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Norman Jay is unquestionably one of the most respected and popular DJs in the world today. Co-founder of the legendary Good Times Sound System and London dance music station KISS FM, Jay fostered the ‘Rare Groove’ scene pushing the boundaries of the UK’s emerging club culture. Awarded an MBE for services to deejaying and music, he recently compiled his most eclectic compilation to date, ‘Good Times Skank & Boogie’. He is currently taking his legendary Good Times parties to selected venues around the UK, continuing to convert generations of clubbers to the cause, championing new sounds, yet never forgetting his musical roots, thus guaranteeing nothing but ‘Good Times’.
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To all my Good Time fans across the globe. Every time I have stood on a stage in front you, be it on the Good Times bus at Notting Hill Carnival, aprés-ski in Alpine snow or on Bondi beach in the blazing hot sun, you continue to be my inspiration to play good music.


Your open mindedness, boundless enthusiasm and non-stop dancing to (nearly) every tune played, even when I have turned ‘left’ or simply been too ‘upfront’ in my selections, your positive response serves only to reaffirm a lifelong love of quality music which motivates to me to play on to this day.


To the eternal memory of my brother PAUL and my sister PAMELA.




part one:
the notting hill carnival




chapter one: my first carnival


I looked up at this big old house, number 37 Cambridge Gardens, and just knew this would be the place for us. The road was in a turning off Ladbroke Grove just up from the Westway, so we’d be in the heart of the action, and looking at the front garden I had it all pictured in my head: set up my decks there; the amps could sit just there; speaker boxes on each side; run the power line into the house through the front window . . . it was perfect, so I knocked on the door. Three white guys answered. I immediately thought they’d be up for it. This was 1980, before gentrification, so a lot of the big houses were squats or low rent properties, where residents had a more open attitude to people like us doing our own thing. I was so sure they’d be amenable that I didn’t ask them, I told them. I said, ‘I’ve got a sound system and we’re going to set up out here for the weekend.’ They didn’t really think about it, they just stood there smiling and one of them said, ‘Sure! No problem.’


As confident as I thought I had been, I had to work to stop the surprise showing on my face. I maintained this calm demeanour, but inside I was punching the air and screaming ‘Yesssss!’ I got so excited I told these guys, ‘Of course we’ll pay you. We’ll give you ten bob – 50 pence – to cover the electricity.’ They actually looked surprised, and I realised I could have done it for free, but that didn’t matter at all. I’d put my flag in the ground. My sound system, Good Times, was going to play the Notting Hill Carnival.


This was massive. I was totally aware of the importance of playing the Carnival, but not as somebody who had been taken there since they were a little kid and had its traditions in their blood: the significance for me was as an aspiring black deejay looking to make my mark in London in the 1970s. I had no name as a deejay at that point – the biggest gigs I’d played were my birthday parties at my mum and dad’s house – but I was a dedicated clubber and knew the only place that we black deejays could properly express ourselves was the Carnival. It was our platform, somewhere we could make statements that we could truly call our own. At that time it was the only place we could play to a big audience on our own terms and be properly creative with our music. I knew what a big deal it was, I felt ready for it.


Cambridge Gardens was right on my manor, too. Although I’d lived in Acton since I was a baby, I’d actually been born in Ladbroke Grove and spent my first few months there. I still looked on it as where I was from because I had a lot of uncles and aunts up there so I was around there all the time – my dad spent his first night in England, in 1955, in a house on the corner of Blagrove Road and Acklam Road, number 1 Blagrove Road, W11. I’d always felt a powerful connection to the area.


Playing the Carnival with so little experience wasn’t just a mad idea. I knew I had the music, my brother Joey’s equipment was second to none in terms of quality, and my birthday parties were big affairs, so I was mentally prepared to do this. Setting up our sound system to play there was, I realised, a moment I’d been building up to for four or five years.


It was when I went home that the hard part was about to begin. I had to sell the idea to my brother Joey. It was his gear, he’d built the sound system about five years previously as Great Tribulation, a full-on roots reggae sound system, and that day he was anti the idea from the moment I charged in shouting ‘Joe! We’ve got a spot!’ and I could understand why. With Great Tribulation he was very much a part of the traditional reggae sound system world and knew all the risks, especially at an event like the Carnival where there were hardly any regulations, meaning sound systems could set up where they liked and it was survival of the fittest. Joe was very aware that any newcomer, especially a small sound like ours, was easy pickings and could have been pushed off their patch or, worse still, taxed, which is essentially getting mugged and having equipment or records taken. He was right to be worried, and I’m sure that only my enthusiasm carried it through – there was no way I was even contemplating not doing it.


Back then Carnival used to run all through the bank holiday weekend from Friday evening until Monday night with no curfews. I didn’t want to wait a minute more than I had to, so on Friday afternoon we borrowed our dad’s old Mk 2 Cortina to get the gear down there. This car was terrible – it kept breaking down, you could start it with a hairpin or a front door key, and it had been nicked so many times that Dad had put this massive chain through the steering wheel, round the brake and clutch pedals and fastened with an enormous padlock. Not that this mattered to me, as once we took the back seats out there was a huge space, and, wary of Joey’s concerns, we took the bare minimum of gear, meaning myself, my brother and Percy Henry, our great big mate who was our muscle, could all pack in. It was raining, Joey was still moaning, but nothing was going to bring me down.


