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			Praise for Join the Future

			“Britain is an electronic music heavyweight – this is the place that invented jungle, dubstep, speed garage – and here, dance music journalist Matt Anniss traces the origins of all of this back to bleep techno, which began in Yorkshire in the 1980s. Anniss researched this book for five years in order to claim the untold story of Britain’s dance music revolution for the unique time and place that generated it.”

			Lauren O’Neill, in ‘the Best Non-Fiction Books on British Music Culture’, Rolling Stone UK, February 2021

			
“There is an important rationale to the book, as Anniss argues for re-assessing the historical understanding of this scene within the wider complex chronology of dance music. He has a point here, and he sets out to demolish myths, redress historical versions, timeframes and figures, and re-situate the northern origins of bleep… The pace is urgent, intense and breathless, with dot-to-dot detail of dance spaces, club names, tracks and dance moves. Anniss takes an occasional moment to stop and sample the air, such as on Snake Pass between Manchester and Sheffield or at Park Hill flats for a brutalist memoir to accompany the concluding paragraphs.”

			Ian Trowell in Dance Cult, December 2021

			
“Categorising culture is never as simple as starting with one person, in one place, but Matt Anniss creates a fairly immaculate argument that all British bass music can actually be tracked to Bradford, Leeds and Sheffield in the late ’80s… Aside from featuring great interviews, quotes, and an academically balanced but not overly professorial tone, Join The Future connects all the dots for us subcultural trainspotters.”

			Kirsty Allison, DJ magazine, March 2020

			
“Join The Future brings to the surface a hidden cultural history and a scene that has reverberated around the world. A wonderful mix of cultural commentary, incisive interviews and archival research, Anniss offers a carefully crafted ode to music that defined the late ’80s and early ’90s.”

			Lanre Bakare, author of We Were There (The Bodley Head, 2024), formerly culture writer at The Guardian

			
“This is a fantastic reorganisation of the established dance music story, putting Yorkshire – and the dancers – back into the heart of things.”

			Emma Warren, author of Make Some Space: Tuning Into Total Refreshment Centre (2019) and Document Your Culture (2020)

			
“In this meticulous and energetic study, Matt Anniss explores how Britain’s first major contribution to modern dance music – Bleep techno – established a transmutative musical dynasty that still reigns three decades on… The author excels in microscopic detail, whether recounting the fractious early years of Sheffield’s Warp Records or discussing the overarching significance of A Guy Called Gerald’s ground-breaking ‘Voodoo Ray’ (including the unlikely role a folk singer and comedian, Mike Harding, played in its creation).”

			Stephen Worthy, Mojo magazine, March 2020 (4 stars out of 5)

			
‘In Join The Future: Bleep Techno and the Birth of British Bass Music, [Matt] Anniss argues for the cultural significance of the short-lived style known as bleep. He unearths the stories of its originators cast aside by the canon, emphasising that due credit must be given… According to Anniss, the Bleep sound (that would essentially create Warp Records) could only begin because of intercity cross-pollination between Bradford and Leeds, and because of multicultural developments such as certain white people being let into black spaces like blues parties – house gatherings featuring drink, dance and a soundsystem.”

			Tayyab Amin, The Wire, April 2020

			
“The deftly curated words of the author act as a time capsule for anyone who witnessed this incredible movement, enabling them to relive those top life-changing moments they still love today, whilst also educating the curious seeker of how it all really came together. This book is a ‘must-have resource’ for any dance music enthusiast, on how the early UK sound developed in an era that can only be described as the greatest music revolution in history.”

			Mike Mannix, Iconic Underground magazine 

			
“Everyone should buy this book.”  Mella Dee

			
“This was a vital creative era in British electronic music that deserved deeper exploration, so Matt Anniss’ history of ‘bleep and bass’, which sets the sound in the socio-political environment of its time, is a significant addition to the literature of dance culture.”

			Matthew Collin, author of Altered State and Rave On

			
“You wouldn’t have had hardcore had it not been for bleep. If you took bleep out of the equation, British dance music would be completely different.”

			Mark Archer, Altern8

			
“Since bleep, there’s always been a heavy bassline thing coming from Sheffield and Leeds. Look at what’s to come later, with bassline, the Niche sound and Toddla T. From one generation to the next, it’s always been about bass.”

