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PRELUDE 1: SALFORD 17 APRIL 2019
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It’s an overcast early spring afternoon. I’m in a recording studio on an industrial estate on the outskirts of Manchester. I’ve been here for an hour. It would have been hard to locate but I was collected at Manchester Piccadilly by a professional who had researched the destination and got us here easily. He used to drive Keith Flint during The Prodigy’s UK tours, and having picked me up we spent the short journey reminiscing about Keith, who passed away less than a month ago, at the age of forty-nine.


I arrive in a sombre mood. There are three musicians here. A man known as CASisDEAD has just arrived from a stopover in Nottingham. He is the most idiosyncratic, articulate and fluent British rap lyricist I have heard since Dizzee Rascal emerged from Bow E3 in 2002. CAS’s themes are typically the underbelly of street life, drug sales and sex work. In the first really classic song he has made, ‘Pat Earrings’, he tells the apparently heartfelt and melancholy story of his ill-fated relationship with a prostitute. At the conclusion of the song, he finds she has continued to see clients despite telling him she has stopped. ‘Heartbroken, I’m at wits’ end / She’s never accepted by my friends / That’s cool ’cause I never liked them’. The narrator is bereft.


As is often the case with those who make disturbing art, he seems a person of integrity. Those in the public eye who go out of their way to seem benevolent, the supposedly squeaky-clean ones, are the ones to beware of. Nasty pretends to be nice, and vice versa. CAS has his face covered at all times when in public. Oscar Wilde said, ‘Give a man a mask and he’ll tell you the truth.’ CAS has a taste for the analogue synthesiser sounds of the 1980s, music that soundtracked my youth and was popular around the time he was born.


I have programmed my Roland TR-808 drum machine in order to echo the feeling of the year that the machine was first released: 1980. This item is my favourite material possession. Its sounds and groove have been enjoying a renaissance in popularity since the James Brown samples of classic East Coast hip-hop made way for the more electronic palette that was being used by rap artists from the South. Its distinct sonic character is still a crucial part of the hip-hop production landscape.


Drums are only part of the story. In creating music for this session, I have enlisted someone who not only has the ability to craft unforgettable melodies but owns a collection of the vintage analogue synthesisers necessary to sonically execute this job properly. He sits behind one of these while his daughter Missy and his best friend Remi potter around. His name is Damon Albarn and, as frontman of Blur, mastermind behind virtual band Gorillaz and all-round musical polymath, he has scaled every imaginable height of creative and commercial success.


Damon and I are both fortunate to have benefited enough from our musical endeavours to each have our own first-class recording facilities in west London. We are in this particular location because of the third musician. We want him to record a hook for the song and this is where he wished to do it. He possesses a deep, deep soul voice that evokes not just the specific time we wish to reference, the mid-eighties, but the theme CAS wants to explore in this song, which is intended for his debut album, for release on XL Recordings.


This theme is the ephemeral nature of fame. The song is to be called ‘Everything’s For Sale’. It may become a worldwide hit. Or it may never be released, or even completed. At this formative stage of the creative process uncertainty is a given.


This third musician’s name is Alexander O’Neal, and he is a sixty-five-year-old former Prince associate from Natchez, Mississippi, by way of Minneapolis, where he was the original lead singer for The Time, before making three solo albums with legendarily great production and writing duo, and fellow Prince acolytes, Jimmy Jam and Terry Lewis. These albums were quite successful in the US, but in the UK he became a huge crossover pop star, scoring Top 10 singles with his songs ‘Criticize’, ‘If You Were Here Tonight’ and his duet with Cherrelle, ‘Saturday Love’. His second album, Hearsay, went triple platinum in the UK, and he sold out three consecutive nights at Wembley Arena.


His appetites were always legendary. Along with most other eighties success stories, his star faded through the nineties. With each new decade music changes irrevocably and only a tiny number of musicians can transcend the decade they found fame in. In recent times Alexander has appeared on reality TV programmes Just the Two of Us, Wife Swap and Celebrity Big Brother.


When CAS gave me a list of the eighties voices he wished to try to feature on his album, I knew that Alexander O’Neal was the one to pursue. My guess was that we would find him in LA, perhaps living near the airport, but it turns out he lives in Manchester.


We’re here to capture the voice of this weathered soul survivor, and prior to the session he has been supplied with a map in the form of a recording, a guide version of the song that Damon, CAS and I made in London. Our preparation and planning have been exemplary and, while I have experienced enough ‘best-laid plans’ scenarios to know that nothing is ever guaranteed, an hour into the session we have a heartbreakingly soulful performance from Alexander O’Neal on our hard drive. CAS says to me that it is important to absorb moments like this. I agree. I have had many of them but they always feel dreamlike. Alexander says he needs to buy a bed, inexplicably, and with that he is gone.








PRELUDE 2: HOLLYWOOD 4 MAY 2019


 


Two weeks have passed. I’m driving down Sunset listening to the recordings I’ve been working on with CAS. I text him to say how good they sound. He texts back:


It’s mad u should say that I’ve been playing bits we made all week/weekend


Another text:


I have never played my music so much Rich, man. It’s exciting beyond comprehension


And a third:


Got my new mask fitting Thursday


I’m in LA with Esta for Adele’s thirty-first birthday party. It takes place in the house where the Godfather horse-head scene was filmed. Adele has rented the property for the occasion, but should anyone be house-hunting, it’s on sale for $135 million.


It’s approaching midnight when I hear Esta urgently beckoning. I wander over to where she’s standing and she introduces me to a tall, tuxedo-clad man sporting shades and dreadlocks. He exudes a megawatt charisma. His real name is Shawn Carter but the world knows him as Jay-Z. He is arguably the greatest rapper of all time and definitely one of my favourite artists, period.


