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‘Swear, no word of a lie, I’m the truth right now.

I was the truth back then.

Man better call Roony for some proof right now,

before we do fact checks.’

‘Class of Deja’ (2019)

Kano ft. D Double E & Ghetts
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‘Risky Roadz, what you know about that?’

‘What You Know About That’, Don’t Take it Personal (2024)

Dizzee Rascal ft. JME and D Double E






Roony Before Risky

For me to tell you about grime, I must first tell you a little about me and how I became a big part of it; about how I became Risky Roadz, the creator of a brand ingrained into UK music culture, and how that brand then also became me. And to do this, I guess I have to say who I am now and then go back to the beginning.

It’s hard to describe who I am and what I do. I’m a bit of a media jack-of-all-trades, but I’m best known as a grime documentarian turned award-winning music-video director.

[image: A collage composed of colourful family photographs with 80s fashion and children featured.]
‘Risky Roadz, to me, is foundation. He was a real key part to our early success and been a part of our journeys since.’

Kano

‘When you’re talking about Risky Roadz, the only thing that comes to mind is “Legend”.’

Giggs

‘Risky is where you see what’s popping. Roony was, and is, a tastemaker.’

Tinchy Stryder

‘Risky Roadz is nothing but an inspiration to me.’

Posty (CEO and founder of the GRM Daily YouTube channel)

‘I’m telling man straight – listen: without no risky roadz, novelist does not exist. put that as a quote in the book. dun know.’

Novelist

As Jammer once said to me, ‘If there was a house of grime, we all laid its foundations.’ My part, along with Mark Cripps (Sparkie), Troy Miller (A+), Chad Stennett (Ratty) and Chris Stennett (Capo), was visualizing our scene by putting out DVDs and putting faces to the voices of pirate radio before YouTube even existed. I started a label, I produce TV, I create content, film, edit and present shows. I’ve been a radio host and a DJ and I curate exhibitions at establishments like The Museum of London, The National Gallery and The British Library, and now I am a writer. Alongside all of this, I drive a London black cab. I try my hand at everything, and my life experiences attest to this.

My name is Roony Samuel Keefe – though I came to have an alias, first RSKY (my initials with an added ‘y’), and then later Risky Roadz. I was named after the actor Mickey Rooney. Born in the Royal London Hospital on 11 December 1984, I was raised by my mum, my nan and my grandad on a council estate in Bethnal Green: a place full of small housing blocks each making up their own territory, with a tower block and school at its centre. There was a network of cut-throughs and walkways at the core of this, though these, over the years, were all closed or blocked off. This is sad, really, as it segregated various parts of the estate and became a proper inconvenience to me and my mates. It also killed off much of the community feel that estates always get overlooked for.

Mum and Nan brought me up because my dad wasn’t around. It wasn’t until later in life that I met him, and this was a big hole in my life, trying to work out who I was as a person. But looking back, the upbringing I had taught me lessons that made me who I am today. We lived in a two-bed maisonette, me and Mum in one room, Nan and Grandad in another. I can still remember what the front room looked like: dark sofa with colourful dots, walls and carpet with the type of pattern that was typical of the eighties. I started speaking very young, and was always a creative kid. My mum said I’d sit for hours watching films, fixated on stories, music and drawing, or trying to fix things with my Fisher-Price tool-set. I also had a Fisher-Price record player and DJ set – perhaps it was these that set me subconsciously onto the path of music. It was an early metaphor for what my life would become, really.

There’s not much I remember about those early years, but a major part of early life was my grandad. When I was three, he was my hero, and I was his little ‘champ’. I remember sitting on his lap sharing fish in parsley sauce with peas and mash. I was raised on these East-End classics, like beans on toast, fish and chips, and pie ‘n’ mash with liquor. And a beigel. Yes, that’s beigel not bagel. (Americans couldn’t pronounce the word when spelled this way, or so the story goes, so the bagel was born.) We enjoyed a good Indian, and rice and peas with oxtail. Like any working-class food, the diversity of East-End cuisine came from making something great off the back of lack – which is another great metaphor for grime.