			Luca Lozano

		


		
			




			Matt Anniss is a journalist, author, researcher and dance music historian. He began DJing, promoting events and writing about dance music as a student in the late 1990s and has not stopped since, despite spells writing professionally about such diverse subjects as triathlon and the Internet. In the early 2000s, he spent eight years working on IDJ magazine, two of them as Editor, before going freelance. Since then, he has written for titles including Red Bull Music Academy Daily, Mixmag, Resident Advisor, DJ magazine and CRACK. He specialises in researching and writing about historic aspects of dance music culture and is currently working towards a PhD at Solent University. Raised in Sheffield, Matt resides in Bristol with a room full of records and too many books to mention.
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			Dedicated to the memory of my father, Ian Anniss, who passed away a few months after the publication of the first edition of this book. You are forever in my thoughts.

		


		
			Foreword

			



			When I first went to nightclubs, it felt as if bass didn’t really exist. As an underage teenager sneaking into what were then mostly still known as “discotheques”, the one common thread to the music – the majority of it being ’80s electronic chart pop – was the lack of bass. Of course, there were basslines and the thud of electronic drums, mostly via the then ubiquitous Linn drum machine, but nobody was feeling the bass. It was a while later, when I first went to a dub soundsystem party, that I first noticed the air move, saw a speaker cone vibrate from the sheer power of bass and felt that sub resonate through my rib cage. It was an incredible sensation, and I instantly knew I was in love with low-end.

			House music arrived and club systems got better and often bigger, but still, there wasn’t that much bass weight. One of my favourite early house tracks, still much loved to this day, is Phortune’s ‘Can You Feel The Bass?’ I’d flip out if I heard it played in a club, but my inner monologue would ponder the question in the title and think, “well, not really, no.” This didn’t mean early house records weren’t sonically life-affirming (they certainly were) but production-wise, at least initially, they weren’t a huge sonic leap forward in their production methods.

			As house music exploded across the UK, producers here started to take the new electronic strains coming out of the United States and added their own distinctive British twist to them. Artists such as Bang The Party, No Smoke, Baby Ford, Renegade Soundwave and A Guy Called Gerald, amongst many others, were releasing distinctive records that worked on the dancefloor as effectively as anything coming out of Chicago, New York or Detroit. Many of them added a distinctive bass flavour often lacking on US imports.

			Then there was Unique 3. From Bradford, they were the first UK act to really bring the bass – particularly sub-bass – to UK electronic music in a way that it hadn’t featured before. Britain’s deep affinity with reggae and the exposure of so many to severely bass-heavy reggae soundsystems, particularly prevalent in Yorkshire, meant it was inevitable that bass was going to become a distinctive factor. Unique 3’s huge (and now sadly somewhat forgotten) influence on what came out of the UK cannot be understated: hardcore, drum & bass, dubstep and current UK bass variants all owe something to Unique 3’s “bass-prints”.

			In their wake from the Steel City came Warp Records and the wave of Sheffield bass, or bleep & bass, or bleep techno (or whatever you want to call it) that begat a thousand imitators. Again, an often-overlooked character was majorly responsible for so much of this music, or at least how it sounded: the mighty Robert Gordon. Co-founder of Warp and remixer, engineer, and producer extraordinaire, Gordon is as important a figure in dance music history as any legend one may care to mention. The records he mixed or produced had a massive impact on my then DJ partner, Brainstorm, and I. We were obsessed with bass, which along with these futuristic bleeps sounded unlike anything else, especially when blasting out of a huge soundsystem.

			We were very fortunate that our Edinburgh club night UFO, which soon morphed into Pure, had possibly the most powerful system in the country. When the bass drop in LFO’s ‘LFO’ came in, the whole building would quiver, glasses would fall off the bar, old dust would be dislodged from the ceiling and the music would be drowned out by shrieks and screams of bass-derived delight. It really did feel like we had joined the future.

			Records by Nightmares on Wax, Sweet Exorcist, Juno, XON, Ital Rockers and a legion of others will be with me as long as I live. Should so many years of sonic abuse render my hearing kaput, it’s slightly reassuring to know that I’ll always be able to feel the power of them as they shift masses of air through speakers with their sub-basses and low frequency oscillations.

			Listening back to many of these records, and particularly anything touched by the hands of Robert Gordon, it is wild how well they stand up to this day and how dynamic they are, something that is often missing in current productions. In my opinion, this is particularly prevalent when it comes to what gets called “techno” today, which has seemingly paused any sonic progress in favour of sticking to a dogmatic kick-drum based template that few producers in the realm seem brave enough to break out of.