Since making a failed attempt to license his first album for UK release in 1996, I have spent a great deal of time listening to his music over a period now spanning nearly twenty-five years. As well as being one of our greatest living storytellers, he is also a wildly successful entrepreneur, a former drug dealer who now has businesses encompassing the worlds of fashion, beverages, real estate and sports, not to mention his Roc Nation record label and management company. He would be able to purchase the property we are in should he so desire. He has a light energy yet possesses an intensely commanding presence.


There is a third member of the huddle. I’ve never met her either but she is intensely familiar. She is Beyoncé Knowles, and alongside our host tonight she is the world’s most beloved female artist, or perhaps artist overall.


Before I have formulated my first words to say to Hova, perhaps a ‘thank you’ for the lifetime of enjoyment and inspiration I have got from his music, he begins to talk to me. He is immediately intimate and engaged, aware of me and what I do, and full of enthusiastic praise for XL. I’m wrong-footed and not sure what to say.


The awkward silence is broken by Esta. ‘Look how much he’s smiling. It’s pathetic,’ she says, of flattered and starstruck me, to the billionaire B-boy genius christened Shawn Carter, originally of Brooklyn’s notorious Marcy housing projects. Her bullshit detector ever switched on, she has decided to challenge Jay-Z, saying to him, ‘I bet you can’t even name three acts on the label.’


But he can.




PART 1







Part 1 Playlist


CASisDEAD ‘Pat Earrings’ (XL Recordings)


Gorillaz ‘Stylo’ (Parlophone)


Alexander O’Neal ‘Criticize’ (Tabu)


Pusha T ‘Drug Dealers Anonymous (feat. Jay-Z)’ (G.O.O.D Music)


The Beatles ‘Taxman’ (Parlophone)


Wham! ‘Everything She Wants’ (CBS)


Teardrop Explodes ‘Tiny Children’ (Mercury)


Fun Boy Three ‘The Lunatics (Have Taken Over The Asylum)’ (Chrysalis)


Adam and the Ants ‘Kings Of The Wild Frontier’ (CBS)


Mike Steiphenson ‘Burundi Black’ (Barclay)


Joni Mitchell ‘The Jungle Line’ (Asylum)


Curtis Mayfield ‘The Makings Of You’ (Curtom)


Bobby Womack ‘Across 110th Street’ (UA)


Gil Scott-Heron ‘The Bottle’ (Arista)


Blondie ‘Rapture’ (Chrysalis)


Grandmaster Flash ‘Adventures Of Grandmaster Flash On The Wheels Of Steel’ (Sugar Hill)


Malcolm McLaren ‘Buffalo Gals’ (Charisma)


Carson Robison and His Old Timers ‘Buffalo Boy Go ’Round The Outside’ (Columbia)


Herbie Hancock ‘Rockit’ (Columbia)


Art of Noise ‘Beatbox’ (ZTT)


Beastie Boys ‘Cookie Puss’ (Ratcage)


Schoolly D ‘P.S.K.’ (Schoolly D Records)


LL Cool J ‘Rock The Bells’ (Def Jam)


Beastie Boys ‘Hold It Now, Hit It’ (Def Jam)


SOS Band ‘Just Be Good To Me’ (Tabu)


23 Skidoo ‘Kundalini’ (Fetish)


Coldcut ‘Beats + Pieces’ (Ahead Of Our Time)


Bernard Wright ‘Who Do You Love’ (Manhattan)


Meli’sa Morgan ‘Fool’s Paradise’ (Capitol)


Zapp ‘Computer Love’ (Warner Bros)


Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five ‘The Message’ (Sugar Hill)


Eric B. & Rakim ‘Eric B. Is President’ (Zakia)


Fonda Rae ‘Over Like A Fat Rat’ (Vanguard)


The Mohawks ‘The Champ’ (Pama Records)


James Brown ‘Get Up, Get Into It, Get Involved’ (King)


Mountain ‘Long Red (Live)’ (Windfall)


Audio Two ‘Top Billin’’ (First Priority)


EPMD ‘It’s My Thing’ (Def Jam)


Public Enemy ‘Rebel Without A Pause’ (Def Jam)


JB’s ‘The Grunt’ (King)


Kings of Pressure ‘You Know How To Reach Us’ (Let’s Go)


Son of Bazerk ‘J-Dubs Theme’ (SOUL)


Biz Markie ‘Pickin’ Boogers’ (Cold Chillin’)


De La Soul ‘Plug Tunin’’ (Tommy Boy)


Mantronix ‘King Of The Beats’ (Capitol)


Salt-N-Pepa ‘My Mic Sounds Nice’ (Next Plateau)


BDP ‘South Bronx’ (B-Boy Records)


BDP ‘P Is Free’ (B-Boy Records)


Super Lover Cee & Casanova Rud ‘Do The James’ (DNA)


Melvin Bliss ‘Synthetic Substitute’ (Sunburst)


Ultramagnetic MCs ‘Travelling At The Speed Of Thought’ (Next Plateau)


Ultramagnetic MCs ‘Give The Drummer Some’ (Next Plateau)


Max Romeo ‘Chase The Devil’ (Island)


London Posse ‘Money Mad’ (Island)


Demon Boyz ‘Vibes’ (Music Of Life)


She Rockers ‘Give It A Rest’ (Music Of Life)


Lizzy Mercier Descloux ‘Funky Stuff’ (Ze)


Grace Jones ‘Slave To The Rhythm’ (Island)


Cameo ‘She’s Strange’ (Phonogram)


Trouble Funk ‘Let’s Get Small’ (Island)


Luther Vandross ‘Never Too Much’ (Epic)


Supreme DJ Nyborn ‘Versatile Extension’ (Payroll)


Derek B ‘Get Down’ (Music Of Life)







EVEN WHEN YOU’RE HEALTHY AND YOUR COLOUR SCHEMES DELIGHT
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The Beatles were my gateway.


