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Introduction


It is undoubtedly the UK’s most exciting musical export in years, captivating an entire generation with its high-energy beats, gritty real talk and reflection of inner-city life. A life that before grime music was never documented in such a raw and direct way. A voice emerged from the youth, with an urgency that demanded to be heard. A voice of our own.


It began on east London housing estates, a sound influenced by everything from Jamaican dancehall and US hip hop to British underground music scenes like jungle and UK garage. Today, in 2018, grime music and the culture that surrounds it has exploded into an international phenomenon.


Wiley and myself were childhood friends, and like many other kids from our local area we had a fierce ambition to give ourselves a platform to be heard. We grew up in Bow, in the borough of Tower Hamlets, which was the birthplace and epicentre of the early grime movement and, at the time, one of the poorest areas in the UK with the highest rate of youth unemployment. It was no surprise that myself and many kids like me were just trying to do better. Without a great deal of opportunities on offer, you needed a certain level of self-sufficiency. The first generation of grime kids were self-sufficient, hungry to succeed and bursting with creativity. These kids would change the face of UK music forever and inspire an entire nation of young people.


From growing up on council estates in east London long before the term ‘grime’ was coined, discovering jungle music at an early age and trying to make an impact on pirate radio while still in school, to having success in UK garage and creating a whole new genre that would eventually take on the world, I wanted to document the whole roller-coaster journey.


Let’s make no mistake, if somebody had told me fifteen years ago that in 2018 I would write a book on a music genre I played a part in creating, I would have laughed at them, but here we are. Not without its fair amount of controversy, trials and tribulations, grime has navigated its way from an inner-city form of expression to a global empire, with the ability to mobil­ise young people with its social consciousness. Its impact on popular culture is undeniable and the music behind it is more successful than ever before.


I have been blessed enough to be able to carve a career out of something I truly love. What started as a hobby through a passion for music eventually became a way for me to make a living, and through nothing short of hard work and dedication I’m today a national radio presenter on BBC Radio 1 and 1Xtra, I run a record label and publishing company, and DJ all over the world. Without grime, none of this would have been possible.


It was during 2016 that the idea to write this book originally planted in my head. I knew that grime was in a place it had never been before. The eyes and ears of the world were now paying attention, and UK mainstream media all wanted a slice of grime culture, but I felt the full story from an inside perspective was yet to be told. I mean I’ve seen it all. From growing up with Wiley, and selling Dizzee Rascal my early vinyls, being a member of two of the most influential collectives, to experi­encing both underground and mainstream success with Roll Deep; from pirate radio sets on Rinse FM in the early days to my position as a presenter on BBC Radio.


I wanted to put it all into perspective, from the very start. How did we get here? Why did it happen? My aim is to give an unrivalled level of insight into grime music and the culture, charting legendary stories and moments in the journey of grime, as well as investigating the social aspects behind it and my personal journey, from a young grime kid.


I knew it wasn’t going to be easy. I hadn’t really written in depth since I was in college, but didn’t want my words or the story misconstrued by a ghostwriter. So I decided to take on the challenge of penning this entire book, every single word, myself. I knew as soon as I wrote my first paragraph that I was doing the right thing. It felt natural and therapeutic. Many memories and late nights later, I am so excited for you to be reading this. I have lived everything you are about to read, and I hope that I have done our amazing culture justice. I’m pretty sure, whether you are a seasoned grime fan or somebody new to the scene who just wants to find out more, that you will learn something.


Enjoy.
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1. Diamonds in the Dirt


Grime’s origins can be traced back to east London. In the nineties, I was one of a generation of kids growing up, trying to find their path in life. I was born and raised in Bow, which is situated in the east London borough of Tower Hamlets. Formed in 1965 from the merger of the former metropolitan boroughs of Stepney, Poplar and Bethnal Green, Tower Hamlets lies to the east of the City of London and just north of the River Thames. For many, it is considered the core of the East End, with a multicultural community where every ethnicity and religion is on display. The area has a deep history, being a major target for the Germans during the Second World War, mainly due to its then thriving docks and railways. After new housing and regeneration in the fifties, it attracted immigrants arriving for work from the Caribbean, Africa and Asia. Tower Hamlets has one of the smallest white British populations of any local authority in Britain, and in 2014 the census stated that 34 per cent of the population was Muslim, 27 per cent Christian, 1.7 per cent Hindu and 1.1 per cent Buddhist (the further 35 per cent chose not to state their religion at the time). Tower Hamlets was home to the actress Barbara Winsdsor as well as the Krays, but it would be a couple of generations later that Bow and Tower Hamlets would be on the map like never before.


By the time I was growing up, Tower Hamlets was again struggling. High rates of unemployment, youth poverty and drugs were just a few of the problems residents faced. For us, this was all normal. It was all we knew.