What I’d give to hear my grandad’s voice again. It’s the one thing I can’t remember, which is one of the reasons I wanted to become a documentarian. My grandad was a man that would help everyone and anyone – but he was also hard. That made him a typical East Londoner: hardworking, polite, funny, welcoming, chivalrous, generous, a certain swagger and a certain charm. You know when you’ve met an East Londoner, just like you know you’ve met a Northerner: there’s a friendliness, a warmth, but also an underlying don’t-fuck-with-me attitude. In short, he was a gentleman who took no shit. And that’s me, too. I was never anybody’s fool; though there were a few years where I lost a little confidence in myself. From the age of three, my stepdad, Mark, was always there. But I noticed the hole my dad had left, and all the questions I couldn’t answer about myself in his absence. Risky Roadz helped change that.

When my grandad passed, my mum became, in essence, the ‘man of the house’. In these early years, I wanted for nothing. Nan had two jobs and so did Mum. They made sure I had the best of everything, and not just material things. I’m talking love, time and attention. Not saying times weren’t hard or that life was always hunky-dory, rainbows and unicorns – because it wasn’t. But those two were grime’s earliest investors.

They supported my dreams and ideas. They wanted me and my brother to be able to achieve and to bring our notions into reality. Big passions of mine were music and film, and every step of the way I had backing from my family: beginning when mum bought me a set of decks to start DJing (proper ones this time, not the toy DJ set she got me before) right up to investing in RiskyRoadz. RiskyRoadz was my idea to film upcoming MCs; rappers much my age with a passion like mine for music. My nan bought me my first video camera, whilst Mum had a PC specially built for me to edit the footage. Everything I have in my life they enabled me to achieve – starting with my thirst for music.

When I was growing up, the house was always full of music. Mum and Nan would play lots of different sounds; from rock and pop to reggae and lovers’ rock; basically anything from T. Rex to John Holt, who were Mum’s favourites. I grew up liking all genres – a tune is a tune regardless of the genre.

Uncle Bill was my nan’s brother who became another grandfather figure for me. Every Sunday, down Brick Lane Market, I remember Bill buying me some kind of gadget. One particular week he bought me the dictaphone which changed everything; I could now tape music from the TV onto it. I spent hours waiting at the ready for my favourite songs to come on, to be there to record them so I could listen again, over and over. I’d record all kinds of music, from Oasis to Wu-Tang Clan.

As I got older and started secondary school, I’d hear what my friends were playing, and I’d discover shows on MTV like Yo! MTV Raps, which I watched religiously for the next big artist or tune to come out of the States. I’d lock in to hear new music from my favourites – from Biggie, Pac, Nas or Method Man. But when I think back to Yo! MTV Raps, I always remember the first time I heard Cam’ron’s ‘Oh Boy’ and ‘Sick and Tired’ by Coo Coo Cal. Its hook was ‘I’m tired of being sick and tired’ – which sat with me as I knew, even then, that I wanted to achieve more.

[image: The original camera that Nan bought me.]
The original camera that Nan bought me. (Courtney F Photo, 2016)

[image: The original RiskyRoadz mini DV tapes.]
The original RiskyRoadz mini DV tapes. (RiskyRoadz, 2016)


[image: Sparkie and Roony at Rhythm Division. I feel hot just looking at this picture remembering how sweaty this hat made me whilst I ran around the shop during my shift!]
Sparkie and Roony at Rhythm Division. I feel hot just looking at this picture remembering how sweaty this hat made me whilst I ran around the shop during my shift! (Taken by Leon Antoine on my camera, RiskyRoadz, 2004)


[image: The famous blue exterior of Rhythm Division on Roman Road.]
The famous blue exterior of Rhythm Division on Roman Road. (Winston Gordon, 2007)


