two by the invisible borderline that separates the London Borough of Lambeth from the London Borough of Battersea. Side roads and streets slip away from the green, leading into a scattering of separate estates. These loosely connected territories give sum to Clapham as a whole.

         The half of Clapham claimed by Lambeth is defined by parallels. In an area known as Clapham Common Northside, side streets and residential housing bleed from the A3 road that fences the north of the Common. It is a small area of old affluence, of quiet terraces and bilingual private schools and old sprawling Victorian and Georgian mansions overlooking the green. Families of old and new money conceal themselves in timeless palaces of South London, in homes that hint at centuries gone by, ghosts of long-passed aristocrats and businessmen and composers entombed in their walls.

         Then as the A3 spans east, further into Lambeth, meeting the A24 at the tip of the Common, there is Clapham High Street and 27the post-war council estates and packed terraced housing hidden behind its frontline. These are the roads and tower blocks that see Clapham blur into Acre Lane and Brixton, where working-class families settled in estates like Notre Dame, known as Notre, and the William Bonney Estate, known as Redbrick for the scarlet clay bricks that define its set of low-rise flats. Then, further south, in Clapham Park are the large estates that lead into Brixton Hill. Both areas are less than a mile removed from Clapham Common Northside, two faces of a polarised city rubbing up against the Common.

         The Wandsworth side of Clapham Common can also be defined by these divides. There is affluence and a middle-class community in the Clapham Common Westside, clustered around Northcote Road and the houses that sit at the residential passage between the Common and the nearby Wandsworth Common. But as the A3 runs north-west towards the Thames, the Common fading into concrete, Battersea and the river leaning into view, Clapham blurs into Clapham Junction, or just Junction: an area defined by the long, overhanging Winstanley and York Road estates. Built in the decades after the war, housing an estimated 10,000 people, they are the scattering of twenty-three-storey and seventeen-storey and eleven- and seven-storey council blocks inscribed on the skyline, looming over the railway station and the river and the wealth of Northcote Road. A city again at odds.

         From these many corners of Clapham, the children and grandchildren of the Windrush began to emerge. By the west of the Common, nearing Junction, were Debbie Pryce and Susan Banfield, friends and pioneering rappers whose parents arrived in Clapham and South London alongside a generation who migrated as a result of London Transport and NHS recruitment drives in Barbados, Jamaica, Trinidad and other countries across the Caribbean. 28

         In the 1950s, London Transport had set up an office in Bridgetown, capital of Barbados, and then aired news of their recruitment scheme on local radio, in the local Bajan newspapers and on posters across the city. Word spread soon across the island, and before long, applicants were being interviewed. Written and medical tests were conducted, and workers were cleared to start new jobs in London. The Barbadian government covered their travel fees, and the new recruits journeyed across the Atlantic, filling out the London Transport workforce. Shortly after, British Rail and the NHS erected similar schemes, and thousands of Caribbean people slowly dripped from the islands into Britain, starting work as bus drivers and rail workers and nurses in South London. Susan’s mother was a nurse, Debbie’s father a skilled tailor who also worked for London Transport, among a wave of immigrants drafted into the city’s local economy from overseas, many of who were received by family members and friends already settled on the other side.

         Together, this new influx rented rooms, they bought property, they sought to build Caribbean communities in South London, weaving among each other in church congregations and Blues Parties and Pirate Radio stations, then raised children in these community cradles. Debbie and Susan grew up among this loosely connected fraternity of families in Clapham.

         In the eighties, when they grew up, some Caribbean people’s houses were furnished from trips over to Brixton market and the salesmen who would go door to door, hawking to the West Indian families in the area. Susan and Debbie were raised on their parents’ record collections, fed on Sunday Reggae shows on Pirate Radio and on British pop music like David Bowie and Dexys Midnight Runners. Elsewhere they were emerging alongside distinctly Black British genres like 2-Tone and Lovers’ Rock. Sounds of home and sounds of a far home underscoring their early tastes. 29

         There were influences from further afield, too. In the early stretches of the decade, Hip Hop, born of Jamaican Sound System culture, and fashioned in the housing estates of the South Bronx, began seeping into Britain. Sometimes, a friend would travel to see family in New York, and then arrive back in South London with tales of what they had seen, or would bring back handfuls of records, or tape recordings of documentaries like Style Wars (1983) and films like Wild Style (1982) and Beat Street (1984), which catalogued and then broadcast the early moments of Hip Hop culture.