I was born in Mile End Hospital, which has since closed and is now a part of Queen Mary’s University campus. My mum is half Scottish and half Lebanese, born in Beirut before coming to the UK as a toddler, while my dad is St Lucian. He came to the UK as a young man looking for work and a better life, like so many others. By the age of three, my mum and dad had separated and I pretty much saw Dad twice after that, with the last time being at my Holy Communion aged seven. It never felt strange for me growing up without a dad, it was almost like I had never got used to having one in the first place, and many of my friends were in similar situations. As a toddler I spent so much time at my nan’s house that I eventually moved in and stayed for good. My mum was moving to south London and I didn’t want to go. I think it was only supposed to be a temporary arrangement, but it ended up being where I lived until she passed away when I was eighteen.


I moved with my Nan to Devons Road aged six. This is the place I still refer to as home. It was also home to the likes of J2K, Dizzee Rascal and Tinchy Stryder, but long before any of us were known for our music we were just kids trying to figure our way through growing up. Bow didn’t have much to offer, but I loved it. We all did. High-rise council estates, smelly pissy lifts, the local chicken shop. It was all part of our everyday world. As a kid, the weight of financial responsibilities felt a world away, but it was easy to see we didn’t have money to spare. The Post Office on Devons Road had a line coming outside onto the street on Tuesday mornings. That was giro day. What is now known as Jobseeker’s Allowance and various other state benefits were a godsend to many, keeping the droves of unemployed afloat. From a young age, I knew I didn’t want this to be my reality. There had to be something better than this. It was like being given a reverse blueprint of what not to become in life. Drug and alcohol abuse was rife, and even as a child you learnt very quickly that these were things to aspire to get away from. It was going to be either sink or swim.


East London as a whole was in a similar state. Neighbouring boroughs Hackney and Newham also suffered increasing levels of unemployment and poverty, with a generation of kids trying to figure their way out of their pending hole. I hardly knew any adults that had been to university, and only a few with decent jobs. Most just plodded along trying to make ends meet, hoping that a miracle would come from somewhere, and it never did. It was clear that to make something of yourself wasn’t going to be easy. It was going to take a lot of hard work and dedication. Some would never find their calling or would drift off the path, but others would go all the way.


I went to a primary school called Holy Family, a ten-minute walk from where I lived in Bow. It was a school that taught morals as well as the curriculum. Ms O’Connell was the stern but very loveable headteacher, who ran a tight ship. Learning there was fun every day, and I think I only missed two days the entire time I was there. It was a place that supported creativity, and gave us the freedom to express ourselves whether through music or art. We were always taught we could be anything we wanted to. When we weren’t in lessons, we’d be playing football at every opportunity, or re-enacting scenes from WWF wrestling, which Ms O’Connell wasn’t happy about.


Music was instilled in me at a very young age, with my mum being a huge fan, always playing music in the flat when I was just a toddler. She went to Notting Hill Carnival when I was four weeks old as she didn’t want to miss it and couldn’t find a babysitter. I ended up being on the news as the youngest Carnival reveller ever. A few years later my mum’s boyfriend at the time was also part of a legendary sound system called King Tubby’s in south London, and I remember there being huge speaker boxes in the spare room and equipment dotted around the place. At my first Holy Communion, I was pictured on the decks, pretending to know what I was doing. It was like I was installing a passion I would later pick up and run with.


By the time we reached secondary school, the Tower Hamlets skyline had begun to change. The unused quays on the river in the Docklands area, where ships importing and exporting goods once anchored, had been snapped up by corporations. Canary Wharf was set to be the new home of several UK banks and related companies via a development of skyscrapers and business towers. The first was One Canada Square, which at the time was the UK’s tallest building at fifty stories tall. Along with the new banking district came a massive regeneration of the surrounding area, with new homes, shops and roads being built. The rapid expansion saw London’s Docklands go from an abandoned corner of the East End to a thriving capital for the banking sector. It was glossy and, across the skyline from the tower blocks and council estates, it looked like money.


Back in the heart of Tower Hamlets things were much the same. Drugs had started to take hold with the growth of crack cocaine and heroin, and employment was still a major issue. A nice car in the ends usually belonged to a city banker en route to Canary Wharf or a local drug dealer. The area gave you no choice but to develop a thick skin, which would be needed if we were going to exceed expectations of a kid growing up in east London. There was a sense among this younger generation that we wanted to change things. We wanted to do better. If you managed to go to college and get a job at the end of it you were considered a success in most households. This just seemed like settling. Our surroundings were teaching us to want more out of life.


My first passion was football. I lived and breathed it. I played for my school team and a local team called Senrab for a few years, with dreams of one day being the next John Barnes. I was also a keen athlete, and competed in several events with the high jump being my favourite. I won sports day every year, without even training, and won the Tower Hamlets borough school championships as well. I eventually got scouted at fourteen by Blackheath Harriers athletics club and began to compete around the country. I started to see the reality in me making it as a high jumper. I finished second at the English schools national competition twice in a row and won countless events while I was at school.