When I was seven years old, I used to get my grandma to take me to a shop dedicated to the Fab Four, a small room above another shop in Carnaby Street. She would buy me a badge, or a copy of The Beatles Book monthly magazine. I loved being there with her, not yet embarrassed by the company of a parent or grandparent. She bought me Hunter Davies’s biography of The Beatles and I studied it from yellow cover to cover. There was something in there for me, something I needed to learn, and my childhood Beatles fandom gave me an incalculable amount of inspiration. From as early as I can remember, music meant escape. Freedom.


I cherished my first electric guitar, an eighth birthday present from my parents, purchased from Edgware Music Centre on the high street, and took guitar lessons until I was told that in order to progress further, I would have to do exams. I point-blank refused and never took another lesson. From an early age I wished to reject any institution I came across. I was committed to this approach.


I was astounded by the visions I witnessed on Top of the Pops every Thursday evening. It was so utterly different from what I saw around me.


My first and last gig as frontman was at a local Jewish youth centre, playing my guitar and singing a song that started ‘Big men, little men, houses and cars’, to an audience of mostly Israeli exchange students who’d come over to stay in Edgware for a week. I was ten. I think the words were from some biblical source and I’d put the lyric to three chords: G, C and D.


Me and an older boy tried to form a band. He had a girlfriend and she was in the band too. We split up during the rehearsals for our first gig, after he told me that I didn’t know how to sing in tune, and that I had in fact been singing out of tune at my debut youth-centre gig. I told him that lots of great bands had singers who couldn’t sing. We were both right.


But at age eleven my career as a frontman was over. This particular job, I have since learned, is partly about having the resilience (generally born out of intense desire and not a little insecurity) to withstand brutal rejection. The more different and bizarre your onstage appearance and performance, the more outlandish and unlikely, the more you are risking, the more spectacular the results are likely to be. Or the more ignominious the failure. That’s part of what an audience responds to.


They don’t realise it but they are seeing a high-wire act. If you are actually afflicted with the type of mental condition that could threaten your entire existence, it might help you succeed should you find yourself in the role of frontman. Stability is not a qualification for this post. Great performers make it look easy but it is in fact almost impossible and can go wrong at any moment. Like a prizefight, the glory is there for the taking if you can take the blows.


I couldn’t.


My desire for front-of-stage glory seemed to wane at the first hint of negative feedback, meaning it was not the place for me. I had a feeling that music was for me, but this was one future job option ruled out.


My stint as frontman being so short-lived only intensified my admiration for the pop stars of 1981. Every issue of Smash Hits was a journey into the barely comprehensible universe of these fantasy creatures, each the front of a musical unit. George Michael from Wham!, Julian Cope from the Teardrop Explodes, Terry Hall from The Specials (and then the Fun Boy Three).


None seemed more fantastic than Adam Ant, lead singer of Adam and the Ants. My room became a shrine to him, the images carefully cut out of Smash Hits magazine and Blu-tacked to the walls. His performances seemed angry and somehow this was part of the appeal. There I was, on the sofa in the living room at 50 The Drive. Thursday night, 7pm. There was he, on Top of the Pops, on the TV in the corner. Adam Ant, formerly Stuart Leslie Goddard, bassist in pub-rock hopefuls Bazooka Joe. Sporting warpaint, a military jacket and feathers, gyrating wildly, while his band, the Ants, provided support like the loyal soldiers that for now they were. He was beautiful and somehow indecipherable.


These were the Ants mark two and they had recently replaced the whole original line-up of the band, who had abandoned Adam to back fourteen-year-old singer Annabella Lwin and become Bow Wow Wow. This coup was engineered by their manager, Malcolm Robert Andrew McLaren. This Jewish punk Svengali, former art student and proprietor (with his partner Vivienne Westwood) of Kings Road clothing store Sex, had grown up, unbelievably, in Edgware, and attended the same comprehensive school as my sister, a few years before her. He was present in Paris for the 1968 student riots, witnessing the Situationists and their tactics: chaos, spectacle and slogan.


Adam Ant saw Malcolm McLaren, the manager of the Sex Pistols, as a genius. But the feeling may not have been mutual. And Malcolm seemed to have had dubious ethics. He was a trickster. A talented thief. But he had both courage and deep insight. In a Face magazine interview I read in June 1983, he summarised his philosophy: ‘You can get away with anything if you’ve got enough neck.’


Adam sported the same type of hussar jacket that Jimi Hendrix had worn, and the militaristic theme was apt. Adam Ant was at war not just with the former manager who betrayed him and stole his band, but more damagingly, due to his mental health issues, with himself.


As a ten-and-a-half-year-old record buyer in Edgware, I was delighted by the free poster that came folded around my ‘Stand And Deliver’ 7-inch single, but given the deep creasing the folding caused – it is not easy to fit a 30 x 20-inch pin-up around a 7-inch square – I deemed it unworthy for Blu-tacking to the wall, and instead kept it as vinyl packaging. The free gift, like many other aspects of the Adam and the Ants scenario, was disappointing and not quite right.