			Of course, there is a lot of forward-looking, futuristic sounding dance music with interesting, imaginative and intricate drum programming, perhaps more deserving of being called techno, being produced today. Much of it comes from that other British bass stronghold, Bristol. This perhaps indicates that bass awareness and progression may go hand in hand. And talking of Bristol…

			Matt Anniss, author of this mighty tome, grew up in Sheffield and has lived in Bristol for many years, so he is a man who really knows bass. Matt and I first bonded over our love for this music, out-nerding each other on obscure bleep & bass 12” singles and nuggets of bleep information. I have followed the progress of this book since it was merely an idea, and it is incredibly satisfying that it is finally here: it has been the dictionary definition of a “labour of love”.

			After reading Join The Future, I cannot imagine another human being who could have done a better job of telling this story and shaping it so that it is not merely a lot of fascinating information but rather a living, breathing account where the personalities behind the interviews are brought vividly to life. Matt’s love and passion for his subject shines through on every page. He also challenges some of the supposed orthodoxies of the history of the evolution of dance music in this country in the late ’80s, a history many pivotal marginal voices have previously been written out of. Matt rightfully allows some of these forgotten voices to be heard at last.

			Hopefully, this book’s very existence will lead to some new ears hearing and falling in love with this music. Perhaps some of these will be inspired to do it themselves and, in turn, “join the future” like so many of their predecessors did in the late 1980s and early ’90s.

			JD Twitch

			Glasgow, September 2019

		


		
			 

			


			Introduction

			


			weight from the bass

			


			‘There are many imitators, but we are the true creators.’

			LFO – ‘We Are Back’, 1991

			



			It’s a bitterly cold Sunday night in February 2018 and just over 600 people have squeezed into a former industrial unit in Attercliffe, once the beating heart of Sheffield’s steel industry. This is the Southbank Warehouse, one of the city’s newest club spaces, and the excitable throng has gathered for that most modern of phenomena: a party and live internet broadcast by online dance music channel Boiler Room.

			In keeping with tonight’s self-consciously retro-futurist theme, the post-industrial space is lit only by a handful of blue and red lights. Occasionally, projections light up a makeshift screen on one wall, while piercing green lasers fizz into life at crucial moments. The scene and setting feels like an unashamed throwback to the formative years of British dance music culture in the late ’80s and early ’90s, when attending legally dubious parties in abandoned factories and warehouses was a rite of passage.

			In the centre of this stripped-back pleasure palace of corrugated iron, steel and concrete is a hastily erected DJ booth. Stood over the turntables is Winston Hazel, a smiling 50-something who has been making Sheffielders dance since the dawn of the 1980s. Tonight, he’s not the headline attraction – that honour goes to his sometime Leeds breakdancing rival, George ‘E.A.S.E’ Evelyn of Nightmares on Wax fame – but he’s clearly the person the hometown crowd is most eager to hear.

			As Boiler Room’s MC introduces Hazel in the manner of a ringside announcer hyping the imminent arrival of a prizefighter, the assembled partygoers let out a wholehearted roar befitting a local legend. Hazel smiles, then presses play on the turntable to his left. Out of the venue’s large and meaty soundsystem comes the distinctive futurist shimmer of Ability II’s celebrated early UK techno anthem, ‘Pressure’. As the spacey intro bubbles away and the drum hits get louder, the eager punters closely clustered around the decks shuffle forwards in anticipation. At the back of the room, propped up against a stack of industrial strength speakers, I await the inevitable bass drop.

			When it comes, the pulsating, bone-rattling assault of subsonic vibrations almost knocks me off my feet. The crowd surges forwards almost in unison, a messy throng of flailing limbs, spontaneous cheers and Serotonin-fuelled momentary bliss. Were it not for the flashing smartphone cameras and live Internet stream, you’d be forgiven for thinking that we’d travelled back to the summer of 1990, when clubs, warehouses, fields, factories and forests reverberated to the sounds of Britain’s first authentically homegrown dance music movement: bleep and bass. 

			Hazel is here primarily to celebrate the enduring legacy of that sometimes overlooked sound, a heavyweight style first forged in the bedroom studios, illicit after-hours “Blues” clubs and sneaky raves of Bradford, Leeds and Sheffield. By any stretch of the imagination, this was an unlikely musical revolution spearheaded by young men, some still in their teens, who had by and large grown up and still lived in some of Yorkshire’s most notorious, poverty-ridden inner city suburbs. 