We got there and found other sounds were already playing, so we set up in that front garden, plugged in and we were off. I could hardly believe it, this was a serious dream realised: Good Times was at the Carnival, blasting the best soul and funk in London. I was so caught up in the moment I told my brother that we weren’t going to take it down that night, that I was going to stay there all night, sleep there, outside in that front garden, so there’d be no risk to the gear.


It was a good thing we stayed because the next morning, from practically first light, it was a free for all as loads of sounds turned up, driving up and down Cambridge Gardens looking for spots and plugging in anywhere they could. Although our place was secure, a few of them did try to intimidate us, telling us to move, and I had to front them down. With Percy standing next to me I was all, ‘Nah, we’re here and we ain’t moving!’ Or if they looked too much for us to take on I’d tell them it was my mum’s house, that my parents live there so they can’t set up there. Essentially any old cock and bull story so we could hang on to that spot.


As Saturday afternoon went into the evening and things were getting into full swing, with more and more people coming down, I realised how much we’d got away with it on Friday. Now, as a new sound system and one playing jazz/funk, we were getting a baptism of fire, as we were at the sharp end of that time-honoured London soul vs reggae rivalry. How it worked on a day-to-day basis was we, the soul ’eads, saw the reggae scene as backward-looking and unimaginative, we would talk about their blues dances as ‘dungeon sessions’; in turn the reggae boys reckoned our clothes and dancing were effeminate and our music not black enough – which is putting it far more politely than some people were that afternoon. This is what made the idea of Joey and me sharing a rig all the more remarkable, and I’m sure it would never have happened if we hadn’t been brothers. The soul/reggae rivalry was usually harmless, good natured even, but through some of the elements they attracted rather than the sounds themselves, large reggae sound system events too often ended in violence. Now, at the biggest reggae sound system event, that traditional hostility was intensified by Carnival being essentially a Caribbean festival with the music on offer being soca, reggae and calypso, with hardly any American soul or funk. My music wasn’t what a lot of people expected or too many of them wanted.


When it really got going, it was madness along Cambridge Gardens, you could hardly hear your own music because it was a cacophony of sound and noise – there was a sound system opposite us, another two doors down the road . . . there must have been a dozen sound systems playing on a hundred-yard stretch of Cambridge Gardens. They’re all playing reggae, and I’m banging jazz/funk and a little bit of disco! People are coming up asking ‘Have you got any soca?’ and I’m telling them ‘Nah, we don’t play that. Ever!’ I was adamant! My logic was if they wanted any of that they could go practically anywhere else in the entire Notting Hill Carnival. Then there were those who treated it as an affront and stood there cussing us: ‘Wha’ dis shit?’ . . . ‘Tek off dis batty bwoy music!’ We got booed down a few times, but a little crowd did start to gather, with hardly any white people.


It was quite a funny situation because Joey was at the front of the sound, he’s a Rasta with dreadlocks and all the red, gold and green, so every Rastaman that walked past him gave him a nod. Then there’s me at the back of the front garden, proper soul boy, nobody knew me, I’m playing this jazz/funk and the same people are cussing me! I’d come back from New York a few days before and I’d brought a suitcase full of tunes back with me – it seemed like a million records, all brilliant, all for Carnival and I was completely buzzing. I was such a militant soul boy and so excited I wasn’t going to have anything else, these were the tunes I was going to play and I will admit there were a couple of weird ones in there. Or that was how I planned it, but the reality of the situation was that it was too much of a culture shock for so many of the black people who were there. They wanted to hear their reggae; they wanted to hear their calypso and so on – in fact some of the tunes I’d brought back with me were so upfront even the soul fans around us weren’t ready for them! Once we realised the soul thing wasn’t really going down too well, Joey and I shared the deejaying. We alternated, he would play for about an hour, playing reggae, with quite a lot of Studio One, then I’d come on for half an hour or forty-five minutes.


It hadn’t quite turned out how I imagined, but I don’t think I even noticed, I was totally on cloud nine! All I could think was ‘We’ve made it! We’re here . . . we’re in the Notting Hill Carnival!’ It didn’t matter about some people giving us a hard time because I’d put my flag in the ground! Joey, too, was secretly enjoying it as he harboured the same ambitions for the sound, and now he’d set up on the street and played the Carnival. For a sound system it doesn’t come any bigger than that.


This was why it was so important for us to play there: to establish our credentials. Good Times had arrived.




chapter two: the significance of carnival


The funniest thing about how determined I was to play at Carnival was that not too long before that I used to hate the idea of Carnival. As a black kid trying to make my way in London I was an anglophile and I’d always figured that there had to be a way to be black and British, as this was where I was born and was going to live. Because of that I used to pretty much reject Carnival thinking, ‘A bunch of old people following a steel band. What does that mean to me?’ I was a young teenager so there was a fair bit of inter-generational rebellion involved, which was particularly acute among so many young black boys and girls of that time because we felt much more London than we did Caribbean. This isn’t to say we were disrespectful of Carnival or would have been rude about it, we completely got how it was important to so many people, it just wasn’t for us – I’d rather have gone to football or played football than gone to Carnival. In fact I probably did.