Adam had a history of behavioural disorders dating back to early childhood. The son of an alcoholic, abusive and mostly absent father, the terrifying attacks on his mother that Adam witnessed his father carrying out as a small child had prompted hallucinatory dissociative episodes. Adam Ant, my favourite pop star, a god on my bedroom wall, had recently been discharged from a psychiatric ward at nearby Friern Barnet hospital after a suicide attempt. The whole character of Adam Ant was part of a life-or-death personal reinvention.


Adam’s dream of being managed by Malcolm McLaren turned out to be a nightmare, but it provided impetus. Before hotfooting it with all Adam’s musicians to form Bow Wow Wow, McLaren, in the curator mode which he would shortly go on to occupy to inspirational effect in his own artistic career, had given Adam a mixtape he had compiled which included Buddy Holly, the Village People, Egyptian oud music by Farid Al Atrash and a 1971 song called ‘Burundi Black’ made by French composer and producer Michel Bernholc, working under the pseudonym Mike Steiphenson.


‘Burundi Black’ incorporated an East African field recording from 1967 of twenty-five drummers in a commune called Bukirasazi, who would go on to tour the world as the Royal Drummers of Burundi. Bernholc had overdubbed guitar and piano on top. ‘Burundi Black’ would become the basis of the new Adam and the Ants sound.


The plundering was actually second-hand. Joni Mitchell had already borrowed ‘Burundi Black’ some five years earlier for her song ‘The Jungle Line’. Prince would later cite the album that ‘The Jungle Line’ was part of, The Hissing Of Summer Lawns, as a major inspiration, the last thing he heard before he embarked on creating his unmatchable run of eighties albums.


What was invisible to fans like myself was that much of the untethered nature of Adam Ant’s creativity, his ambition and his performances was related to his mental condition. He suffered from bipolar disorder. His musical partner Marco Pirroni said that he had a response to the mental state of his famous and successful friend and colleague that was typical of the time: ‘What’s he got to be depressed about? And then you realise they’re not depressed about anything. They’re just depressed.’ Adam had plenty to be depressed about, even in the midst of his success.


I wondered how I’d had the astonishing good fortune to find a copy of Adam’s solo debut ‘Friend Or Foe’, which was actually signed by him, casually sitting in my local record shop display rack, the week it was released. Turns out Adam had of his own volition signed thousands of copies, in a frantic attempt to increase sales, and my treasured souvenir was evidence of his desperation.


I had wanted to be a frontman like Adam Ant, to receive that level of attention and validation, but frustratingly I wasn’t built for it. However, I did have an understanding of what the role entailed, and could relate to the people who played it, and that would be a useful attribute in my future endeavours. Perhaps I was lucky to have not had the necessary constitution to pursue this line of work myself.








IT WAS ALL A DREAM
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Religion was ever-present in my childhood. My family were observant Jews with a rigorous adherence to traditions that was more moderate than those of the Hassidic sect but just as ingrained. For many people who grow up in a family with strict religious beliefs, it’s entirely possible, natural in fact, to accept these beliefs without question; that’s how institutionalised religions have thrived for centuries, providing comforting answers to unfathomable mysteries.


But I struggled to embrace the unlikely-sounding things I was taught in Jewish primary school and Sunday Hebrew classes. The whole version of God that they explained, and how we were supposed to behave so as not to displease this punishing, judgemental entity, did not appeal. I felt like I was being pushed around. When I was seven, I announced in Hebrew class that God was not real. Edgware United Synagogue was not happy with me. We were there to offer praise to God, not to doubt his existence.


Initially, I inherited my parents’ beliefs, then rejected them (and in turn all organised religion) and embraced an atheistic worldview. Eventually, I began to develop an awareness of the beauty and truth inherent in all religions, and an interest in gaining some understanding of them. The esoteric parts of most belief systems are not made that apparent. They have become the fringe, pushed to the margins so the more mainstream versions can be marketed. Much like the entertainment industry.


Mainstream entertainment, like mainstream religion, is used to control people. But there are threads that run through all religions and I see music in similar terms. Both religion and music provide ways of seeing the unseeable and a necessary escape from the sometimes unbearable harshness of reality. Ideas can be communicated about death and the worlds beyond the one we inhabit.


There is the same amount of great music being made now as there was in 1967 or 1988 or whenever your ‘golden age’ was. Equally, most people will never again get the thrill of the music they heard when they were teenagers, and so they assume that was the best music ever. To them it was.


It’s hard to comprehend now just how important the music press of my youth was. These publications, along with Top of the Pops, were our internet. As a small child there was Look-in, a sort of junior TV Times with wonky cover paintings of the likes of Abba and Bryan Ferry. This was a gateway to the drily witty Smash Hits, the militant and political NME, and both Record Mirror and Blues & Soul, where I discovered more about the myriad forms of black music I was increasingly interested in.


NME especially had a powerful and formative effect, its punk ethic still intact when I began reading it in 1981. It used its stance to connect naturally with reggae, soul and hip-hop: all music that was opposed to The Man. The anti-establishment stance of the paper and many of the artists it wrote about deeply resonated with me.


Its 1982 best-of-the-year top 30 included albums by Curtis Mayfield, Bobby Womack and Gil Scott-Heron. I could not imagine that I would one day interact with all of these soul legends, writing and producing with Gil, producing and touring with Bobby, sampling Curtis Mayfield in a recording I made with Sampha, releasing these records on the label I co-owned.