Despite being a massive fan of rap and hip-hop, my main genres of choice were dancehall, reggae and bashment. I used to go Walthamstow Market every weekend to buy CDs; either of the artists I’d heard about on MTV or else the recommendations of the stall owner. I had a different taste in music from the rest of the boys around Bethnal Green at the time. My mate Jay Ritches loved happy hardcore and other niche genres. But I was a hip-hop and bashment kid, and once I started secondary school that led me straight to garage. At Raine’s Foundation secondary school in Bethnal Green, and through friends around the area, I met people who enjoyed similar music. Anthony, Dan Dixon, Michael, Chunky Bizzle (Ryann), Nigel, Owen, Edward, Alroy, Jason [Balforth], Zimbon and Mooresy (God bless him) all opened my ears to new things. Each of them taught me something about music that I still carry to this day.

I had a friend called Terry – my mum and his were friends – and we’d been so close since nursery that he was basically a cousin. He had an older brother, John, who has passed now, God bless him. Through him, Zimbon and Jason, I discovered a world of new music. From jungle and old school garage tape packs like ‘Sun City’ and ‘Garage Nation’ to Slim Shady’s ‘My Name Is’; and stations like Rinse FM, where Zimbon had a set. It all opened my ears to emerging MCs. John got himself a set of decks, so soon I was witnessing DJing first-hand. Another schoolfriend, Ryann Vernette (aka Chunky Bizzle), had done the same. The more I was around DJing, the more I wanted to be involved. I asked my mum for a set of decks, and made my first pilgrimage with Chunky to Rhythm Division. Rhythm Division would later become the hub and the heartbeat to RiskyRoadz, but from that first visit I just knew it was somewhere I wanted to spend as much time as possible. If you wanted to track down tunes that you’d heard played on the radio by your favourite DJs, Rhythm Division would have it – but you’d have to be quick before it would sell out.

More friends from school started to MC or DJ. We’d record sets at my house and pretend we were live on the radio. My crew was called the Rubicon Crew: there was me, Smarty, Encer, Slinky and Fly, Chunky from time to time, plus Trooper and Stamina (who weren’t part of the crew, but came to my house). The name Rubicon came from a few of us always drinking cans of the fizzy drink on the way to school. Seems silly now, when you think of it, but at the time it made complete sense. It was cool when we were fifteen.

It was whilst DJing with the Rubicon Crew that I got the name RSKY. It was here, too, that I first heard Heartless Crew. Heartless made music fun. They added a different vibe and mixed up genres, dipping into garage and bashment. One of my friends in Rubicon came from North [i.e. North London], so it was only later that we all clocked he’d been using remixed Heartless bars! The pirate stations back then only had a limited reach – so if you lived out of reach of a transmitter, you weren’t able to hear certain shows. We only discovered Heartless and So Solid when someone recorded a set and brought the tape to school. Being from East, our crews were Pay As U Go and N.A.S.T.Y. If New York had Wu Tang – we had Pay As U Go. It’s crazy to think that, later, I became friends and family with them all, even becoming godfather to Plague Alero’s son.

Around 2000, whilst I was still at school, I took my CV into Rhythm Division and asked for some work experience. They gave me a few days, which became weekends once I started college, then regular shifts on weekdays, until eventually I’d made it as part of the crew alongside Mark and Winston, Hermit, Danny Ward, Trubalsom, JJ, BBKs DJ Maximum and Sparkie.

My mate Jeff began putting on raves, and I got a few bookings as a DJ from him, alongside my friend Pricey (Danny Price). I knew I wasn’t ever going to become a career DJ; my last set was also my biggest. It was a warmup for DJ EZ at Copyright nightclub in Wapping (on Pennington Street just off the Highway). I had the MCs and legends PSG and Creed on my set and knew then that my DJing career had hit its peak. But I now had my name on a flyer alongside garage royalty, which started a new music journey.