When I was a little kid, my mum and dad used to take me, although I honestly thought they could take or leave it. Up until recently they went to Calabash the night before, which was a traditional celebration for people from Trinidad & Tobago and Grenada – they’re from Carriacou which is one of the Grenadines – but I always got the impression they went to Carnival itself more out of a sense of duty than being particularly devoted to it. Maybe if they’d still lived in Ladbroke Grove like my uncles and aunts, they’d be more into the whole thing, because they were actually a part of Carnival history: they’d been at the event that is often hailed as the first Carnival. It was organised by the black activist Claudia Jones in St Pancras Town Hall in January 1959, it was London’s first Caribbean carnival-type event and it was so spectacular part of it was broadcast on the BBC.


Even if the Carnival tradition was lost on me at that young age, there was a lot about it I did enjoy. I liked going out with my parents as a family, and loved going to Ladbroke Grove from where we lived in Acton, because that was where my aunts and uncles and cousins all lived. I’d get together with my cousins and their friends and play football in the street, but if my mum and dad were with me it usually meant I could stay out later.


At the Carnival itself I loved street parades. I was a Cub Scout and sometimes we’d march down the High Street with a little band and people would stand along the side of the road watching. I’d always find the Carnival exciting because it was the first time I’d seen so many people in the streets, and predominantly black people – in other parades we were mostly onlookers, here we were the parade. That left an impression, particularly as these were the first times I’d seen so many black people of my mum and dad’s age out there enjoying themselves. All the same, ten minutes or so of that was usually enough for me. I’d get bored with it, let them do their thing and sneak off to play football.


It was when I got to my mid-teens that Carnival started changing: not only did it suddenly make sense to me, but I also came to understand what it meant to my parents’ generation. This was around 1973 and 1974, when the sound systems made their mark on the event and it became as much about them as it did the parade and the steel bands – maybe more so. That was something I and so many black kids of my age could understand: this was our thing, playing our music in a way we could relate to! Which was brilliant – it was like going to a club but it cost no money! Bring your own drink or smoke a spliff and it was completely free. Now the Carnival made sense to me. Although I had thought I knew what it meant to the older people, I didn’t really until then: it wasn’t just about hearing your own music, it was about taking over part of London and celebrating yourselves in a way that the rest of the city couldn’t ignore. This was the thinking behind Claudia Jones’s original Caribbean Carnival in 1959, to show what we were really about in the face of all the racism and problems black people faced. It was a tradition that had continued, and now we were taking up that baton with sound systems and reggae and soul blasting out on the streets of Ladbroke Grove over the bank holiday weekend. Previously, I just couldn’t connect to it because there was no element of it I could properly connect to.


It was also particularly significant to me in the mid-1970s. Although I wasn’t really deejaying at that time, I was going to clubs all over London and the suburbs, which, particularly out of town, were adopting door policies that stopped black boys getting in. I believe that whole racism thing in the clubs contributed to the way Carnival evolved so rapidly, as we all felt it and we were all pissed off about it – me in particular. I really was an angry young man and my thinking was, ‘You know what? Fuck you! Keep your clubs! Keep your Caister Weekenders! This is how we enjoy our music, this is how we do things on our own terms.’ In many ways that attitude wasn’t unlike the spirit of Claudia Jones, who was basically saying, ‘Try as you might, you won’t hold us down.’ Then if black boys weren’t getting in as punters, you knew there were never going to be any opportunities for black deejays, in spite of these places billing themselves as soul or funk clubs. Or never going to happen anywhere other than the Carnival, where we controlled the environment.


The Carnival was just a chance for the prospective deejays to show themselves off early – what you saw and heard over that weekend, the rest of the country saw the next year. Practically all of the emerging street trends in music, street fashion, or dance begin there, because for ages the Carnival has been London’s largest catwalk. It’s the one platform for all the creatives because it’s free, and those showing off down there know the international news crews and tourists will take what they see all over the world. The first jungle records made their first public appearance at Carnival. Up until then jungle was just a localised idea on pirate radio and raves up in Edmonton, but it was at the Carnival before the music media and the music industry picked up on it. The first house records in the UK were played at Notting Hill Carnival by unsung black deejays well before the Summer of Love happened. It was the same for hip hop, the same for electro – I know because I was there when each of those styles showed up.


As the first platform for so much black culture, it has become a conduit to the mainstream. The first time I saw jazz dancing was at the Carnival. All those boys had their new styles and moves they’d been doing all through the year in clubs to tiny audiences of like-minded people, but they were all peacocks, they wanted to perform and they knew at the Carnival the whole world could see them. There’s a picture on one of my album covers of a guy break dancing and popping and locking outside our sound system and the whole of the street is standing and watching. That was the sort of attention black culture could command down there every August bank holiday.