         In this process, the genre’s elements: MCing, breakdancing, DJing and graffiti writing jumped from the working-class, Black and Latino neighbourhoods of New York, and into the working-class Black areas of London and Bristol and Birmingham. They travelled on tapes passed between extended relatives, played on Pirate Radio stations like Invicta FM where British DJs began to spin the early records, or were performed on early tours like The New York City Rap tour in 1982, where American breakers, MCs, DJs and graffiti artists delivered their fledgling art forms on a London stage.

         Running parallel to the breakers and the MCs and the graffiti artists were kids of the same era, second-generation, British-raised Caribbean young people entrenched in Sound System culture. Many of them were raised around Clapham and wider South London, their sounds the products of music that had travelled along strong family lines stretching between the islands and the UK. There was Smiley Culture from Stockwell, son of a Jamaican father and a Guyanese mother, who, among others, bent Reggae into something of his own. Reggae artists often DJed and toasted on songs, a vocal delivery style where the artist would chant and talk over the cruising melody. In Britain, Smiley Culture and others like Peter King and Tippa Irie took things further, chanting with an increased pace and speed over the records. Some would call it fast-chat, fast-chat Reggae or speed rapping. On 30his Reggae riddims, Smiley Culture placed Jamaican patois alongside British cockney, bringing the dualities of a young Black Britain onto record, building on the foundations laid by the Sound Systems erected across Clapham and Brixton, Battersea and Lewisham in the seventies.

         There was Reggae Sunsplash too, the music festival, first held in 1978 at Jarrett Park in Montego Bay, Jamaica, before spreading into Selhurst Park, South London, in 1984. By its 1987 iteration, over a quarter of a million people crested on Clapham Common, the festival coinciding with a celebration of Jamaica’s twenty-fifth year of independence, and the centenary year of the country’s deceased, but still influential, political activist Marcus Garvey.

         And so, young British-Caribbean people, from South London and further field, raised on Sound Systems and Reggae and Soul and now Hip Hop, began to fuse these scattering of influences into sounds of their own. It’s a process they would repeat for the next forty years. Susan and Debbie would hit up Hip Hop nights called The Breakers Yard at a club called Podium in nearby Nine Elms, where teenagers from across Clapham Junction, the Common and Battersea would assemble to practise, and enjoy their new art form. Or in Covent Garden, an early mecca and a meeting point for British Hip Hop, where new crews from across the city and the wider country would link, battle and throw up new graffiti pieces. The girls witnessed a genre on the rise, bound themselves to its ascent by taking on the names Susie Q and MC Remedee, calling their new coalition the Warm Milk and Cookie Crew.

         They were among the first Hip Hop groups in Britain, and after practising for hours in Debbie’s front room, began taking their gift to youth clubs and early Rap shows, sharing the stage with their UK and New York counterparts, their songs ringing out in nightclubs and on the radio, peaking with the single ‘Rok da House’ that reached number 5 in the UK charts in 1988, and a debut album 31Born This Way that settled at number 24. In their wake came further Hip Hop acts from Clapham and Battersea, rappers like MC Melo, Monie Love and No Parking MCs.