			Away from the media spotlight – to begin with, at least – these unassuming heroes crafted a futurist style of dance music every bit as forward-thinking as the revolutionary sounds that had emerged from Chicago and Detroit earlier in the decade. Like their celebrated contemporaries across the Atlantic, bleep’s early pioneers created music that transcended cultures whilst instinctively reflecting the suburbs and cities they grew up in.

			Back in the present, Winston Hazel is in his element. He’s surrounded by a mixture of misty-eyed Sheffield scene veterans revelling in a rare chance to revisit their youth and eager young ravers who have discovered the genre’s key records through more recent productions made in tribute. Fittingly, it’s not long before Hazel unleashes the record that first drew up the bleep blueprint, Unique 3’s ‘The Theme’. Raw, minimal and blessed with unspeakably weighty sub-bass, it remains a landmark record: a track equal in significance to A Guy Called Gerald’s near peerless ‘Voodoo Ray’, which had been released six months before Unique 3’s masterpiece in June 1988. These two records, more than any other, proved that British dance music was finding its voice.

			As his set progresses, Hazel unleashes a swathe of similarly important records that “shaped the future”, as tonight’s event is themed1 (tap to see footnote). There’s Forgemasters’ ghostly and intoxicating ‘Track With No Name’, a record Hazel wrote and produced with his friends Robert Gordon and Sean Maher in early 1989, Nightmares on Wax’s ‘I’m For Real’ and ‘Aftermath’, and the commercial and critical high point of bleep, LFO’s sublime ‘LFO’. Naturally, each is greeted with a rapturous response.

			Now peering down on the action from a mezzanine high above the dancefloor at one end of the warehouse, I’m struck not only by the timeless quality of these 30-year-old records, but how powerful and intoxicating they still sound all these years on. And, boy, is the sub-bass heavy.

			This, of course, was the key part of bleep’s revolutionary appeal. Before the style’s inception, such obsession with low-end frequencies was a niche pursuit for reggae soundsystem enthusiasts and, to a lesser extent, those raised on beatbox electro. Since then, this obsession with heavy bass vibrations has become the defining characteristic of almost all new styles of electronic music born in the United Kingdom.

			Behind the DJ booth positioned slap bang in the centre of Southbank Warehouse’s now writhing dancefloor, Winston Hazel is doing his best to prove this point. Amongst a fine selection of mind-altering bleep classics (and one of his secret weapons, Alfanso’s Robert Gordon-produced rarity, ‘Dub Feels Nice’2), the veteran DJ drops percussive, bouncy UK funky records from the late 2000s, weighty ’90s dub-house, breakbeat-driven sub-bass wobblers and, as you’d expect, a string of recent records from Yorkshire bestowed with the same immense low-end pressure and futurist outlook as those crafted at the height of the bleep movement. Had he been able to find space for some early jungle, ’90s drum and bass, hazy east Midlands deep house, a spot of dubstep and a dose of UK garage, none of it would sound out of place.

			These British-developed styles have traversed borders, inspired countless producers in far-flung corners of the globe and, three decades after the first “bleep and bass” white labels began to appear on the shelves of independent record stores in the north of England, become part of the densely woven fabric of worldwide dance music culture. 

			You’d be forgiven for not knowing the part bleep and bass played in the development of homegrown British dance music, or its role in what author and music scholar Simon Reynolds has dubbed ‘the hardcore continuum’. For far too long, it has been omitted from the narrative or seen as some kind of eccentric northern sideshow to more significant events or movements elsewhere.

			The written history of British dance music is a hotchpotch of facts, myths and often-repeated half-truths, shaped by a mixture of understandably limited (and London-centric) contemporaneous media coverage, a handful of books published around the turn-of-the-century, and television and film documentaries that are laughably inaccurate at best. These tend to feature the same token “talking heads” whose careers were built on their supposed role in the culture’s emergence.

			According to the now accepted narrative, British dance music first found a distinctive voice between 1991 and ’93, when hardcore and later jungle marked a clear departure from the US-derived styles that had first made the UK move. To make matters worse, most people believe that it was in London where house and techno first took root in the UK, despite plenty of evidence to the contrary3.

			It’s true that bleep and bass did not develop in isolation and that the influence from soundsystem culture was being expressed in different ways around the UK (think street soul and “the Bristol sound”, to cite just two contemporaneous examples). It is also true that reggae and soundsystem culture had previously inspired plenty of British musicians in the punk and post-punk scenes, particularly those who grew up in towns and cities with sizeable Afro-Caribbean communities.