My career in music had begun with DJing, but it was those old-school garage nation packs and pirate radio sets that really ignited something in me. I was a decent DJ and there was a buzz of going into a record shop and the status of having tunes set aside for you; the big names recognizing you and getting booked for events. All these moments fortified me wanting to be involved in music. Working in Rhythm Division and DJing had piqued my interest in knowing what the artists looked like – and working out what was next for me in this industry.






The Road To Becoming Risky

I soon became obsessed with two things: pirate radio and my Saturday job at Rhythm Division. I’d always loved music videos and the works of directors like Hype Williams or Dave Meyers, but had begun to watch music DVDs. One week at work, I came across a DVD from the States called Smack, featuring multiple rappers freestyling and being interviewed. There was even a few music videos on it: I thought it was amazing. Then I found a DVD called Jammer’s Birthday Bash. I put it in and saw D Double E, Jammer, Wiley and Kano (to name a few) at Déjà Vu FM. It left me looking for more. I found that the UK video-maker who shot Jammer’s Birthday Bash called A+ (Troy Miller) had another DVD called Conflict, which captured Dizzee Rascal’s legendary altercation with Crazy Titch. Then I discovered a UK DVD called Lord of the Decks shot by Ratty (Chad Stennett) and Capo (Chris Stennett), interviewing D Double E. These three, now iconic, DVDs blew my mind. I remember thinking, ‘Woah this is crazy – being able to see them and not just hear them!’

Later that week, I was working at Rhythm Division when I recognized the voice of an MC that had just walked into the shop. I’d never actually seen him before, despite listening to him countless times. There was an anonymity to pirate radio and tape packs. The store manager, Marc Cripps (known as Sparkie) knew everyone, so I asked him if the MC over there, who’s voice I recognized, was Frisco. When he said yes, I was fascinated. It left me thinking that if I wanted to know what Frisco looked like, surely everyone else would, too?

By now I’d left school and started a multimedia course at university. In a lecture, the tutor told us about a programme called Adobe Premiere which allowed you to edit video clips. I thought, ‘If I have this programme, then I can make my own DVD’. I still wanted to be part of the scene and was meeting new artists daily in the shop, whilst my friends, like Chunky, were making tunes and building a name in the scene. I didn’t know where to start, but Sparkie had been working at Rhythm Division for years selling the artists’ tunes for them. I went to him saying, ‘Let’s start a DVD. You know everyone and I’ll work out the rest’. He said, ‘I don’t know how to do any of that filming or editing stuff’ – to which I replied, ‘I’ll learn, don’t worry about that. Just get people to agree to being filmed.’

Currys in Mile End seemed like a good place to get a camera, so I went in and took a look at the camcorders. When I found one that I liked the look of, I got on the phone to my nan – as my mum was at work – and I asked her to lend me the money for a camera. She asked how much. I told her £200. She replied, ‘A camera for £200 can’t be much cop, I’ll lend you £300.’ With a camera and Sparkie on board, I went home and designed a cover for the DVD. I wanted my name in it somewhere. My tag was RSKY, so I was trying to think of ways that would work. ‘We’re going out to film so we’ll be on the road,’ I thought. ‘It’s a risk for many reasons’. And there it was, just like that: Risky Roads. It never felt right with an S, so I swapped in a Z. RiskyRoadz was born.

I ran back to Rhythm Division the next day and showed Sparkie the cover. He loved it. We worked out who we wanted on it and how we were going to format it. We thought it should have all the elements of Smack, but should include the pirate radio sets too, along with freestyles featuring the entire scene. We wanted upcoming talent on there, and agreed to keep our ears to the streets. That’s what excited me most; I knew I had a good ear and this was the time to put it to use, to give a platform for newcomers alongside those already making a name for themselves.

It was up to me to find as many computing books as possible to learn all I needed about Adobe Premiere. YouTube didn’t exist yet, so I couldn’t just look up video tutorials. It was books that taught me the basics, and the rest I taught myself. Sparkie made good on his promise and, within a few days, we had booked in the first piece of content to be filmed. On the first day filming we got two interviews: J2K in Rhythm Division and Riko by McDonald’s in Bow (see here). Word started to spread and everyone wanted to be part of what we were creating. Most importantly, we were building something way bigger than we even realized.