As far as I could see, Jews from north-west London didn’t make records. Pop culture offered no reflection of how and where I grew up, but this made it all the more alluring. It represented total escape. While my childhood played itself out in Edgware, influences from the music that soundtracked clubs like The Wag, places I would attend a few years later, would begin to be heard in the music made by the fledgling pop stars in attendance. On their records ‘Wham! Rap’ and ‘Chant No.1’, Wham! and Spandau Ballet made well-meaning but lightweight and disconnected attempts at rap. These emerged, alongside Adam Ant’s ‘Ant Rap’, some years before the UK had an actual hip-hop scene, the pop artists beating the underground to the punch, with mixed results.


It was down to former Sex Pistols, Adam and the Ants and Bow Wow Wow manager Malcolm McLaren, of all people, to make the first really impactful UK contribution to hip-hop with ‘Buffalo Gals’. He was not a producer of any recognisable type, and he took the sensible step of working with a master craftsman, the producer who went on to define the pop sound of the eighties, Trevor Horn.


McLaren, casting himself as artist/curator, conceived of the notion of combining two indigenous American art forms in one short song: hip-hop and hillbilly square dance music. The refrain of Carson Robison’s ‘Buffalo Boy Go ’Round The Outside’ was set to a street-friendly rhythm courtesy of Trevor Horn. I was enthralled. McLaren was clearly not a frontman. But his audacity – his chutzpah – allowed him to do whatever he wanted.


Malcolm was dabbling only briefly in the then underground culture of the Bronx but he did it with a punk edge. At the end of the song we hear a female caller to the World’s Famous Supreme Team late-night radio show answering the question of how come she was up so late: ‘too much of that snow white’. That wasn’t the only thing getting up people’s noses. McLaren had an unfailing ability to annoy people.


He appears on the cover of the 6 January 1983 issue of Smash Hits with a pair of turntables. I eyed them up. Vinyl is flying all around him. The DJ equipment was very much a prop and Malcolm would have had no idea what to do with it. On the letters page Graham Nickson from Truro writes his own review of ‘Buffalo Gals’: ‘A nauseating drivel that insults the human ear with its monstrous gibbering shrieks and vile noises.’


Regardless of his Cornish critic, ‘Buffalo Gals’ would earn the respect of the world that spawned it. It’s a catalytic recording that has been sampled hundreds of times by rap producers from J Dilla to RZA, and had a spectacular and unforeseeable influence on other musicians. In making it Malcolm McLaren became a mainstream pop star, appearing on Top of the Pops and the cover of Smash Hits. Some people may have found him irritating. But he was on my wall and in my growing record collection.


Later, I would develop the viewpoint that there is no greater achievement in music than to inspire other musicians. Only the most original work tends to do this.


‘Buffalo Gals’ found itself on a mixtape Herbie Hancock was given by his godson. Hancock thought the scratching in the song sounded avant-garde, like the noises he had sought out for his high-wire, improvisational Mwandishi project. Hancock, legendary composer, jazz keyboard maestro, Buddhist, decided to use scratching on his next record, and said: ‘I hoped it would sound as innovative as what Malcolm McLaren was doing.’ Recruiting Material founder, producer and bassist Bill Laswell, Herbie Hancock made his own version of a hip-hop song, with scratching by Grandmixer D ST to the fore, and called it ‘Rockit’.


He was delighted with the result but his colleagues felt differently. When he played it to his manager and bandmates they all hated it and told him his fans would feel the same and desert him in droves. He followed his instincts and ignored them. ‘Rockit’ became the biggest hit of Herbie Hancock’s entire career.


Malcolm McLaren was a visionary chancer. When he put together a support bill for his artist Bow Wow Wow’s debut New York show at The Ritz, he was in full curatorial flight and ensured that the line-up represented the four pillars of hip-hop. While Fab 5 Freddy MCed, breakdancing was represented by the Rock Steady Crew, Futura 2000 sprayed graffiti live onstage and both Afrika Bambaataa and Jazzy Jay DJed. Was McLaren actually an artist? Not in the traditional sense. But he would influence the creation of a lot of art.


A few streets away, four Jewish teenagers calling themselves the Beastie Boys made their first ever 12’, ‘Cookie Puss’. It was a pastiche of Malcolm McLaren’s British novelty hip-hop song. Having liberated something within Herbie Hancock, ‘Buffalo Gals’ was working its magic again. Adam Yauch, Michael Diamond and Adam Horovitz were not yet known individually as MCA, Mike D and Ad-Rock, and their friend Kate Schellenbach was still in the band. They were in their post-punk hardcore infancy and had not quite started rapping yet. They had fallen in love with ‘Buffalo Gals’, which had become an unlikely anthem in New York’s downtown nightlife scene. Like McLaren they were refugees from punk, finding a new energy in hip-hop.


Unknown to any of them, yet another Jewish fan of punk and hardcore was falling in love with rap music at this time. Rick Rubin, formerly guitarist in The Pricks, had pressed the first record by his new band Hose in a sleeve referencing Mondrian and created a name and logo for what was at this stage his fantasy of a record label: Def Jam. His partner was an ambitious Queens-bred promoter called Russell Simmons, also known as Russell Rush, whose brother Joseph Simmons aka Run was one half of Run-DMC.


It was apparent to Simmons that the Beastie Boys could rap, and that their punk value system made them anti-establishment outsiders, opposed to The Man. All this would help them succeed with the legitimate hip-hop crowd.


But there was another factor that excited Russell Simmons. In the Beasties’ whiteness he saw the type of commercial potential he could build a corporate empire on. They were white insiders who were Jewish outsiders. Punk outsiders who rapped like insiders. Like millions of other teenagers, I would have my mind blown by their debut album.