			Even so, bleep and bass still provided a spark for much of what followed, in the process lighting the blue touch paper on a revolution that shaped British dance music for decades to come. At a time when the nascent Ecstasy culture was hitting its peak and electronic music production was suddenly within reach of even those on modest incomes, bleep offered the inspiration for countless imitations and better-known musical mutations.

			Over the course of a three-year period, the sound travelled far beyond its humble Yorkshire roots, first spreading through the Midlands, South East and London before taking on the World. By the tail end of 1990, there were successful bleep records being made as far afield as New York, Rome and, somewhat surprisingly, the birthplace of techno, Detroit. Each time, local producers put their own spin on it, retaining core elements while moving the sound in new directions.

			Along the way, there were top 20 chart hits, in-depth features in legendary British magazines, an NME front cover for the scene’s best-known act, Leeds outfit LFO, and the elevation of Warp Records to internationally renowned dance label; Sheffield’s answer to Nu Groove, Trax or Transmat. There were sound-alike and copycat records from future British dance music legends, national package tours featuring PAs from well-known bleep acts, and a wealth of music that inspired mutations that are still being name-checked to this day. Amazingly, all of this can be traced back to three young men with some rudimentary electronic instruments, whiling away an afternoon in the spare bedroom of a terraced house in Bradford.

			


			•  •  •

			
Less than four months after witnessing Winston Hazel’s whistle-stop musical history lesson, I’m sat on stage at the Wardrobe Theatre in Leeds, blinking into the spotlights and trying my hardest to assess the size and make-up of the gathered audience. We’re midway through the inaugural edition of the Inner City Electronic festival and I’m hosting ‘Dub Roots’, a panel discussion focused on the impact made by soundsystem culture on the development of electronic music in the UK.

			Seated to my left are two men who contributed much to the development of West Yorkshire’s particularly weighty and potent take on bleep: Iration Steppas main man Mark Millington (better known these days as Mark Iration) and former LFO founder member Martin Williams. They’re joined on the panel by Brighton-based dub maestro Prince Fatty.

			So far, we’ve discussed how these three men first fell in love with dub soundsystem culture and the positive impact on British music made by the “Windrush generation” of Caribbean immigrants and their descendants. There’s been some discussion, too, of the nature of the scenes in Yorkshire and elsewhere in the UK in the period leading up to the emergence of bleep between 1988 and ’90. 

			Millington, a man who appears to have been born to hold a crowd with genuinely hilarious anecdotes, is naturally dominating the conversation. He makes a series of pertinent points about the influence of the soul all-dayer scene, the role of dedicated jazz-funk and electro dancers, and the way the “blues” – Jamaican after-hours speakeasies that were once a common feature of inner-city Caribbean neighbourhoods – helped to shape the sound of bleep and bass.

			I spot my moment. Turning to the crowd, microphone raised, I say that I have a statement I’d like the panel to discuss. Looking up from my notes, I say: “The roots of all contemporary British bass music can be traced back to Yorkshire in the late 1980s.”

			Given that the audience is mostly made up of locals, some of whom have been drinking for the best part of six hours, I’m expecting a boisterous response. Instead, this statement is greeted with a mixture of gasps, laughter, groans and the occasional cheer. I mumble something about explaining this theory in greater detail in a forthcoming book called Join The Future, then turn to Millington. “Mark, what would you say to that statement? Can the roots of all modern British bass music be traced back to Bradford, Leeds and Sheffield in the late 1980s?”

			As he turns to face the crowd, his eyes widen and his face lights up. “In a word, yes.”

			
				
					   As of the publication of the updated edition of this book, Boiler Room: Sheffield Shaped The Future 1988-2018 could still be accessed online, with video and audio of the key DJ sets, including those by Hazel and Evelyn: https://boilerroom.tv/session/sheffield-shaped-the-future 

				
				
					   The full story of this ultra-rare track, a version of which is included on the companion compilation to this book, Join The Future: UK Bleep & Bass 988-91 (Cease & Desist, 2020), can be found in this article: https://jointhefuture.net/2020/03/31/bleepography-08-alfanso-dub-feels-nice/

				
				
					  A more in-depth discussion of these narratives, and the ways discourse surrounding them has changed in recent years, can be found in the afterword chapter at the end of this book.

				
			

		


		
			



			Part One: Rhythm Takes Control

			


			“We’re a creation of the city that we grew up in. Britain’s not like America – it’s not segregated in the same way.”