[image: The first RiskyRoadz release, with cover design by RWD Magazine. They remade this from a mock-up that I showed Sparkie.]
The first RiskyRoadz release, with cover design by RWD Magazine. They remade this from a mock-up that I showed Sparkie (which I can no longer find).


[image: Filming Ghetts for F**k Radio at Danny C’s studio. My mate Leon had introduced me to the Arctic Monkeys’ music and I was going through an indie phase – as you can see from the neck scarf!]
Filming Ghetts for F**k Radio at Danny C’s studio. My mate Leon had introduced me to the Arctic Monkeys’ music and I was going through an indie phase – as you can see from the neck scarf! (Taken by DJ Unique on my camera, RiskyRoadz, 2006)


[image: My original hard drives from 2004-2005.]
My original hard drives from 2004-2005. (RiskyRoadz, 2016)


I edited everything as we filmed it, learning as we were going along. Downloading the footage off my camera and on to the computer was so exciting. The first edit was over four hours long, which led to many issues when trying to burn it. I had to buy dual-layer disks and find a whole new programme to create its menu. It took 24 hours to burn and failed three times before we finally had a finished master ready to be pressed. And pressing was another story in itself. We found a place in Purley that would package and burn the DVDs, but the guy wanted cash up front plus the master and the artwork needed to be driven over to him. East to South; what a journey that was. It cost me the first part of my student loan to get it completed. After witnessing the battle I had burning the disk, my mum had a PC built for me, which meant the second burn ran much smoother.

The combination of Sparkie’s connections and my ideas became a dream team that created a piece of UK music history. In time though, he left to start and raise his beautiful family just after RiskyRoadz 2 was released. I went on to create two more DVDs; F**k Radio and The Movement documentary. Once YouTube emerged, it meant the business potential of DVDs diminished (see here) – but my dream to direct and pursue my role in the scene meant I carried on.

Though my friends, like Jason [Balforth] and Leon [Antoine], always tagged along with me to shoot locations, it was just me that filmed the videos, created the projects and pushed the boundaries: I became a one-man-band. I wanted to bring in other people to help with filming and to ease the pressure as, at times, RiskyRoadz was both a blessing and a curse. When a RiskyRoadz video was commissioned, people wanted me to film it. There was only so much work I could take on whilst trying to achieve my own goals, and it was wearing me out. Don’t get me wrong, I very much see it as one of the greatest experiences of my life – but for a few years it was testing everything I had.

I’m telling you the full story through my own eyes, and sometimes it hasn’t been easy. Grime has never been completely kind to any of those involved – but nothing worth having comes easy. There were times that I was ready to throw it all in. But if my upbringing and my family taught me anything it was that never-giving-up mentality. That goes for grime too. None of us gave up: and look what we achieved.

Today I drive my cab and juggle it alongside projects and directing. There’s so much more I haven’t done yet. But without grime, and the people I’ve met along the way, I wouldn’t be the man I am today. I am lucky and forever grateful to the scene for what it has given me and the incredible things I’ve been able to do. Grime gave me a career, a purpose, and also brought me my extended dysfunctional family (The School of Grime, as Bashy and Chip call it). It’s cemented us in the history books of UK culture and included us as part of UK music history, too.

In a roundabout way, grime (through Louis ‘Loudmouth’ Melvin and my nan – Grime Gran) connected me with Kerry, my beautiful best friend and fiancée; my soulmate who I love beyond words. Kerry, in turn, blessed me with the greatest gift, my son Brandon who is the light of my life. By chance, he even has the initials BBK – just like one of grime’s most iconic crews, Boy Better Know.

That’s how far grime is embedded into my life. For all of these gifts, I am eternally grateful.

[image: Composite image of repeated numberplates showing text ‘RISKY RDZ’.]