         The generation raised both by Rap and Sound System culture marked the beginning of something distinct in South London, their tastes a symbol of music boomeranging across the Black Atlantic: Jamaica into the Bronx, the Bronx into Britain’s inner cities, where it began to evolve into something new. In South London, these fusions of cultures were a window into what was stirring on the ground, the sounds a reflection of an emerging and distinct Black British identity in this remote corner of the city. A drumskin was being layered, early rappers and chatters in the ends, and the varied music genres they leaned into, a signal of a distinct and varied strain of MC culture shooting from the seeds their parents had buried.32

         
            NOTES

            1 ‘Going Underground: The Windrush Arrivals’ Subterranean Dormitories’, BBC News, 21 June 2018.

            2  ‘Sam King: Notting Hill Carnival Founder and First Black Southwark Mayor Dies’, BBC News, 18 June 2016.

            3  Leah Sinclair, ‘Windrush History Explored At Clapham South Shelter’, The Voice, 14 June 2018.
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35
            4 Junction Boys

            SOUTH LONDON

         

         They were dreamers in South London. They long had visions about the terrains their music could cross; imaginings that genres nurtured on Sound Systems and Pirate Radio stations in the ends would someday push out from South and roam through the world, following the same Black Atlantic lines their influences and ancestors first floated in on.

         York Road and Winstanley and the cluster of smaller estates hanging over the river and emblazoned on the skies over Battersea were originally built in the years after the war, a remedy for an area wrecked by heavy German bombing that sought to sever the Clapham Junction train lines linking London with the rest of the country. In the years immediately after, the area was mainly populated by English and Irish families, who were then joined in the 1960s and 1970s by the rising numbers of West Indian families. Some of the Black families suffered racism on their arrival, but eventually created their own community cradles. They threw Blues Parties on Friday, Saturday and Sunday nights, and some of their kids made Reggae bands at the Providence House youth centre. Gradually they mixed in with the other locals.

         They lived together in furnished flats with views peering out over the city. Accounts from that time speak of exciting childhoods in London, where kids scampered across the estates, playing run-outs and knock down ginger, carving out their own adventure playground from the concrete.

         But in the 1970s through to the 1980s, local industry began to wane. Battersea Power Station went into decommission in 1975, the 36Tate & Lyle sugar factory closed in 1980, the Airfix factory closed in 1981, other depots and warehouses following after. The area reeled, and a 1981 Thames News Report filmed on the estates claimed that in the preceding year, unemployment jumped 69 per cent leaving 13,000 people out of work within the borough.

         In the decades that followed, extreme poverty and social deprivation and continued unemployment were endemic on the estates, and a young, emerging second generation of British-Caribbean kids stumbled through the flames. So Solid Crew, from Junction and the York Road and Winstanley estates were born out of these embers, local romantics with a vision of what could be.

         The crew came out of a dream. It was 1997. Dwayne Vincent, known as Megaman, was sitting in jail. He was around seventeen years old, and alongside his friend Face had been charged with attempted murder. About a month into his time, he had a dream: he could see flashing lights, gatherings of people, and money, lots of money. When he awoke, he turned to Face and told him that they were going to build a crew, that they were going to cash out, that they were going home. Shortly after, their charges were dropped from attempted murder to GBH. They were tried, found not guilty, and released. Two years later the crew had been assembled, and they set about becoming one of the biggest musical groups in the country.

         So Solid represented a shift: they were among the first generation of Black Caribbean kids who had parents born and raised in Britain. Megaman’s mother was born in London, and his father in Grenada. His brother Swiss had grandparents who came to the UK from Barbados and Jamaica. Another member, Ashley Walters, had a mother who was born in London after his grandparents moved into Britain from Guyana. Elsewhere there was Kaish, who grew up on the estate with Swiss and Mega, all of them meeting at the local Falconbrook Primary School. There was G-Man, who 37immigrated from Jamaica, Lisa Maffia of Italian and Jamaican heritage, MC Harvey of Sierra Leonean and Jamaican descent, and a wider extended family of young men and women from the flats and surrounding houses.