			Richard Barratt, AKA DJ Parrot

		


		
			


			1: Culture Clash

			


			Politics, conflict and community

			


			“We’re made to look like we’re all drug pushers, criminals and pimps, and that’s not how it goes. That’s only a small minority of the population. The rest are decent, hard working people, or would be decent, hard working people if they could go and get a job, if the rest of the people in Leeds would give them a job.”

			Unnamed interviewee, Chapeltown: One Year On, TV documentary, 19874

			



			Behind Leeds train station is a high-profile waterfront development known as Granary Wharf. Accessed via the station’s futuristic back entrance and a series of passageways beneath railway viaducts known as “the dark tunnels”, the project is the epitome of 21st century urban redevelopment.

			Back in the 1960s, ’70s and early ’80s, the area was a dilapidated, overgrown mess of abandoned wharf-side warehouses, failed businesses and once grand Victorian buildings that had seen better days. Today, the area is brimming with life. There are fashionable bars and restaurants galore, glass-fronted towers of luxury apartments, expensive chain hotels and smart office buildings hosting some of the biggest names in law and finance.

			Take a 15-minute stroll up the hill, past the train station towards the city centre, and you’ll notice other similarly dashing developments such as the Victoria Quarter, a high-end shopping mall housed in the kind of building you’d expect to see in Dubai, rather than a former industrial powerhouse in northern England. Reminders of those times remain dotted around the centre of Leeds, though, from a string of ornate Victorian shopping arcades and grand civic buildings, to converted industrial units and sizeable townhouses with still impressive facades.

			Step off a train in the rival Yorkshire city of Sheffield, and you’d initially be equally as impressed. While the Steel City boasts less wealth than its near neighbour, it too has undergone considerable regeneration over the last three decades. The train station itself is an especially striking example – particularly now its grand Victorian pub has been painstakingly restored – but so too is the area surrounding the Victoria Quays canal basin (once home to Sheffield’s second mainline railway station), the Peace Gardens and the oversized greenhouse that links it to the Millennium Gallery, the Winter Gardens. First-time visitors will also notice a swathe of eye-catching buildings owned and operated by the city’s two universities, something almost as evident up the M1 in Leeds.

			In some ways, it’s as if the upheaval that marked the latter half of the 20th century, and in particular a 15-year period between 1975 and 1990, never happened. Yet stray a little further from the centre of either city or that of their near neighbour Bradford, and you’ll find plenty of examples of urban poverty; not just in the increasing numbers of homeless people sheltering in shop doorways or under road bridges, but also in working-class suburbs that have seen better days. There, away from the prying eyes of tourists, shoppers and day-trippers, you’ll find echoes of the crime, mass unemployment and lack of investment that characterised the cities’ declines in the 1970s and ’80s.

			Visit Burngreave, Shirecliffe, Pitsmoor or the Manor in Sheffield, or Beeston, Hunslet, Bramley, Chapeltown or Harehills in Leeds, and you’ll encounter significant levels of poverty and deprivation. The exact social makeup of these communities may have changed, with more recent immigrants arriving from Eastern Europe and Africa than South Asia and the Caribbean, but the issues of poor housing, lack of investment and youth unemployment remain.

			Some of these areas, and others in those cities and beyond, have still not recovered from the seismic events of the late ’70s and ’80s. There has been no economic miracle for Yorkshire’s most deprived communities, just constant reminders of past glories and the continuing North-South divide5. 

			


			•  •  •

			
The Yorkshire that bleep’s pioneers grew up in during the late ’70s and ’80s was very different to the one that their parents and grandparents had grown accustomed to.

			In the postwar period, Bradford, Leeds and Sheffield were no longer the industrial powerhouses they had been during the Victorian age, when they variously led the world in textile manufacture, steel production, engineering and tailoring, but their economies were still hugely vibrant. During the 1950s and ’60s, all boasted full employment (or close to) and required immigrants from the Caribbean, India and Pakistan to bolster their workforce. 

			By the dawn of the 1970s, these immigrant communities were becoming a sizeable presence in the working-class neighbourhoods of Leeds, Bradford and, to a lesser extent, Sheffield6. While racial tensions remained high in some areas – and the National Front and associated fascist groups maintained a threatening presence in British cities throughout the decade – there was a growing, if sometimes grudging, acceptance of this changing social fabric.