‘There aren’t many genres that can say they’ve been documented from the roots up, and that’s what helps to make grime special.’

Risky Roadz

Vice magazine (2016)






What Is Grime?

To some, grime is just a genre. But to those involved – and to anyone brought up in London around the early 2000s – it’s way more than simply the beats per minute (BPM). It’s a way of life, a voice for inner-city youth and a channel for our ambitions and dreams. It’s a vessel for our creativity and a way to express ourselves. It’s a rebellion against the system; against those who said we can’t or don’t deserve to be involved, can’t be better, can’t want more.

Grime is how you carry yourself: it’s the way you talk and you wear your clothes. It’s a culture, it’s the heartbeat of the UK’s underdog story for this generation; it’s our punk. It’s acceptance across the world for the music we make and the respect we’ve commanded, for the years of hard work and the blood, sweat, tears and shattered dreams.

It’s the evolution of sounds brought into England by outsiders and the culmination of several cultures: the Black, the white, the Turkish and the Asian, the working classes, the poor and the wanting-more. It’s that little voice inside you that says, ‘Go the extra mile and don’t give up’.

[image: A collage composed of torn photographs showing groups of teenagers in streetwear making music to camera.]
[image: Early sound systems on the streets of London.]
Early sound systems on the streets of London. (Alamy)







Birth in the Sound Systems

‘Just know it’s a soundman ting. Just know it’s a soundman ting. Jump in a clash, dubs get splashed. If a bwoy can’t swim, it’s a drown man ting. 21-inch speakers in the place, that’s a whole lot of bass, sound man ting.’

Footsie, ‘Soundman Ting’, 2024

Like every genre, grime has roots. This journey started way back in the sound-system days, in 1940s Jamaica. Bleeding into the UK in the fifties and sixties from the West Indies, these sound systems consisted of word-of-mouth clubs or makeshift parties. MCs (which means Mic Controller or Master of Ceremonies) used their voice over PA-system speakers, as an instrument to entertain, hype up and connect with a crowd, so the systems were the start of the MC life. The records being played by the DJs (Disc Jockeys) provided the early basslines and sounds that have evolved alongside genres such as lovers’ rock or dub. Many of your favourite MCs’ dads were big on the sound-system scene. Wiley, Jammer and Footsie, for example, all saw their fathers involved in it; they inherited this introduction to rhythm as a pathway to start their own music journeys. The sound systems still run today: we see them every year at London’s Notting Hill Carnival held annually on the August bank holiday weekend. So there’s a real full circle moment; though the sounds and genres may change, the vibe and culture live on.

In particular this means that battling is a major part of grime’s DNA, descending as it does from the sound-clash culture that originated in the days of the sound system. Grime has seen many famous clashes over the years, because these bring attention and competitiveness into the creative arena, just as they did with sound-system clashes back in the day.

‘The love of music that is the greatest because no man can’t pay we for we do, there’s no set wages for what we do. We have love it, or we must be mad or something. Musically mad.’

King Original (Footsie’s dad, God bless him. RIP King.)

I was too young to be at sound-systems and got my education through my parents and parents of friends. My dad spent time at sound systems and at lovers’ rock parties in Hackney. What I witnessed first-hand, though, was the evolution of sub-genres and sounds closer to my era. I only caught jungle and drum and bass in the late nineties, just as garage was becoming a more popular sound. But that never stopped me from listening to its legends: MC Skibbadee (God bless him), MC Shabba, Det and Navigator (Navi), among others, inspired many from grime royalty to start performing their own lyrics (known as ‘spitting’). These producers and DJs, plus radio stations like Kool FM, would set the blueprint for a new generation, until Rinse FM, Heat FM and Déjà Vu became the host stations for grime music. (Ironically enough, in 2023 Geeneus and Rinse FM bought Kool FM, so the story has gone full circle.)