I owe my whole professional life to the Carnival, because when we took Joey’s sound system down there that was my first big gig – I didn’t start deejaying in clubs because those clubs wouldn’t give me a squeeze, I started on the street because the Notting Hill Carnival gave me my squeeze. I learned all my skills there, I learned everything about how to be a soul sound-system deejay there, about how to entertain crowds or how to play different sorts of music at different times. By the time you’ve played the Carnival for a few years, you don’t need ten different deejays to come and play ten different styles because you learn how to do it for yourself.


I knew years before we actually took the sound system down there that I had to play down there – that’s what I meant when I said earlier that I’d been building up to it for about five years. Once I started playing I was a complete convert, as evangelical about it as the older people had been about the steel bands and floats. I’d live for Carnival inasmuch as my whole year would be arranged around it. It was like my homecoming, then as soon as it finished we’d be thinking about the next one and spending the following twelve months getting ready for it. I’d do some amazing gigs during the year and travel to some amazing places to play, but Notting Hill was my Cup Final.




chapter three: continuing at the carnival


Of course we came back to the Carnival in 1981. Although what we’d done that first time out wasn’t anything too big, we knew we had left a mark with a few dozen people, maybe a hundred, who had stayed around our sound. They were dancing to the very best soul music, tunes they’d never heard before, because I hadn’t even broken the cellophane on them since bringing them back from New York a week or so previously. And they were listening to them on a sound system that was perfect for that, because Joey understood exactly how to set it up and balance it so that my music sounded crisp when played out in the open air. When I was playing, which I did more and more as the weekend went on, this was a proper soul sound system. This was important as a few sound systems played soul when they came to the Carnival, but they weren’t soul sounds per se, they were reggae sounds playing soul for the weekend and were kind of bluffing their way through it. Back then there were a few soul sounds, but I’d done my homework during the years before we went down there and checked them all out – I knew that some of them just didn’t sound good out there, and I could murder all of them for music.


We sounded so good that even though it was a bit touch and go when we first set up in Cambridge Gardens, in the end the reggae boys and the other soundmen gave us respect. That in itself was quite funny because it was always such a grudging respect – like they were having teeth pulled by just so much as acknowledging a soul sound system, let alone admitting it was any good! Quite a few dreads used to come around and tell us things like ‘Y’know, your sound sound good, yout’ man!’ or ‘Come in wid dat, yout’ man!’ Never anything overly enthusiastic like ‘Wow! That’s wicked!’, but it didn’t matter because I knew that even to get these low key, practically side-of-the-mouth comments was a huge compliment.


They used to surreptitiously check out our music too. I never really knew what was going on elsewhere in the Carnival because I was always too concerned with every aspect of what we were doing, but Joey used to go all over to get his fix of reggae. He knew all the soundmen too, so he could hang out with any of them, and he’d come back and tell me that now they were all playing the big tunes I was running at the previous year’s Carnival. That used to make me smile, but it didn’t surprise me, and it sums up the ‘rivalry’ between us and the reggae boys – they love what they love, but, ultimately, they know their sound systems are there to entertain people so you have to give them what they want. And, especially at Carnival, playing a little bit of soul isn’t going to kill them! But they’re only going to play the tunes they know will work, they’ve got no room for experimentation, so they’d come round by Good Times and clock the reaction we’d get to certain tunes to know what they needed to be going for.


*


For the next couple of years it all went really well. Our crowds grew each time, because that spot in Cambridge Gardens was a little bit out of the way so it was safe, and the people could stay there dancing without causing a major roadblock. We were making a name for ourselves and I felt we had got to a point at which we had become a destination – the soul boys and girls were coming to the Carnival and going specifically to 37 Cambridge Gardens because Good Times was playing. Then maybe they didn’t go any further than that because Good Times was delivering on all levels and people knew they weren’t going to get that anywhere else over the weekend. They had come to dance and we were going to make sure that happened, so I knew they’d be back the next year and probably tell their friends.


Joey was really good, he supported me as our thing was getting bigger, so the sound could physically grow with it, and he definitely saw the potential crowd-wise. For him and his rig this was a great step up from playing dances in church halls or at christenings and he was embracing it, but what he also wanted to do with all this success was test his sound system against others, flex his muscles a little bit.


Joey and the original sound system, Great Tribulation, are from the reggae sound system world, where it’s all about competition and sounds playing off against each other in sound clashes. Two or three sound systems set up in the same venue and take it in turns to play, with the winner being determined by audience response – bragging rights of being an area’s top sound are worth a massive amount and there are even trophies awarded at some sound clashes. Sound systems are judged on how their rig sounds as well as their selection of music – having another version of an opponent’s killer tune can be what decides a contest. I never had time for the sound clash. Of course I’d go and support Joey when he was involved in one, but on the whole I hated sound clashes. They could get stupidly competitive and become more about spoiling the other sound’s music than you playing your own. To me you should stand or fall by your music, not because the other sound is making noise or spinning back while you’re playing, or their people are chopping up your cables.