			In 1971, 50% of Sheffield’s workforce was employed in manufacturing, with the state-owned British Steel Corporation being one of the city’s biggest single employers. Over in Leeds, Hepworths and Burton owned huge clothing factories. At one point, the Burton factory in Harehills had a workforce of 10,0007. Bradford, too, still had a strong manufacturing sector, despite the decline of its once famed “heavy woollen8” textile industry.

			As the decade progressed, these core industries, on which the cities had built their identities and economic prosperity over the course of centuries, had fallen into decline. Britain no longer had an empire to which it could forcibly sell its wares, and the nation’s global domination of manufacturing and engineering was rapidly coming to an end.

			The election of Margaret Thatcher’s Conservative government in 1979 accelerated this process, primarily by taking policy decisions that would not only have devastating consequences in Bradford, Leeds and Sheffield but also in many towns and cities in the Midlands, North East, Scotland and South Wales.

			Sheffield felt the full force of Thatcher’s passion for privatisation and unregulated free-market economics more than its neighbours. From 1980 onwards, the “Steel City” became a focal point for an almighty clash of political cultures. On the left stood the staunchly socialist trade union movement, supported by the Labour-run City Council: on the right, the most ideologically driven Tory government to date9. 

			The first great conflict occurred in 1980, with steelworkers striking for the first time in 50 years. During the 14-week strike, there were clashes between police and pickets outside Hadfield’s privately owned Hecla Steel Works; within a year, 1,900 of the mill’s 2,700 workforce had been made redundant. It was a similar story elsewhere in the city, with savage job cuts across the manufacturing sector. By the end of 1981, unemployment in Sheffield stood at 11.3%; within three years, it had risen to almost 16%.

			The 1984-85 miners’ strike, which brought the coalfields of South and West Yorkshire to a standstill (as well as those in South Wales and Nottinghamshire), intensified ill feeling between Yorkshire’s working class and the Conservative government. The most famous stand-off between miners and police, the so-called “Battle of Orgreave”, took place in the no-man’s land between Sheffield and Rotherham, while the National Union of Mineworkers based its strike headquarters in the Steel City.

			The loss of the miners’ strike hit Yorkshire hard. In Leeds, a city that had long boasted an entrepreneurial spirit and affluent suburbs packed with naturally Conservative voters, the council quickly took steps to address the loss of its manufacturing base. Wisely, they focused on attracting new businesses in different sectors, most notably the growing financial services industry. 

			It was a different story down the M1 in Sheffield. There, the City Council, whose elected councillors often tended towards the “Militant” end of the Labour party spectrum and insisted on flying the red flag over the Town Hall annually on May Day10, continued to oppose government policy at every juncture.

			Blazing “us and them” rows broke out over all sorts of subjects, most famously the decision to cap “rates”, the local tax that paid for council services11. Sheffield had traditionally charged high “rates” to city taxpayers, using the money to subsidise low public transport fares and ensure good quality services for all. 

			Notably, this included investing in arts and culture, with the council funding the opening of two recording studios and rehearsal spaces, Red Tape in the city centre and the Darnall Music Factory. In addition, the council also paid to convert a former bus garage into a live venue and club space known as the Leadmill12. These initiatives formed part of a drive to regenerate Sheffield’s flailing economy through arts and culture – an early attempt to promote the city as a bastion of the creative industries that would culminate in the establishment of the Cultural Industries Quarter13.

			Gez Varley, later one of the founder members of LFO, once phoned Leeds City Council to ask why his home city didn’t have a Red Tape of its own. “They said they didn’t because it wasn’t a growth industry,” he says. “This was 1988. The music industry was the third biggest industry in the country at that point and they didn’t invest in it.”

			Spending ratepayers’ money on recording studios and music venues was the kind of socialist utopianism that was wholly at odds with the ‘small state, low tax’ ideology of Thatcher’s government (though, as we have seen, in the years since the Cultural Industries Quarter was established towns and cities as varied as Liverpool, Bristol and Great Yarmouth have also attempted, with varying degrees of success, to use arts and culture as a driver of economic regeneration). 

			As with previous conflicts between the Iron Lady and “the People’s Republic of South Yorkshire”, the left’s favourite hate figure came out on top. By the end of the decade, Sheffield had lost 10 percent of all its jobs, including 35,000 in the manufacturing sector alone. It was a similar story across Yorkshire, with long-term unemployment the net result. In 1989, some 61,853 people had been unemployed for 12 months or longer, 10,000 of which were under 25. 