I wasn’t the only one in my area who saw sport as a viable career. Wiley and Jet Le were also both keen footballers, with Jet playing for Leyton Orient. The borough seemed to have a flurry of young talent coming through the ranks. Ledley King went to my school and was always tipped to make it as a pro when he was older. Although he wasn’t necessarily the most skilful player in school, his dedication carried him further than the rest. Ashley Cole lived five minutes from Wiley and went to his school. He was a young striker who would eventually be scouted by Arsenal and go on to be one of the greatest left-backs in the world. GB athlete Perri Shakes-Drayton, Lee Bowyer and others all hail from Tower Hamlets and managed to navigate the East End and its hurdles to reach greatness.


Days spent on the block soaking in our surroundings were training us for later life. We were learning the art of self-sufficiency. Nothing came easy, and you had to be able to go out and get it if you wanted it. As early teens in east London in the nineties, we still experienced racism. Although nowhere near as bad as it was twenty or thirty years before, on the odd occasion we encountered blatant prejudice. Sometimes from neighbours on the estate, and sometimes even from the police, with incidents ranging from sly remarks to full-on abuse. It wasn’t always harmony between races – factions of the National Front were still slowly being weeded out, and rising immigration wasn’t to everybody’s liking. That being said, Bow was a spread of different communities all co-existing and pretty much getting along. My neighbours to the left were Bangladeshi, and to the right was a mixed-race woman. Below me was an Italian, and above was a black woman. It was a real blend.


The more time I spent outside with my friends, the more I could see changes happening in the area. The constant growth of crack and heroin was creating an industry and spawning new drug dealers every week. There were addicts on the stairs and used needles dropped in the lift. It became regular. Street activity was on the rise, and with that came more violence. Teenagers were carrying knives, CS gas, and everything else they felt could protect them from a potential threat. What would have once ended in a fist fight could now easily be a stabbing, and youth crime had risen drastically. The harsh reality was you either made it out or became another Tower Hamlets’ statistic.


Canary Wharf and its surrounding skyscrapers had become an inspirational backdrop for us while we were on the block. It was just a mile away from the Lansbury Estate in Limehouse, which was our HQ. A constant reminder that the bright lights and glitz was within reach. Although none of us would go on to be bankers, it signified a way out. It signified money. Success. And that’s what we wanted.




2. Damien’s Cousin


I loved growing up in Bow. It was all I knew. It was all any of us knew, but we made the most of it. Playing football on the estate or ‘knock down ginger’ kept us occupied, and for the most part we managed to stay out of too much trouble. I was now at secondary school at Blessed John Roche, which was at the bottom of the estate where a few of my childhood friends lived. Dominic, Damien, Ibby, Jermaine, Dwayne, Burley and Manfred all lived within two minutes’ walk of each other, mostly on the very large Lansbury Estate. For now though we were just some kids trying to figure out what life was all about.


‘My cousin Kylea’s coming down this weekend,’ Damien said as he sipped on a Ribena, propped against the wall that aligned the basketball court.


‘Oh, the one from Kent?’ I replied, already knowing the answer as Damien had told us several times about his cousin who lived in Chatham, which is just outside London.


‘Yeah, that’s the one,’ Damien confirmed as he crushed the Ribena carton and dashed it.


‘Cool, shall we go Waterfront?’ Dominic chipped in.


Dominic always had ideas for things to do, to break the boredom of the estate. Waterfront was a swimming place in Woolwich that had a few slides and a bigger pool than anywhere in east London, so we used to enjoy the trip. Little did I know that the person we were about to meet was about to change mine, and many others’, lives forever.


The weekend rolled around and we were meeting at Damien’s on Saturday to go swimming. His cousin Kylea had already arrived before I got there. Kylea’s full name was Richard Kylea Cowie, but the family had always called him by his middle name, and that was how we were introduced. It would be a few years before the name Wiley came along. We clicked almost immediately and realised we had a few things in common straight away. He loved football just like I did, and was a big music fan. His dad, Richard, had been in bands and part of sound systems, so Kylea had been introduced to music from a very early age – he grew up in Peckham before going to live with his nan in Chatham. He was also very funny, and always had some sort of banter going on.


He fit right into our group from that first day, and over the coming months he’d visit on weekends and stay at Damien’s. We would spend a lot of time in the basketball court on the estate, which also doubled up as a football pitch with five-a-side goals, so we would alternate between the two sports. Football was our first love though. Games like knockouts or sixty seconds were a regular feature and I realised very quickly that Kylea was talented. We were both very good at football for our age, and at the time had dreams of one day playing for a big club.


During the summer I went to Kylea’s nan’s in Kent a couple of times, and went out to the local under-16s club event with him. The Running Man was a new craze, and Kylea ended up having a dance off with some kid and wiping the floor with him. He had a circle around him and everyone was cheering, it was like something out of the movie House Party. His competitive side was evident early, and it was clear that if he put his mind to something he would get results.