In 1985 Mike D, just out of his teens, purchased two copies of a 12-inch single from a record store in Manhattan, an establishment on Carmine Street in the West Village called Vinylmania. Back in Edgware, I was turning fourteen. Five years later I would be serving customers from behind the counter in this same New York record store. Mike had never purchased ‘doubles’ before. This record justified the outlay. It was Schoolly D’s self-released, reverb-heavy, proto-gangsta monster, ‘P.S.K.’, with another classic on the flip, ‘Gucci Time’.


The original pressing of this record is to this day a perfect artefact, representing a special moment in the history of music. The song is incredible, and so is the physical object.


Mike D, on ‘P.S.K.’: ‘It was the record we wanted to make. We couldn’t believe someone had made it, and we wished we had made it. Because it was the most punk rock rap record ever. How loud can you make something by being really minimal? At the time I was like: how do you do that?’ Rick Rubin knew.


As a child Rick had been interested in magic. The wizardry was somehow present in his production. He had already completed work on the debut album by LL Cool J, Radio. It would be a platinum success and it consisted of virtually nothing other than LL’s rhymes and Rick’s skeletally programmed drum machines. It was a spartan triumph, thrillingly bare.


I purchased 12-inches of Schoolly D’s ‘P.S.K.’ and Def Jam’s early Rick Rubin-produced minimalist masterpieces, LL Cool J’s ‘Rock The Bells’ and the Beastie Boys’ ‘Hold It Now, Hit It’. Seeing Rick’s name on these records and learning about who he was, he was immediately a hero to me.


Later I would ask Rick why these records were so astonishingly bare: ‘The more sounds we use, the harder it is for each to be seen in its best light. The silence between each note is what allows us to notice the change of condition [silence vs sound]. The work has always been about getting to the essential and removing everything else. I thought the title of producer implied building things up. My interest was in breaking them down.’


My connection to these tough, noisy but minimal independent record label 12-inch singles in striking and distinctive house bags, made by maverick and uncompromising producers and entrepreneurs, was immediate and permanent. Somehow, I was going to have a go at this. Or something like it.




WELCOME TO THE CHURCH OF WHAT’S HAPPENING NOW
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At the dawn of the 1980s Jimmy Jam and Terry Lewis picked up on something Sly Stone had started ten years earlier. In the songs they made for artists including Change, SOS Band and that native of Natchez, Mississippi, Alexander O’Neal, they used drum machines to create a syncopated, repetitive rhythm track under very musical playing. Sly had used a Rhythm King Maestro, which he christened his ‘Funkbox’, and apparently only deployed in order to upset his drummer. It would have been the ultimate insult to a musician, at that time, to replace them with a plastic box.


Prince was also in on the future funk action. He favoured the LM-1 Drum Computer, designed by Roger Linn, who would go on to invent the MPC for Akai. Jam and Lewis’s weapon of choice was the same as Rick Rubin’s – the Roland TR-808 Rhythm Composer, the most bassy of these plastic beasts.


Costing $1,000 when they first went on sale in 1980, the 808 was discontinued after three years, during which time only 12,000 machines were built. A decent original model purchased on eBay now will set the keen producer back at least five times its original price.


A clash between the coldness of machine-driven rhythms and the warmth of human instrumental and vocal performance became the blueprint for a lot of the music which has most excited me.


While Jam and Lewis honed their production skills I was getting on fine at our local all-Jewish primary school, but towards my tenth birthday I became very specific in my view that not only did I not want to go to Jewish secondary school, but I did not want to attend the local comprehensive that my sister went to either, despite the fact that all my friends would be doing one or the other of these. It said in NME that a band whose records I’d never heard but who sounded cool, 23 Skidoo, formed at a school in Hampstead. I had seen Hampstead on the map of the London Underground; it was only six stops away, and apparently people went there and formed bands. To me, the idea of going to a secular school in Hampstead represented some sort of escape. To my mum, there was academic potential in the scheme. Perhaps this was a step on the journey that would lead to a mythical temple of higher education like Oxford or Cambridge.


She asked the headmaster of my primary school what she should do. He responded that not only was the school in question an unaffordable fee-paying establishment but that admission was dependent on a challenging entrance exam, and his primary school did not prepare its pupils for this type of exam. The solution he proposed was to let me sit the exam, and fail. Instead I passed and was offered a place.


Having twisted everyone’s arm to make the whole caper occur, as soon as I arrived at the school I hated every single thing about it and could not have been more miserable. Institutions like this still existed in an old-fashioned world of rugby and strict uniform and stricter discipline. Teachers addressed pupils by surname only. Pupils had to address teacher as ‘sir’. The ‘masters’, as they were also called, were always keen to enforce their superiority via rules that were petty and pointless at best. Why we were not allowed to wear underwear to play rugby, and why a member of the teaching staff had to sit in the changing room with us while we got changed was never explained, and it would not be allowed now. I made three friends there, and we stuck together.


I was an obedient enough pupil for the first couple of years but me and education, of the scholastic type anyway, soon started to lose interest in each other. School made me feel bad. Music made me feel good, and I had decided I was going to spend my life in music, somehow.


My parents could see no possibility of this working. Their dream was for me to get a law degree. Their feeling was that many teenagers liked music but that didn’t make it a viable career option. They say now that I pursued music in spite of them, not because of them. Somehow I had faith in what I believed to be the right path for me. Perhaps I had inherited faith itself from them. Due to their own conservative upbringing, and the expectations they had of me, my parents made our relationship harder than it needed to be. I wasn’t really doing anything wrong. But to them I was ‘off the rails’.


My father had navigated successfully through the working world, being employed first as a store manager for Marks and Spencer and then becoming self-employed as a life insurance salesman, which offered him an autonomy he preferred.