With that as a background I think the Cambridge Gardens spot was a bit too safe for Joe as there was no competition for us. I, on the other hand, liked it precisely because of that! He wanted a clash, and all I wanted to do was play records and make people dance, but I totally understood where he was coming from: the sound system was his and he wanted to prove what he had built against others. He was agitating for a move and the other boys in the sound system weren’t adverse to it and were putting me under pressure. In 1982 I reluctantly let them talk me into it. Obviously we would have to go up against other soul sound systems, which meant going into The Cage.


The Cage was the area under the flyover between Acklam Road and the bridge over the railway; it was an area of concrete not quite as big as a football pitch and completely enclosed with a wire fence, hence the name The Cage. There was a footpath down the outside from the bridge to Acklam Road, and The Cage itself had a gate at either end. Until Good Times began to get established in Cambridge Gardens, this was where the soul music would be found at the Carnival, with the Mastermind, Six-By-Six and Winner Roadshow sound systems. And while that meant a more easygoing crowd, The Cage was notorious for getting attacked by steamer gangs as there were only two relatively small gates, one at either end, and crowds could get trapped in there. I wasn’t happy. My brother wanted to set up at the back, down towards the railway, but I said, ‘No, Joey, we need the exit!’, and I made the boys set up in the top corner, right by the gate that led out to Acklam Road. If it was going to kick off in there I wanted us to be the first to get out.


My mood didn’t improve as the day got going. The big tune of the day was Afrika Bambaataa’s ‘Planet Rock’, and that seemed like all anybody was playing. We’d come down there hoping to find out what these other sounds had to offer, but everybody was playing ‘Planet Rock’, wheeling it back and starting it again. I found it so frustrating that all I was hearing was that, a bit more of some sort of electro like Warp 9 or the Peech Boys or even D Train, then back to a bit of reggae. I hated it, absolutely fucking hated it. Everybody’s playing, you can’t hear properly because it’s under the flyover and next to the tube lines, so everybody’s cranked up their volume without too much regard for quality. The music’s predictable. People aren’t there for us, they’re just there. I was thinking about where Good Times was as a sound system by then and how we’d grown to get to this point. Carnival was the highlight of our year, so we had been building up to it and had spent all our money on it – new tweeters, putting in new boxes, painting our boxes . . . Plus Good Times had now got a little following from Acton, about fifty of our people had come down to support us and this was what we’d brought them to.


We carried on and did what we did, regardless of what was going on around us, as we were going to keep up our own standards, busting some new tunes and working to entertain the crowd. We’d kind of settled into it, then after it got dark, about 10 or 11 o’clock, suddenly I’m hearing girls screaming and glass breaking. I look up from the decks and the air is full of bricks and rocks and bottles because it’s all kicked off at the back, by the footbridge over the railway where Six-By-Six was playing. I climbed up onto one of our boxes to see what was going on and it was pandemonium up there, people were running everywhere and there were a few white-shirted policemen caught in the middle of it, who had lost whatever control they might have had and were overwhelmed, they were getting battered with bricks and rocks and bottles.


I started shouting to Joey, ‘Switch the sound off, it’s gone mad!’ when I realised most of the crowd was stampeding towards us, because we were right by the gate that was away from the violence. It was chaos – at one point I saw this big black guy with what looked like a Samurai sword, waving it about. And all I could think about was saving our gear, but it was far too late for that. Crash! Our stacks went over, and I’m thinking, ‘I fucking knew this would happen! This is why I didn’t want to come in here in the first place!’ We did our best to protect our gear, the amps and the decks, and our lot from Acton rallied round to help, but a lot of our gear got smashed or stolen. They took the bullet tweeters and those things cost serious money.


At that point I said I was never coming to the Carnival again, then I realised that was a bit over the top, so I modified it to never again in The Cage: if I play it’s on the street to my crowd, no more of this sound clash. When we got home, me, my brother, my dad and my uncle – who were part of what we were doing – had a debrief, discussing what went wrong, and I said, ‘Sound clashes.’ I said they were a recipe for disaster in an environment like that because they set so many people off against each other. I said no more sound clashes: it’s OK, if Joey wants to do his reggae boy thing then he does it without me, but if I’m doing Good Times then the only person supplying the music is me. I was still mad about what we’d been put through, so I was adamant.


It took us the best part of a year and a lot of our money to repair the sound system, but we did and in 1983 we went back to Cambridge Gardens. I think the other soul sound systems went back to The Cage, in fact I know Six-By-Six and Mastermind did, but in 1983 it kicked off again in there. This time the steamer gangs came through spraying CS gas and snatching chains and watches, people got seriously hurt in the stampedes to get out, and I’m pretty sure that after that the police closed it off during Carnival.




chapter four: the riot of 1976


Of course, disturbances at the Carnival were nothing new. In 1975, nearly ten years before that disastrous year in The Cage, there had been a number of confrontations between black boys and the police. The following year, this same conflict blew up into a full-scale riot on the Monday. This was around the time when, as a teenager, I had started going, but on a very casual ad hoc basis.


I hadn’t been in 1974 and ’75, there was no particular reason why not – as I’ve said, I didn’t take it that seriously, and my mates and I had probably gone to some seaside town like Margate or Southend for the bank holiday. I know I’d gone to Margate on the bank holiday Monday of 1976, then almost inadvertently ended up back at the Carnival, so I was there when the first big riot happened.