Most of the time in Kent was spent running across the rooftops at the back of Kylea’s or climbing the massive hill on the other side. It was a big contrast to life in Bow. There were no tower blocks, nearly everybody was white and there were fields everywhere. It was my first real experience of how people outside of the inner cities actually live and, as much as I enjoyed it, I still preferred east London.


On the drive back with Kylea’s dad, I always heard music I’d never heard before. In the nineties new jack swing and swingbeat became huge in the States, and Richard always had the latest imported albums which he played on the car stereo. I remember Kylea pulling out a tape from the glovebox and putting it in. It was a group called Hi-Five, who were still in their teens but had amazing voices. Then there was Bobby Brown and Teddy Riley. The whole swingbeat vibe grabbed me. The melodies, the beats. It was so much more soulful than the stuff we regularly heard in the UK on shows like Top of the Pops, and as much as I was a fan of pop music, this stuff had a whole different vibe and I loved it. I got Kylea to copy the cassettes for me so I’d have all of the new US albums as well. This was when my love for music really expanded. I now wanted to go into record shops and listen to new stuff and buy cassette singles when I could. I was still only twelve years old.


By the end of summer, Kylea had decided he wanted to move back to London. He still had most of his family here. His two younger sisters, Janaya and Aisha, both lived in east London with his mum. His dad was in Bow, and now he had new friends too.


Kylea moved in with Richard, and they lived just behind Roman Road on the ninth floor of a tower block. Once he made the move, we were together every day. Our mode of transport was bicycle and we’d go literally everywhere on them. Kylea had started school at Bow Boys so we’d link after school and at weekends. Both of us were playing for our school football teams, and our love for music was growing all the time. We started writing raps with some of the other guys and formed a young rap and RNB group called Cross Colours. We went to Kylea’s and wrote songs to instrumentals, and soon we started to take it more seriously.


Richard had connections in the music industry and hooked up a meeting with a family friend called Camelle Hinds. Camelle was a much sought-after producer and songwriter during the eighties and nineties, who had worked with some huge stars, so the fact we were getting to meet him convinced us we were going to be famous. We met Camelle at his studio and he seemed impressed and told us to keep working on new material and he’d bring us through when the time was right. That was the last we saw of him, and only a few months later we decided it wasn’t worth pursuing Cross Colours any longer.


Music wasn’t going to be paying us for some time to come, but becoming a teenager meant I needed my own money. Selling sweets at extortionate rates in school could only go so far, so when we were offered part-time jobs at Richard’s Jamaican patty business we all took them. Damien’s dad Tony and Richard had started the business a few years earlier and it had become very successful. They delivered freshly made patties to outlets across London, including Selfridges at one stage. They had made enough to rent a new work-space in Poplar where they could make and manufacture more patties on site. We were given the simple job of packing the various different flavoured patties into their respective boxes. I think we were getting something like £2 an hour, plus a couple of boxes of patties a week to take home. During that period I was probably eating five chicken patties a day. I’d have one for breakfast, lunch, sometimes for dinner as well. We opened them up and put barbeque sauce in to switch things up. I did a few hours after school three times a week and ended up with about £25 at the end of the week.


It was me, Kylea, Damien, Joel, Jet and Dominic all working the same shift one evening when Richard and the other adults were all out on deliveries, and Damien was left in charge. It wasn’t long before we thought it would be a good idea to have a full-blown food fight, starting with the mini-frozen patties getting thrown across the room at each other, then it was flour and other ingredients. Richard had left something behind and came back much sooner than expected. He caught us right in the middle of it, red handed. Our stupidity got us all fired, including Kylea. My first ever job hadn’t ended too well.


Much of our time in the early days was spent between two council estates. The main headquarters was the Lansbury Estate where so many of the crew lived. It was just known as Limehouse and later ‘Wilehouse’, the legendary grime estate. It was a concrete maze of blocks that were all interlinked via the landings on the second floor. At the back of the estate was the basketball court which much later would become the home of Roll Deep and the venue for our first few video shoots.


In those days we would be in there every day at some point. Sometimes playing football or basketball and sometimes just sitting around chilling. When the weather was bad we’d have a few indoor spots where we’d hang, like the staircase by Danny Weed’s, which we called ‘Plot for the lads’ or inside the lobby of Baring House, the tower block overlooking the estate.


When we weren’t there, or riding our bikes in the ends somewhere, we’d be at Coventry Cross Estate, which was where our friend Junior (who later became MC Caspit) lived. It was at the end of Devons Road where I lived, and was a closed-in group of blocks, overlooking a courtyard. In contrast to Limehouse, Coventry Cross was more derelict. Two of the blocks were completely empty awaiting demolition and there were abandoned cars and smashed glass on the floors. Drug addicts used the abandoned blocks to shoot up heroin or smoke crack. It just had a more hopeless feel to it.