In my eyes, the jungle days were really when MCs started to say more than just hype up a crowd, but to have stories to tell: be it talking about upbringing or life’s struggles, life in general, or a sense of topical political awareness. There were inklings of change. This was music that hit the charts as early as 1994, with tracks like General Levy’s ‘Original Nuttah’.

UK hip-hop was around, but it wasn’t yet a scene that my age group was religiously locking into like we were with jungle and garage. There were a few big names we paid attention to, like Rodney P and Klashnekoff, but what was really hitting our ears was US rap and dancehall alongside the pirate radio stations playing jungle and garage. We’d sit for hours recording these sets on TDK cassettes, as good ones were like currency at school.

[image: Infographic of the various genres contributing to the rise of grime, showing time along the x axis, from 1990 to 2014.]
[image: Atmosphere at the Notting Hill Carnival, 29th August 1976.]
Atmosphere at the Notting Hill Carnival, 29th August 1976. (Alamy)


[image: Wiley’s Dad, Richard Cowie Sr, on his balcony.]
Wiley’s Dad, Richard Cowie Sr, on his balcony. (RiskyRoadz, 2019)


[image: An early flyer for a local garage night.]
[image: An early flyer for a local garage night.]
An early flyer for a local garage night. (Club Z, 1997)







The Importance of Garage

I liked jungle; its tempo, the skip of the lyrics, the speed of the MC, the basslines and the flow – but my first true UK musical love was jungle’s successor, garage. This was a big route into UK underground music for me, and a magic part of grime’s roots. House and garage, in my eyes, are grime’s parents – with jungle as its grandfather. Garage was the sound the younger generation were listening to on the radio. It was new, whilst jungle was a big love of the older lot who were already able to go to raves. But for myself and some of grime’s younger founding MCs, the early years of garage were our beginnings.

In a way, early garage was about entertaining a crowd in a similar way likened to the sound system era; about getting the ravers to have a good time. Those that were too young to go to raves would listen afterwards through tape packs, which were audio recordings of an entire rave split up into individual sets: the EZ hour, Norris hour, Boss hour and so on. They were then packaged up and sold in independent record stores. This was a smart move, because it pushed the sound out further: advertising how great the event had been but also making extra revenue way past the end of night. Tape packs were like a snapshot of the night and, with a little imagination, you could almost feel the crowds’ reaction and vibe through your stereo. Access to them let a young me experience what a proper rave was like. (I always gravitated to the garage tape packs but the jungle scene also had them.)

Garage was all about the rave. It was bubbly, it was fun, it was a party – and it was hearing DJs play tunes that I hadn’t heard before. The tapes that I’d always listen to first were the sets by Mike Ruff Cut Lloyd, Pied Piper, Spoony and EZ. These late nineties packs are legendary. Early garage tunes would sample a lot of vocals, which left very few spaces for an MC to get into a flow. This meant they adjusted to shorter lyrics that fit into eight-to-sixteen bars – so that many, if not all, had catchphrases or lyrics they were known for. MC Creed had ‘We d-d-d-doing it again!’; PSG had ‘Urg-baba, bad boy style!’, MC DT had ‘Do you really like it?’, which was big – whilst MC CKP’s ‘Give me a sign, if you want a rewind’ was the first time I’d witnessed a DJ asking the crowd to summon a rewind, as opposed to this being an intuitive decision in the moment. The art of the reload, you see, is when a tune or lyric drops – and the emotion, energy and euphoria of the room elevates to uncontrollable levels. It’s a moment to relive. The crowd enjoy it as the MC wheels the track up to reload it and perform that lyric again. This action, too, was something passed down from sound-system culture.

There are so many greats that had you singing along and vibing. They created hits that got onto TV, like Da Click’s ‘Good Rhymes’, which charted on Top of the Pops in 1999. This was probably the first time I got to see these future idols of mine for the first time. Before this, you have to remember, some of us only recognized their voices and names because we were too young to go raving.