His brother Phillip was a fine artist who undertook graphic design work in order to pay the bills. Phillip’s daughters, my older cousins Lucy and Sally, gave me an early insight into how the line between musical fantasies involving my heroes and our humdrum reality could be blurred.


Visiting our house for Passover dinner, Lucy told me that she’d seen Adam and the Ants in concert the night before. I didn’t know what she meant when she said she’d ‘seen’ them. How? On TV? No, she said, live. The shocking reality of this started to dawn on me. I asked her, incredulous, if she was saying she had been in THE SAME ROOM as Adam and the Ants? How did she achieve this? She explained that she had bought tickets. I was baffled. She was just an ordinary person. She was like me. And she was telling me that anyone could go to a concert.


This revelation was huge. I recovered my composure for long enough to consult the adverts in NME, as Lucy advised, and struck gold: an advert for the ‘Club Fantastic Disco Evening’ at The Lyceum, the Strand, London WC2, featuring Wham! live, with Gary Crowley DJing. I lobbied my parents to get me a ticket and eventually they could take it no longer. This would be the first show I would attend. Although this was before George Michael had fully tapped into his songwriting, arranging and producing genius, and he was dressed in a tight-fitting tennis outfit and hitting shuttlecocks into the crowd that he had first put down his shorts, it was a start.


Time Out, in its guide to London property, refers to Edgware as an ‘unloved suburb with nothing in the way of nightlife – houses are cheap and if you’ve a spare decade there’s a chance gentrification will have caught on by the time the kids start secondary school’. But people were saying that forty years ago.


However, Edgware had two portals to other worlds. One was the tube station, the final and most northerly stop on the Northern line, also known as ‘the misery line’. Edgware station presented opportunities for socialising with the dressed-up mostly Jewish teenagers who used to congregate on its forecourt, members of an undocumented youth subculture known as ‘Becks’. The moniker was an abbreviation of the popular Jewish girl’s name ‘Rebecca’. This was a maligned and derided niche suburban youth tribe, based in Edgware, Golders Green, Southgate, Gants Hill and Enfield. Becks made low-rent attempts at glamour and were in thrall to materialism and lightweight culture. They liked eighties pop and hair gel.


Everyone hated Becks: other Jewish kids who weren’t part of this self-appointed ‘in-crowd’, the cooler and more sophisticated kids at my school from Hampstead and Camden, and the skinheads who terrorised them.


Outside of Becks’ own culture, they were social lepers. ‘Beck’ was perhaps more of an insult than the name of a youth movement, but at age thirteen I liked the idea of being part of a scene, and made eventually successful efforts to infiltrate it.


I attended the Saturday-night discos at Edgware synagogue (starting after the Sabbath ended) and the Sunday-night events at Busby’s on Charing Cross Road. I loitered outside the Coffee Cup on Hampstead High Street on a Thursday evening, until I got rumbled by a fellow pupil from my school who announced to everyone the next day: ‘Russell is an Edgware Beck.’ I was defiant in the face of this mockery. Being a Beck, I protested, was a good way to meet girls. But it was dawning on me that this was the only upside. Once I had been allowed to enter the movement, I decided it was rubbish, continuing a lifelong pattern of disowning my goals once they were achieved. The equivalent scene today would likely have a significant worldwide social media presence, but back in the early eighties such movements flew under the radar.


The spiritual home of a tribe called Becks, Edgware station, was a ten-minute walk from our house. Then it was a mere nine stops on the tube to Camden Town, another five stops to Tottenham Court Road. These were intensely alive destinations. Most significantly, Edgware High Street had a musical portal; a record shop with lurid green frontage and carrier bags to match. This was Loppylugs, less than five minutes from our house. I had been a loyal customer from the age of seven, and this was where I found treasures like The Beatles’ 1967–70 compilation, aka ‘The Blue Album’, and Adam Ant’s Friend Or Foe. I wanted in, and I had a weekend job there by 1986, when I was fifteen. Fellow Edgware native Trevor Jackson was already ensconced behind the counter. A couple of years older than me, he had a similar level of musical enthusiasm, and was a talented visual artist to boot. He made sure that I, the junior employee, was the one who hung the heavy and often wet metal grilles along the shopfront at the end of each day.


Records by Wham! were among the most popular in the shop. George Michael had himself until recently been serving customers in Edgware, working in his father’s restaurant, Mr Jacks, at the other end of the high street.


I’d had my first taste of entrepreneurial activity just before this, working in Wembley market at the age of fourteen, on a stall run by my then girlfriend’s mum. She sold belts and handbags, and while, outside of the 5am wake-up, the Wembley market experience was tolerable, I realised that the non-musical working world held no interest for me. I have always liked to work but never enough to do it in a way that doesn’t involve music.


Both education and any type of ‘real’ job were unfeasible. Equally I knew that to have the independence I craved, the freedom from the restrictions that seemed to affect everyone in the area where I grew up, I would need to have money of my own. Using my dad’s hi-fi, I was making pause tapes on cassette as soon as I worked out it was possible to do such a thing, stringing together snippets from other records to make something new. I called this series ‘Def Sounds’.


I would soon be able to get a small amount of work at friends’ birthday parties, hiring a twin-deck mobile console and a modest sound system from Youngs in Kentish Town, coming out as much as £100 ahead once I had paid the hire fees, which seemed like a miraculous feat of musical and economic alchemy. I used the mobile-disco name ‘Bionic Boogie’, creating a business card featuring a hand-drawn logo of a bionic man at the decks, the telephone number of our family home in Edgware listed.