Everything went down on those two estates. Water fights, gun fights, block parties, house parties, football tournaments, the lot. We grew up on these estates and learnt a lot about life as we did. By the time we were thirteen we were already streetwise, and knew about the dangers of growing up in east London. It wasn’t going to be an easy ride, and to make something of ourselves, whatever that may be, would be hard work and would require dedication. Even at this early age, me and Kylea were thinking we would make it big, in football or maybe even in music one day. We just didn’t know exactly how to make it a reality.


Music was a big part of our lives even as early teenagers. I’d always have my Walkman with me, listening to a cassette, or be watching Yo! MTV Raps to hear the latest new songs and artists. I felt like the way I was listening to music was different from most people. I’d analyse the beat, right down to the small sounds in the background, or I’d learn every word of a song, plus the ad libs. Kylea had the same way of listening to music. We’d always talk about the production of RNB songs or debate whose lyrics were better on a rap track. His ear for new music was apparent even then, and we seemed to like a lot of the same stuff.


There hadn’t really been much music from the UK other than pop music that had appealed to us. Ninety-five per cent of the hip hop and RNB we listened to was American, and the dancehall and bashment was mainly Jamaican, apart from the odd thing here and there. Glamma Kid, who was from Hackney, had a good run during the early nineties and had success with a few tracks including ‘Moschino’ and ‘Why’ and then ‘The Sweetest Taboo’ with Shola Ama. Soul II Soul were flying the flag internationally, and there were a few British acts doing their thing, but not much we could directly relate to as kids growing up on London council estates. That was all about to change.




3. Junglist Massive


The early nineties was a very experimental time for UK rave music culture. Warehouse parties were popping up in abandoned and disused venues across the country, with the relatively new to the UK sound of hardcore taking shape. Originally a sound that had found its feet in mainland Europe, places like the Netherlands and Germany, the UK had started to provide its very own twist on the genre, which early on had been heavily influenced by the techno sounds of Detroit and acid house. In fact, you can go all the back to the seventies to find early signs of hard electronic experimentation within music sweeping Europe. Breakbeat culture was becoming more and more popular, and the fusion of the two seemed to strike a nerve in the UK. With a tempo of anywhere between 160 and 200bpm, mainly synth driven with piano stabs and pitched-up vocals, it was the perfect concoction for a high-energy rave.


I remember hearing hardcore music for the first time and hating it. It was alien. It was strange. It was too fast and noisy. It was nothing like the hip hop and RNB that I had fallen in love with, listening to cassettes imported from the States that Kylea ‘borrowed’ from his dad’s collection. It had no correlation to the reggae and dancehall, or as we called it ragga, we would listen to. What was worse, I was told by a girl who went to my school, who was dating an older guy who was a hardcore raver, that you had to take drugs to enjoy it properly. None of this was for me, or my crew.


One of the venues that housed illegal hardcore parties was an old abandoned library on an estate called Aberfeldy, around ten minutes from where I lived, and literally two minutes from one of my closest friends at the time, Joel Myers. We used to ride our pedal bikes over there and just watch from afar as ravers would come and go, until the inevitable shutdown by the police at some stage during the weekend. There was definitely something intriguing about it all. Until this point we had only really been to a few house parties in the neighbourhood, small, controlled, legal. These raves were on a whole different scale.


It wasn’t until around 1992–93 that I finally heard some rave music that I actually liked. Still with very limited access to new music, I remember watching Top of the Pops every week on a Friday night on BBC1 to get my new music fix. Whether it was acts like Bobby Brown or Salt-N-Pepa, or even the odd straight up pop song, I’d always manage to find something that I liked. It was on that show that I was introduced to The Prodigy for the first time. Their track ‘Out of Space’ reached number five in the UK charts, and it was nothing like anything I’d heard on the TV before. Although it was a hardcore breakbeat track, it had fused a reggae vocal and piano stabs that were infectious to me. I was instantly drawn towards it. Other tracks soon followed, like SL2’s ‘On a Ragga Tip’ which again was combining the up-tempo breaks and synths of hardcore with reggae music. This, I could mess with.


Around the same time, pirate radio was exploding in London. Illegal broadcasters without a license or permission started to take over the airwaves, playing underground music that wasn’t accessible via any mainstream channels, be it radio or TV. One of my school friends would bring in recorded cassettes of a station called Weekend Rush, which was 92.3fm on the dial. It would have two-hour sets from DJs playing mainly hardcore, but there was also a few DJs that were playing a new subgenre that people were calling jungle.


Jungle music was what we had been waiting for. A slightly slower tempo at around 160–180bpm, heavier drums, mainly sampling the classic ‘Amen, Brother’ break which is now legendary, mixed up with reggae basslines and ragga vocals. It had fewer synths and piano stabs. I was almost instantly a fan.


Not only was the music more suited to us and what we were into, the radio sets were often hosted by an MC (master of ceremonies), who would drop in with his own lyrics and chats over particular parts of the tracks where there wasn’t already a vocal sample. It sounded like London. It sounded like us. We were hooked.