We’d gone to Margate for the day, where we got in a huge row with a bunch of National Front-supporting skinheads who took objection to a group of London black guys having fun in what they saw as ‘their town’. We were easily a match for them and seriously hurt a few of them. This big guy with us, who we called Jabba, took a few heads off – figuratively – and threw one guy through a plate glass window. It meant we had to get out of town a bit quick, because we knew there was no way Old Bill would have believed that we didn’t start it, and we would have got charged with all sorts of things. That would have been after they gave us a beating in the van.


We got back to London around mid-afternoon, and the choice was go back to Acton and do nothing or go to the Carnival, so of course we chose Door Number Two. This was before mobile phones and twenty-four-hour news, so we had no idea what was happening up there, but when we got to Ladbroke Grove it was properly going off. Stepping out of the tube station and into the thick of it was mad, like nothing I’d seen before. Gangs of black boys were running all over the place, throwing anything they could find at the police, who had no protection – this was before riot shields, so the best they could do was pick up dustbin lids and milk crates. Any police car that came through was attacked, and if it was forced to stop the kids would swarm all over it, kicking it, rocking it, trying to smash the windows. It was mayhem, literally! As near to total anarchy as you could get because, and I’d never seen this before, the police had totally lost control of those streets and it was mob rule. It was impossible not to get sucked into it. Like the football thing I’ll talk about in Part Two, some primeval thing took over. I know for me the red mist came down and we were immediately swept up in it.


For me, without even stopping to think about it, I clocked what was going on and realised it was us against Old Bill. While I’m not a violent person, a kind of instinctiveness took over all of us, we knew this was the chance to get the Babylon back for all the rubbish they’d been doing to us over the years. We felt as if, suddenly, we were on equal terms with them: no more when you’re walking along and they can cosh you; or when they jump out of a Cortina and push you against a window and put their hands in your pockets. Not today you don’t! That’s how I felt, and I know so many other black guys in London at that time felt exactly the same way. I was nineteen years old, and although I’d had it relatively easy for 1976 (I’d only ever suffered two physical incidents of police brutality), I knew all about it from listening to the stories of my mates and other people close to me, so I was definitely an angry young man. I remember that summer two black boys died in Notting Dale police station – unexplained deaths – then there was the SPG, the Special Patrol Group, who were particularly vicious and at that time seemed like an army of occupation in Ladbroke Grove. They had been at the forefront of the Met’s heavy-handed policing of previous Carnivals. I was always hearing about all that stuff – every black person in London did – which is why that rioting spread like it did. People were thinking, ‘You know what? For this weekend, these are our streets and we’re going to pay you back for all that foolishness from the rest of the year.’


That was one of the most important things about going to the Carnival: the environment the music was played in as much as the music itself. Around the streets of Notting Hill and Ladbroke Grove on those three days, everywhere you looked you saw black people enjoying themselves . . . relaxed. Of course Old Bill was there, but they weren’t going pull a person for smoking a spliff, it was like, ‘OK, it’s Carnival, you’ve got a pass.’ It was like a modern-day version of J’ouvert, the historic start of the first carnivals in the Caribbean, when it was the one time of the year that the slaves were allowed to mock their masters. But from about 1973 onwards, the policing of Carnival had become increasingly oppressive and forceful. That was another reason why I hadn’t been for a few years – the ‘wilderness years’ I called them – because it was too easy to get into trouble through no fault of your own. Now I was back there and in the thick of it.


Because of how things were going down when we got there, with the police definitely on the receiving end, I wasn’t at all scared, or not for myself. I was scared because I remembered my mum and dad and my sisters were going to Carnival that day, so suddenly I’m thinking they could be caught up in all of this. I ran round to see my uncle, who lived in Ruston Close, W11 just off the back of Ladbroke Grove, and sounding as shocked as possible I asked him, ‘What’s happening? Police everywhere? Where’s Mum and Dad?’ He told me they’d all gone home and everybody was safe, so I breathed a big theatrical sigh of relief and got into a bit of small talk with him about how terrible it was, but really, as soon as I knew everybody was alright, I was itching to get back out there. I climbed over the wall from his back garden and I went straight out into the street and I was straight into it!


As soon as I was back out there, among that crowd going absolutely nuts, all rational thought was gone. I became that angry, frustrated rioter, as much a part of the mob as anybody else. When I look back, it seems that for a while I wasn’t in control of my actions and I wasn’t in control of my thoughts. While I thought I was in control of what was unfolding in front of me, quickly it went beyond that. That was the first time I’d ever been exposed to that sort of naked violent madness – mob madness – and the truth is it doesn’t give you any time to think. You just go with crowd, run with the herd, as if whatever they’re doing is a good idea and you find yourself going along with it.