But mobile DJing was not a role for someone with strong personal musical beliefs. The mobile jock is there to provide a service and give the people what they want. I only wanted to play records I loved.


The next step was to hire-purchase the console from Youngs and set about teaching myself to DJ properly. Countless hours would be spent in my bedroom in Edgware, attempting to emulate the techniques perfected by home-grown DJ superheroes like Cutmaster Swift, Pogo and Biznizz, all utilising techniques pioneered in New York by DJ Kool Herc not long before.


It was difficult to achieve seamless mixes using mobile DJ equipment that was not built for this purpose. The infinitely more suitable Technics SL1200 turntables were nowhere near affordable, not yet, costing £399 each.


A record called ‘Beats + Pieces’, the work of London DJs Matt Black and Jonathan More, aka Coldcut, released on their own aptly named Ahead Of Our Time label, was the first 12-inch record I had doubles of. ‘Beats + Pieces’ was based on John Bonham’s drum intro to Led Zeppelin’s ‘When The Levee Breaks’.


Alternating between turntable one and turntable two, I attempted to create a seamless loop, precarious though the set-up of these decks was. I did not know I was actually accessing Led Zeppelin, via Coldcut. I never considered where they had got the drums from.


The bizarre racket I created in my quest for the elusive breakbeat merry-go-round would have been an irritating mystery to my family, who were surprisingly understanding of this aspect of my activities. It was challenging to achieve the desired effect using inadequate equipment. But I got to know every one of my records back to front, their song structures imprinted in my mind. I would later learn that these structures, which I needed to memorise in order to be fully prepared for my DJ sets, were also known as arrangements.


My DJing activities and weekend job at Loppylugs were infinitely more important to me than school. Trevor and I were keen to educate our customers, whose tastes often ran more to Dire Straits and Meat Loaf than Mantronix. But records by all these artists were in stock, because this was a neighbourhood record shop, offering a community service (albeit one not motivated by altruism of any sort) and catering to all tastes. At this time there was at least one independent record shop on every high street. May they rest in peace.


Loppylugs was a suburban portal to exotic musical climes; a direct source of vinyl, just as a transformative period for both hip-hop and house music would dawn. As the 12-inches arrived, we vinyl acolytes were there to receive them.


Despite our lobbying to expand its range, Loppylugs stocked domestic vinyl only: UK-originated releases, including licensed versions of American records. The really high-grade product was shrink-wrapped US 12-inch singles and albums imported direct from New York. To obtain these treasures I travelled fourteen stops on the tube to Tottenham Court Road, and entered the tiny, thrilling Groove Records store at 52 Greek Street. It was owned and operated by a quiet Londoner called Tim Palmer, along with his brother Chris and an unlikely musical expert in the shape of his mum Jean.


Tim, also the founder of a label called Citybeat Records, would go on to play a significant part in my future endeavours.


My neighbour Daniel and his elder brother Paul were observant orthodox Jews and kept their heads covered at all times. They also had another belief: the power of eighties soul music. They particularly loved Luther Vandross, who was always referred to familiarly, on a first-name basis, as just ‘Luther’. Eighties soul, along with eighties pop, was big in Edgware. It was one of many suburban pockets of appreciation for this kind of music, which was touching on the mainstream anyway.


In 1985 we were listening to Robbie Vincent on GLR and Tony Blackburn on Radio London, playing Bernard Wright’s ‘Who Do You Love’, SOS Band’s ‘Weekend Girl’ and Steve Arrington’s ‘Dancin’ In The Key Of Life’. The following year we would hear Meli’sa Morgan’s ‘Fool’s Paradise’, Zapp’s ‘Computer Love’ and Nu Shooz’s ‘I Can’t Wait’. Alexander O’Neal would release a series of classic singles through this period. We were awash in great soul tunes.


I wanted to possess all these records but the cost of vinyl was prohibitive. The Street Sounds series of soul compilation albums eased the pain a bit. These albums, and subsequently the Street Sounds Electro companion series that would do an equally good curatorial job with hip-hop, were lovingly compiled, and introduced me to gems I would not have got hold of otherwise.


(The compilation series that would have the most impact on me was the work of a livery driver from the Bronx named Lenny Roberts, who saw a gap in the market for a series of official-ish vinyl compilations pulling together the songs most sought-after by hip-hop DJs and producers – the Breaks. The purchase of the original pressings of the records these albums included would have been way beyond my knowledge or resources. Ultimate Breaks And Beats, available on import vinyl only, never stocked in Loppylugs, were themselves a mystical portal, pulling together some of the most exciting and often obscure music of the sixties, seventies and early eighties. Working with an editor and fellow sample hound called Lou Flores, between 1986 and 1991 Lenny Roberts would compile and release twenty-five volumes, on his label Street Beat, of well-mastered, unlicensed killer tunes housed in graffiti sleeves that provided me and many others with a crucial part of our musical education and formed the foundation of much of the best music made since.)
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Everything’s For Sale
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Genre Rap/RnB
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Tempo Pattern Write

‘The TEMPO dial controls how fast the drum sequence plays.
Setto the correct dial position as shown below.

Program Your 808 Series

23

By Rob Ricketts
www.robricketts.co.uk

The PATTERN WRITE dial selects which part of the sequence is
being edited. To set a 32 step sequence, set the dial to 2nd PART,
hold down the RED BUTTON and press Key 16.

Instructions

Use the diagram above to program
the steps into your Roland TR-808 drum
machine, then sit back while memories
of your favourite 808 beats from the
past are brought back to life.

Key On ® | KeyOff
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