Speaking recently to MC Creed, I told him about how I grew up with him as a musical idol. Creed told me in reply: ‘I look at you, and all the others of the generation, as my youngers. What I loved was we took it to a level and your lot took it further and others will take it even further. It’s a beautiful exchange! We all link up, it’s nothing but love.’

‘We d-d-d-doing it again!’

MC Creed






The Importance of Pirate Radio

Pirate radio stations started to breed their own line of talent, largely wannabe MCs and DJs who weren’t getting booked for the raves or being accepted into the fold by the already-established. In East London, I could pick up a transmitting signal from Rinse 100.3, Déjà Vu 92.3, Flava 87.6, Magic 90.2 and Heat FM 96.6. Their rigs could only reach a limited area, so these were the stations that soundtracked my early years. The people behind them are the true heroes of those days as it was quite a risky game. Erecting antennas and custom-made rigs at the top of tower blocks or an old empty warehouse; they’d illegally find a way to connect a set of decks over the airways. To help get the sounds to the masses, their owners literally had to put their lives on the line by climbing rooftops. They were also risking jail time and heavy fines – because the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI; since reorganisation in 2003 this is now the Office of Communications, or OFCOM) were always out cutting rigs or shutting down stations. Sometimes your favourite station was raided as you were listening in, and then they’d be off air for weeks until they got set up with new equipment in a different location.

The DTI didn’t want these illegal set-ups existing; because only licensed stations on the air meant regulated income. Meanwhile, to fund the continuation of their station, the pirate’s owners were charging a sub-rental of the airtime for the time slot occupied. This was a vital outlet for artists at the time; without the radio, your music simply wasn’t heard. Underground sounds weren’t played on mainstream radio stations and there were no streaming services back then. With their visions and soundtracks, these radio stations slowly shaped UK music – even KISS FM originated as a pirate. These stations gave young people a platform to nurture something creative; it was a channel that kept them out of trouble. Like youth centres, radio was a release and a place to showcase music and technology skills. But instead of investing in this outlet, the government was cracking down and making it criminal.

There were a few different shows that I religiously locked into, and everyone our age was now trading tapes of the best sets. I suspect this is when I developed my ear, flicking through radio and finding DJ/MC combos that nobody knew – anything that was a vibe, like DJ Smasher and the Knightz of the Round Table, or Preshus’s show (he was an MC who could sing and went on to be part of East Connection). Another early show that I found first was Dollars and 2Ton with DJ Randy C: pure entertainment. Trevor Dollars did some rewind sound effects with his mouth, 2Ton spoke in slang with a Cockney accent – something I’d never heard before – starting lyrics with things like ‘’Allo sunshine! What do you know? How’s ya farther? How’s ya aunt Flo? Pie ‘n’ mash and jellied eels!’ Randy was a right character. He spoke a lot on the show, which was rare as you almost never heard a DJ being so vocal in a conversational manner. At the end of every set he’d interact with the listeners: give out the phoneline and host call-ins, inviting the listeners live on air. Some phone-ins were wild, a right laugh. When I was DJing, I was lucky enough to get 2Ton and Preshus onto a set of mine and we became friends. They are still making great music to this day.

By 1999-2000, garage had gone more bubbly with its own vocal track – which felt too light for the new wave of MCs. London wasn’t the nicest of places for the working class: we had stronger things to say about our frustrations with our surroundings. We wanted the world to know that life wasn’t always rosy. Music allowed young people from the estates – like me and the rest of the kids at school – to get things off our chest. To do this, the sound of garage needed to change. The beats needed to be darker, with fewer vocals, leaving space for the MC to say what they wanted. However, not all old-school garage MCs wanted these grittier lyrics in their dance spaces. A changing crowd was emerging and the early grime originals were forced to start creating sounds at events of their own.

[image: A pirate radio set in the early 2000s.]
A pirate radio set in the


[image: The rooftop view from pirate station Ice FM in West London, 2009.]


[image: Outline map of postcode areas in East London with the river Thames visible to the south.]
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