I was right in the corner of Cambridge Gardens and Ladbroke Grove with two or three of my mates when it properly kicked off under the flyover, which was about fifty yards away. That bit was cleared, but there were rocks and pieces of brick cans on the ground, there were two or three coppers in short-sleeved shirts, no protection at all, who were pushing people back really violently. The thing was, most of these people weren’t rioters, they were just frightened or confused and trying to get out of there, they were women and older people and children and the coppers were practically assaulting them. That was one of the main reasons all of this had kicked off so fiercely – because Old Bill was dishing it out to everybody, regardless. Within seconds they got covered in rocks and bottles, meaning the people could stampede out of that corner. Most of them were terrified. There were a couple of people standing next to me. One of them had a mac on, and in the ensuing melee he’d got knocked to the ground, right in front of us. We helped him up and his mac was filthy, like he’d been trampled. I looked up and see that now Old Bill has recovered and is standing right in front of us, and we’re thinking we’re going to rush them – us, three teenagers, going to rush these coppers! That was how much we were affected by what was going on around us.


We didn’t rush them, and as they didn’t move either, we were able to slip away down to Portobello Road, where we’re standing on that corner by the Green, and this mad mob comes down from Golborne Road way. People screaming, desperately trying to get out of the way of this gang, and as we looked at them we could see why. It was at that point this whole thing stopped being about getting our own back on Old Bill or reclaiming those streets, it had become something much darker and genuinely scary. As everybody on the pavements attempted to get away, one guy – a bystander – got knocked to the ground and this posse jumped all over him. This was right in front of me, and I can see the bloke twitching as they swarmed all around him, kicking him, and I can see a couple of them with blades and they’re stabbing him in the back. Apart from the twitching, he’s motionless, out of it, he can’t even cover up let alone defend himself – and even then one of them was still hitting him as he lay there. I said to one of my mates, ‘Fuck me! They’ve killed the guy!’ Instinctively, I stepped off the kerb to pull him off, and in that moment I knew that if I tried to intervene I was a dead man. For a split second I’d locked eyes with the attacker and I’ve never been looked at like that before or since – the only way to describe it is murderous, literally. How this guy looked at me was beyond any kind of hatred, he was totally out of control. I pulled back on to the pavement.


Then this scene got worse. While the victim was motionless on the ground, the guy attacking him took his watch. As he’s done so, another one of the mob comes back and says, ‘What’s he got round his neck?’ In that moment I’m filled with absolute horror. All I can think is, ‘You fucking black bastard!’ How could you? The guy’s lying there on the floor twitching, blood oozing out of his head, they’ve jumped all over him, stabbed him, then come back and robbed him. I didn’t bargain for this! This isn’t what the events of this afternoon are about. People like the guy lying on the floor are not the enemy. They are – Babylon! All of us young black men in London in the 1970s had a grievance with the police – as did most of our dads, only they were quiet about it – and I fully went along with that, but this was mob rule gone completely out of control.


I was wandering about in a daze, because at that time I’m believing I’ve witnessed a murder. When my head cleared all I could think of was that if we got found in the area, we’d get collared for it and then we’d get done, so we slipped off and walked down the end of Oxford Gardens. Although we didn’t witness any more possible murders, things were definitely no calmer down there.


We arrived in that street at exactly the time of that famous newsreel footage of the police car reversing at speed up the road and getting bricked and bottled. We got to the corner of Oxford Gardens just as it sped past, so we are just out of the shot. I wish we’d got there a couple of seconds earlier! It was once the car had gone that people noticed the film crew there and I shouted, ‘Get the camera off them! Get them out of here!’ What we were going to do with that great big television camera I don’t know, but it was about getting swept up in the mayhem again. And people responded. Bosh! Within seconds the camera crew went down, and when they got up they were chased out of there, just about managing to keep hold of their equipment. This was when I really stopped to think about what was going on. That little incident had all gone off so quickly, started by just one shout, and they could have been seriously hurt. Again, I’m thinking they’re not the enemy . . . this has all gone mad.


It was at that exact moment that the mob tipped over a car in Oxford Gardens and set fire to it and it went off – bang! This wasn’t a police car, it was just somebody’s car, and I think it was that explosion which jolted me back to the sensible guy I usually was. Although I’d been puffing, I was suddenly very, very sober and I knew I had to get out of there – all I could think of was how the hell would I get back to Acton? There were cars burning on Oxford Gardens, cars burning in Acklam Road, posses of black boys roaming all over the place. It wasn’t quite Mad Max, but I had never seen anything like this. When I took a good look at what was going on around me, there were still a lot of dazed-looking people wandering around just trying to get home, it was like, ‘Oh my God! What have I got myself into?’


Old Bill was regrouping by now and gaining some sort of control, and I knew that if one of them had been stabbed or even killed or beaten up like that other guy, then they were going to take it out on us. I certainly didn’t want to be one of those victims. What they had done was seal the area: they’d closed the tube stations so nothing was stopping at Ladbroke Grove or Westbourne Park, and had blocked the roads to effectively seal the main area of the rioting – nobody in and nobody out. There were still all these panicked people walking about just trying to get home and being told they can’t go here or they can’t go there, and by then I’m concerned that my mum and dad will start panicking if I don’t get back soon, because as far as they’re concerned I’m in Margate, not down here doing all of this.