MC Shabba, Dollars MC, Shockin and a bunch of others were all from down the road in Hackney, which meant we could actually relate to what they were saying. We had been learning the hip hop lyrics of Americans and the Jamaican patois verses from ragga and reggae tracks, but this was something that sounded very local. They referenced places we knew, things we were growing up around, even mentioning people’s names we were familiar with, even if it was just a shout-out on the radio. It wasn’t long before I bought a pack of TDK 90-minute blank cassettes (120 minutes were too expensive) and started recording my favourite radio sets on a weekly basis. It also wasn’t long before other stations were becoming synonymous with playing jungle music.


Kool-FM, 94.5fm on the dial, soon became THE station to listen to the latest jungle music. Also based out of Hackney, Kool-FM had the cream of DJs and MCs emerging from this new sound.


‘BROOOOOOOCKIE … my DJ’ – A classic chant by MC Det, hailing his DJ Brockie as he dropped another heavy tune on a Sunday night between 9 and 11 p.m. I’d be tuned in religiously every weekend, TDK at the ready to record what was about to go down. Track after track, lyric after lyric, Brockie and Det just had a chemistry like I’d never heard or felt before. It wasn’t just Brockie and Det either. Ron and SL, two DJs who did a back-to-back set along with MCs Five-O and Moose, were known as the supreme team. Or there was DJ Mampi Swift and his MC Navigator, Nicky Blackmarket and Stevie Hyper D, DJ Probe, The Ragga Twins, the list goes on. Each show, and each combination of DJs and MCs, had something unique about them, whether the style of jungle tracks they played or the way the DJ mixed tracks together, not to mention the array of different styles on the microphone. Stevie Hyper D was fast, skippy, concise, with elements of reggae mixed in with his own London slang. Five-O would be more of a host with toasting lyrics, while Navigator sounded raw, with a dancehall voice heavily leaning towards the Jamaican sound system culture that was evident within jungle music.


What added to the allure of all of this was the fact that we had no idea what these guys looked like, even what ethnicity they were. This was a time way before the birth of social media or YouTube, or even the internet at all for that matter. The only way you could witness these guys doing their thing was at a live event, a jungle rave. There was only one small problem; we were all too young to go to raves. Largely, clubs had a strict over-18s policy, and I was still in school. There had to be a way around it. I had to see this in the flesh.


It was the summer of 1994 and the sounds of jungle were ringing out across the capital, club nights were happening all over town, and in other cities as well. But the closest we could get to those events was reading the colourful, often themed and interestingly shaped flyers, adorned with the names of the DJs and MCs that would be present. The local record shops would have a stack of flyers in the corner or on the counter for customers to take, and take we did. I started to collect the flyers and eventually plastered my entire bedroom wall with them, blocking out almost every sheet of dull council estate wallpaper. My bedroom became a shrine to jungle raves, and I hadn’t even been to ONE yet.


That same summer, I heard an advert on Kool-FM promoting the fact that Kool and many of their DJs and MCs were going to be performing live at an all day event at Clissold Park in Stoke Newington.


‘Wait, it’s free and there’s no age restriction?’ I said to myself. This was almost too good to be true. We HAD to be there.


I called Kylea, Damien, Joel, Jeffrey and the others, who had all also heard the ad and were just as excited as myself. It was a done deal. We were going to Clissold Park.


The day had arrived. We made the thirty-minute journey on a couple of buses from Bow to Stokey, super excited at the prospect of seeing our newly found idols for the first time. On arrival we rapidly made our way to the stage that Kool-FM were hosting. I remember it like it was yesterday. We were here. The smell of jerk chicken wafting from the food stalls blended with the heat of a summer’s day in London, it had a carnival feel about it.


We had reached the Kool-FM stage just as a new set was about to start, but from looking up at who was about to perform, we had no idea who it was. Until … ‘Yo Mampi, bring come the next one …’ It was MC Navigator and his DJ Mampi Swift. Navi was tall, slim and mixed race, wearing a pair of dark sunglasses, while Mampi Swift, whose name actually gave a hint as to his size (Mampi is Jamaican slang for, let’s say, a well fed, rounder individual) was also tall but darker skinned and wore a baseball cap low over his brow. The set began and the atmosphere was incredible, with Swift dropping tune after tune, while Navigator kept the crowd entertained with his lyrics and hosting. We all stood there in awe. More sets followed, with DJ Younghead, DJ Ron, Brockie and Det, among others, all taking to the stage and smashing it. To witness this was confirmation to me that I needed to be more involved in jungle music. I think I wanted to be a DJ.


I wasn’t the only one who had caught the DJ bug. Kylea had already began borrowing records from a schoolfriend of his called Dean Fullman who lived opposite him in Roman Road. He also had access to a pair of turntables that Dean had lent him while he was on holiday. My first ever attempt to mix two records together happened on these very decks. Although I had no idea what I was doing, I was hooked instantly.