         They were a reflection of a Caribbean presence now entrenched in the city. South London and the community cradles in which they were raised had come to shape their identities, a melding of Caribbean and British culture moving into something distinct. It’s why Megaman and one of the crew’s MCs, Romeo, from the nearby Surrey Lane Estate, first tasted music at Notting Hill Carnival, rapping and chatting on the Ragga Sound System Killerwatt, run by Mega’s uncle. It’s why word of their emergence, and the weekend raves they would be appearing at, was spread on a network of Pirate Radio stations they performed and hosted shows on. It’s why Mega looked to Sound Systems like Rampage, a Sound with so many members that they could perform at simultaneous bookings on the same night. Mega decided to fill out his crew accordingly.

         Their elders had worked their grooves into the city, had pulled scattered sounds into new traditions and identities, leaving a blueprint for them to inherit, a foundation for a new generation like So Solid to build on.

         By the early millennium, Mega’s generation were making UK Garage (UKG) on the ends, another genre descended from the Sound Systems, combing the finer influences of Jungle and R&B, Dancehall and House into an easy bounce and swing. It had spread through the veins of Pirate Radio stations and raves that stretched from Britain’s inner cities to the European party islands in Ibiza and Cyprus, and by doing so, had come to dominate the UK for a few long summers.

         So Solid, which at one point numbered almost thirty members, existed on the darker end of the spectrum. There was still the bounce 38and step that had defined late-era UKG, but where other acts and artists leaned on soft-toned vocalists coasting across the foams of summer-sounding instrumentals, stirring ecstasy in the rave with trancing keys and kick drums, light strings and hypnotic R&B singers, So Solid centred MCs over bleaker, more minimalist productions.

         They were influenced by Rap as well as Garage, MC culture as well as R&B. They were coming off the roads and out of estates of South, and their music would reflect this. Mega remembered how, when he was young, ‘I woke up to fight every day, there was nothing else on my mind, not money – partly girls – but war.’ G-Man was living on his own at fifteen after arriving from Jamaica. He sold weed to get by. Romeo was raised on the Surrey Lane estate with his mum and three siblings in a two-bedroom flat (‘Tell me how that works innit?’). In music, they found a space to document and catalogue what they had seen, and through this evolving strain of UKG, a Black, working-class community living in South London again found its way into sound.

         There were many So Solid singles that defined their era: the throb of ‘Oh No (Sentimental Things)’ in 2000 and the murky pulsing of ‘They Don’t Know’ in 2001. But cult classic ‘21 Seconds’ was their showpiece. Released in 2001, it was the brainchild of G-Man, who figured one afternoon that for the extensive array of crew members to be heard on one standard three-and-a-half-minute song, they should each get twenty-one seconds to spit their verse. This was their opportunity to tell their devout listeners and the wider watching audience about who they were, about the lives they’d come from, about what they wanted for their careers and future. And so, after a stripped down, 2-Step instrumental was sliced into fine pieces, ten members emptied their minds, 12 bar by 12 bar, bounding across the soundboard one after the other as if the song were a rally track.

         It took hold in South London and the inner cities. Stand on the 39kerb in any area across Lambeth and Lewisham and Southwark and Battersea in 2001, and you would hear its melody and pulse moving from car speakers and from radio sets. Young kids huddled over vinyl, verse after verse braiding the South London air, knitting together a generation, and eventually breaking the seal of Middle England and washing over the rest of the country too. On 9 August 2001, ‘21 Seconds’ claimed the number 1 spot on the UK Singles Chart, the first ever UKG song to do so, Mega and his crew becoming among the first Black South London MCs to claim national fame.

         At the peak of their popularity, they were as famous as footballers. During school tours, where a few members would turn up at schools up and down the country, they’d perform a song or two in assembly halls for screaming teenagers and children. Online footage shows Romeo walking onto stages in Liverpool and Manchester, Birmingham and Coventry, Nottingham and Leicester and Cardiff, greeting his young audience. The kids howl in response, then after the Live PA is finished, swarm him: delirious smiles and screams exposing gap teeth and braces, their hands falling over his shirt as they follow him from the assembly hall to the car, to the school gates as he is driven off the premises and onto the next stopping point.
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