When we arrived there that afternoon and saw what was going on, we were full of bravado – kill the Old Bill, all of that – but once those things happened so close up, I knew I wasn’t cut out for it. Up until that point I’d thought I was a bad boy, but ultimately I was not, or at least not nearly as bad as I thought I was. As I reflected on what I’d seen, I even began to feel sorry for some of those police caught up in some dread things. I had a lot of conflicting thoughts going on. I tried to reconcile the rioting against the police by thinking, ‘Well they were doing this and that to us for how long.’ But what about the ones that weren’t doing that kind of thing to us? And when those black boys were coming at them with bottles and stones, and anything they could grab, to give the Old Bill their due, they had no protection, just truncheons and a few dustbin lids and they fought it out. Then again, I didn’t know whether to afford them any respect because I thought there would have been enough of them who were thinking, ‘We are white. This is our country, we won’t let you blacks do this.’ During that fighting they seemed almost fearless, driven by the idea of ‘We will win at all costs. You will not defeat us.’


It was partly thinking about that mentality that allowed me to justify so much of what had happened – the fighting against the police, not the thuggery – and I know from some of the people around us that afternoon that it had made some kids just want to fight more. Also, what filled us with even more aggression was the behaviour of some of the police once it had all kicked off – they were just steaming in to crowds of black people indiscriminately. These were just regular Carnival goers who were trying to get away from the trouble and didn’t know which way to turn, but so many of the Old Bill didn’t care. They were whacking black women with their sticks – that could have been my mum they were hitting, that could have been my sister. They were whacking old people – that could have been one of my old uncles getting shoved like that. So that’s how I justified it in my head, but I didn’t get involved in it on a one-to-one level.


As soon as it got dark, my thing was all about getting out and getting home, and because of the cordon the police put up this became a bit of a mission. I’d grown up around there, coming up to Grove all the time to play football with my cousins, so I knew the manor really well, so I was able to avoid the big roads and by dodging through a few back gardens I was through the police thing and out of there. With the tube stations either closed or with loads of police outside them, I walked all the way back to my mum’s house in Acton, where there were still police cars everywhere. They were on the lookout for whoever they could find reason to pick up and I was giving it my best Joe Public innocence as I walked past them: ‘What, me, officer? Been to the Carnival? Naaah! I’m on my way home from an outing to Margate!’


When I got home, the News at Ten was on and it was all about how the Grove was ablaze. The papers the next day were headlines of the riots, police casualties and how the streets were burning. Part of me was really shocked and scared, because I could now appreciate the full scale of it and the news stories took me back to the mayhem of actually being there. Then another part of me was thinking this is good, this needed to happen. They won’t fuck us over any more – this is where it all changes. I remember thinking, ‘This is where all of that shit you’ve been doing to us stops, but if you want a war, I’m glad there’s some kids out there that will give you that war.’


Of course what happened was that the next year, due to how things had gone down in 1976, the police were out for revenge. They got it too, because naturally it kicked off again and this time they were so much better prepared. They put it down really efficiently and left a lot of casualties and arrests among the black youth. Then in 1978 they had shields and knew how to use them and they’re directing things from this mobile headquarters on the flyover above Ladbroke Grove station. I was wondering how the Old Bill could get so organised so quickly . . . then I found out it was the same riot control techniques and equipment they’d been deploying on the streets of Belfast, which they’d brought to the mainland to use against us at the Carnival. While it was good to let them know we weren’t going to lie down and take it, I now realise we were never going to win – but I was young and fearless in those days.




chapter five: the move from cambridge gardens


Back to the 1980s, and although Good Times was getting bigger and more popular at Carnival, by the end of the decade I had become so disillusioned with the whole thing I was on the verge of pulling out. The Cambridge Gardens spot had served us well, but with the crowds we were attracting we’d outgrown it, and we were realising the limitations of being on the street like that. There was always a flow of people just walking past us, which wasn’t ideal for the increasing number of people that wanted to stay around us for our music, plus the steamer gangs were causing all sorts of grief. Both of these things were symptoms of what I saw as bigger problems with Carnival as a whole at that time, and I have since realised that was why I was losing faith in it.


During the second half of the decade the Carnival crowds were becoming much more inclusive, as a reflection of London and clubbing in London at that time, plus the Notting Hill Carnival had become a major tourist attraction – a bit like New Orleans’s Mardi Gras – so both of these new crowds needed to be accommodated. It was a massive change, as significant as the way things had changed during the mid-70s, when my generation of carnival-goers shifted the event from essentially a procession to something that incorporated the static aspects of the sound system. Once again, in order for Carnival to represent its city it couldn’t carry on with the old ways.


I believe that mid-70s change happened because people were left alone to get on with it – nobody stopped the sound systems just setting up and playing. This time Carnival was more structured and it needed those running things to take a positive stance regarding any such evolution. The problem, however, was the traditionalists within the Carnival organisation, who I saw as a bunch of old dinosaurs – they wanted it to be an exclusively black thing and saw this new crowd as ‘too many white people’. That approach might have been OK in 1969, but this was 1989 and it made no sense to me. By that time London was an obviously cosmopolitan city, and black performers were far more visible to the mixed public. To encourage those new people, though, perceptions of the Carnival had to be changed.
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