Later that summer Kylea invited me to join him at Dean’s house for a mix session. Obviously I jumped at the chance. Dean was already an up and coming DJ, with an actual DJ name – Slimfast – and he’d eventually progress the name to Slimzee and become a total grime legend, but this was way before all of that. We probably spent about three hours just playing records, attempting to mix under Slim’s instruction. Kylea had been practising and had already got the hang of holding a mix steady. Merging two tracks into one another seamlessly was the aim, and I was determined to get it right, no matter how long it was going to take.


There was one particular track that I used to practise mixing with the other records in Dean’s already pretty vast collection. The track was ‘Burial’ by Leviticus, on a label called Philly Blunt. This would be the first jungle record that I actually purchased for myself, and the start of my career as a DJ.


In the months that followed, I visited the various local record shops as often as I could, gaining knowledge of the labels and the producers who were responsible for my favourite tracks. It was a vast landscape with a lot to learn, but my passion was growing at an immense rate. My own vinyl collection was starting to grow, and I could now hold a mix confidently. I was happy with my progress. Almost every Saturday afternoon was spent with my crew checking shops like Wired for Sound in Hackney, Total Music in nearby Bethnal Green, Lucky Spin on Holloway Road or Blackmarket Records, which was in Soho. All of which would have the latest jungle releases. I had also managed to get my hands on a pair of second-hand SoundLAB belt drive turntables, which were the cheapest but definitely not the ideal option, as ‘real DJs’ would use Technics 1210s, but still just a school kid, these were way out of my price range – I actually never owned a pair of Technics even as an adult. I stole eight empty milk crates from outside my local newsagent, which acted as two perfectly sized stands for my decks, and used an old bedside table to prop up my mixer. I had acquired my very own set up.


Kylea had started calling himself DJ Wildchild, and a few of the other lads had decided to start MCing. There was Jeff, who had become MC J (and later Jet Le), Joel was MC Rudie (later Rudini), Ibby had adopted the name Breeze, and Junior had even gone to the lengths of putting letters into a baseball cap to pick out a name as he couldn’t decide. He eventually sided with MC Caspit due to the six letters he had randomly picked. Our little jungle crew was coming together. Between me and Kylea, aka Wildchild, we had almost a full hour’s worth of vinyls, and the other guys had been stocking up on lyrics. It was time to put our new-found skills to the test.


‘Let’s make a tape,’ Rudie said.


‘Yeah man, we’re ready,’ Jeffrey confirmed.


There was only one small problem. I was still just Darren. DJ Darren wasn’t gonna cut it, and all of the others had chosen their names. I needed to pick a name right now. My mind was blank. What word would describe my DJ skills? What sounded cool? I had nothing.


‘Just pick something for now. You can change it later,’ Breeze said.


I was under pressure and had no more time to think. We literally were ready to press record on the aging hi-fi cassette player I had been listening to Kool-FM on. I started to look around the room for inspiration. Maybe one the flyers stuck on my wall could give me something. Still nothing. I browsed over the turntables and mixer, and ended up focusing in on the small light in the bottom right-hand side of one of the decks. The light would pop up at the press of a button so that in dim light you could still see where to place the needle on the vinyl. It was called a target light. ‘Hmmm, DJ Target?’ I whispered to myself over and over, to see if it had a ring to it. It kinda did. I had made a decision, although I thought it would only be a temporary one. ‘DJ TARGET,’ I said out loud to the room. ‘That’s what I’m gonna use for now.’


‘Yeah that sounds alright,’ Caspit confirmed. ‘Let’s start.’


And start we did, a sixty-minute tape with me and Wildchild back to back on the decks and the four MCs going lyric for lyric on the microphone. We probably restarted it about three or four times due to mistakes, but we got there in the end. We listened back and the tape was fire.


Jungle had done something to inner-city youths all over the country that no genre had up until this point. It had given us all an identity. It was UK. It was raw. It was organic. People could relate, and we finally had MCs speaking in their local accent instead of mimicking American slang and lyrics, as well as music that was completely original yet fused cultures we had all grown up on.


MEETING MY UNCLE


It had reached that time in school to go out into the real world and do some work experience. This was my chance to sample the environment I would hopefully end up working in as an adult. It was a two-week placement at a company of your choice, usually doing menial tasks, just generally helping out. I got in contact with as many record labels, record shops, record pressing plants, radio stations, and anywhere else where I could be around jungle music.


I had a letter back from most saying they didn’t have space, or weren’t taking on work experience kids at the moment, but then came the reply letter from Moving Shadow, a very well-known jungle label with a great reputation. They had accepted my application. ‘YES!’


I arrived bright and early on the first Monday morning of the placement, wanting to give off a good first impression. The lady in the reception greeted me and made me a cup of tea. She said, ‘Someone will come and get you in a minute,’ and I just sat and waited. About ten minutes later, somebody appeared at the top of the stairs, coming up from the studio, which was situated down in the basement. It was GOLDIE!


‘What’s happenin’ kid? You good?’ he asked. His Wolverhampton accent was something new to my ears. I was more than good. Goldie was already fast becoming a legend in the game. From his background in graffiti, he had risen to being one of the key pioneers of the UK rave scene during the early nineties, through styles like breakbeat and hardcore then into jungle, and his track ‘Inner City Life’ was being hailed as the future classic that it would become. And here I was, not only in his presence but about to spend two weeks working at the same label. I knew this was going to be special.


Goldie was actually putting the finishing touches on his debut album, Timeless, which would be released on his new label MetalHeadz. Again, this would become an instant classic and also help to popularise jungle and drum and bass as a form of musical expression.


Throughout the two weeks I spent most of my time in the stockroom, packaging up vinyl orders and franking mail, but on the odd occasion Goldie let me down into the studio where he and long-time collaborator Rob Playford (who was also the boss of Moving Shadow) were finishing and mixing tracks. I watched on in awe, not really understanding what any of the buttons and faders did. I just knew it looked like something I’d like to be doing. Every now and then, Goldie would drop a nugget of advice, or give me a heads up on something, and it really gave me a sense of welcome. I felt I had been taken under his wing, even if it was only for a fortnight. One moment that always stuck with me was when Goldie asked me to go to the cash machine and draw out £20 to purchase some blank DAT tapes that he needed.


‘Here’s the card,’ he said, as he placed the Visa Gold card down on the desk. ‘And the pin is written on this piece of paper. Draw the money out, then eat the piece of paper.’ I did just that.


Needless to say we’ve kept in touch ever since, and throughout my career Goldie has always been there to support and lend a helping hand, just like an uncle would. It was honour recently to have him on my radio show for an in-depth interview, looking back at his illustrious career as well as looking to the future. There’s no sign of Goldie slowing down any time soon.


Back on the rave scene, things were reaching fever pitch. Being only fifteen, I still hadn’t been to a proper jungle event at a night club due to the over-18s policy. I was dying to experience what I had seen and heard at Clissold Park with my friends months ago. We needed to go to a REAL jungle rave. Many of the jungle events were now being recorded and put onto cassette tape packs, usually containing six to eight cassettes each with a live set which were sold so that the ravers could relive them or, better still, for those who didn’t attend the rave at all but wanted to enjoy the live sets over and over. Roast, One Nation, Jungle Fever, Helter Skelter, Orange, Voodoo Magic, Telepathy, Hysteria and Awol were just a few of the events that were flourishing, often selling out all over the country with the best line-ups of DJs and MCs playing all night. We just couldn’t resist the temptation anymore.


It was a dreary, cold autumn night in London and Roast had an event at the now extinct Astoria, which was situated in the West End, just by Tottenham Court Road station. We had decided this would be our first big night out at a jungle rave. The full crew had bought advance tickets for £15, and to say we were excited would have been an understatement. I went to meet the guys at Rudie’s mum’s in Aberfeldy, then we were gonna split minicab fairs between us. I was still a little nervous about the over-18s policy, especially as by now most of my friends were tall or had partial facial hair growing. One or two, like Damien and Trevor, could easily have passed for adults. I was still a baby face. I didn’t start my major growth spurt until college a few years later, which would take me to six foot three. Plus I had next to zero facial hair. In preparation for the night I had bought a fake ID for £5 from a guy in my form class at school, whose mum ran a cab office. He had managed to get me a driver’s ID, which in my opinion would be all the proof I would need if it came on top at the door.


‘Try this,’ Joel said, as he tossed me a strange looking pencil with a brush on the end. ‘It’s mascara, it thickens your moustache.’ He had lifted it from his mum’s make-up bag. A few of the others had already applied a bit to their facial hair, and to my surprise it seemed to work. I was willing to try anything to ensure entry. I dabbed my ridiculously thin moustache with it, hoping it would give me the appearance I was looking for.


‘See, its thicker. I told you,’ he confirmed. ‘You definitely look legit.’


I stared in the mirror at myself. ‘OK, cool. Let’s order the taxis.’


We were actually on our way to Roast.


We arrived in two groups of four, with the first batch of us arriving about twenty minutes before me, Joel, Jeffrey and Trevor pulled up in our taxi. It didn’t matter, though, as we had arranged to meet up inside if that happened. The queue was long and filled with the sights of jungle ravers in their best threads. We were no different. Although we were very young, we did what we needed to get some Versaces or a nice pair of Off-Key Moschino jeans. We waited in line, edging closer and closer to the door as security ushered people through four or five at a time. The bouncers looked like they meant business, a full team of them at the entrance, with a couple checking IDs if necessary. We were about to be up next. ‘Come through, come through,’ one bouncer commanded. Joel, Jeff and Trevor all slipped past without a hitch.
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