			Some token efforts were made to offer opportunities to young people in inner-city communities, with numerous schemes focused on unemployment hotspots such as Chapeltown and Harehills in Leeds. According to figures quoted in Yorkshire Television’s 1987 documentary Chapeltown: One Year On, there were some 10,000 unemployed people in the area at the time; even more shockingly, just shy of a quarter of the area’s dominant ethnic minority community was without work.

			Money was offered up by the government (Chapeltown and Harehills sat in the then Conservative held Leeds North East constituency, whose MP until 1987 was former Education Secretary Sir Keith Joseph) to fund a special “jobs taskforce”, running out of a shiny new Job Centre on Chapeltown Road14. There were also a number of training centres set up to teach unemployed youngsters, including the Tech North computer skills centre in Harehills (opened by a local councillor who would later push through licensing law changes to allow Leeds clubs to open later) and Side Step in the city centre. The latter would go on to play a key role in bringing together various future bleep pioneers.

			Given these high unemployment figures and a lack of investment in alternative industries, it’s perhaps understandable that many in the region felt a sense of isolation and anger. Some felt abandoned by the government, others as if they were under attack from a Tory party fixated with the get-rich-quick attitude of “entrepreneurialism”.

			It was not uncommon for some on the left – and that was a high proportion of voters in Yorkshire’s cities, if not the leafy suburbs and adjacent rural areas – to accuse the government of punishing them for having the audacity to vote Labour. Even if you sit on the right of the political spectrum, there’s little arguing that those in the North suffered more than most during the Thatcher years15.

			Curiously, the curse of long-term unemployment may have inadvertently provided the perfect conditions for musical revolution to take place – not just in Yorkshire, but also elsewhere across Britain. Today, we’re used to benefit claimants being punished if they fail to find work within a prescribed amount of time; back in the mid-to-late ’80s, the government was nowhere near as harsh on those out of work. They tended to be left to their own devices, assuming they at least made a token effort to find work, and could therefore eke out an existence in any way they saw fit.

			“During the ’80s, the benefits system effectively allowed working class kids to be bohemian,” says Richard Barratt, better known as Sheffield music scene veteran DJ Parrot. “‘In the past, bohemians had always been well-to-do, because to live and just make art all day, you had to have money coming in from somewhere. For working class kids, that option had never been there before.”

			Barratt points out that the benefits system had previously helped fuel the rise of DIY culture during the punk and post-punk eras, and played a part in allowing other subcultures, such as New Romantic in London, to flourish. Those with ideas and a desire to be creative could feed off the prevailing individualism and ‘get up and go’ ethos of society at large, even if they did strongly oppose Thatcherite ideology.

			“You’d get football lads who wanted to be entrepreneurial, people who wanted to take up DJing or just dress in a certain way and sleep all day and go out all night,” Barratt says. “That provided so much oxygen and energy for making things, particularly music. It wouldn’t be allowed to happen like that now.”

			It’s certainly true that the explosion in dance music and rave culture that happened in the latter half of the 1980s was partially fuelled by those who bought into Thatcherite ideals – or at the very least the “get up and go” attitude espoused by her followers. From former City boys promoting giant raves off the M25 to 20-somethings setting up record labels or distribution businesses, there was no shortage of closet Thatcherites amongst Britain’s rave generation.

			Not that many in Yorkshire were that way inclined, at least openly. Aside from high levels of youth unemployment and widespread inner-city poverty, there were other issues for them to contend with.

			As a result of their clashes with striking miners and steelworkers, confidence in the police was at an all-time low. Tensions were strained further by perceived (and in some cases, actual) racism within local police forces, an issue brought into sharp focus by the Chapeltown race riots of 1981 and 1987.

			Chapeltown had a long history of clashes between the police and the local black community, with widespread violence first erupting on bonfire night in 1975. The local action group, the Chapeltown Community Association, and the associated Chapeltown News magazine had spent years warning of possible trouble due to the heavy-handed tactics of West Yorkshire Police. In fact, in 1972, the United Caribbean Association, another local campaigning group, had set out their worries to the Parliamentary Select Committee on Race and Immigration. 

			‘Harassment, intimidation and wrongful arrest go on all the time in Chapeltown,’ they wrote. ‘Black teenagers returning from youth centres to their homes in groups are jostled by the police, and when the youths protest, police reinforcements with dogs are always ready just around corners… We believe that policemen have every black person under suspicion of some sort of crime and for that every black immigrant here in Leeds mistrusts the police, because we think that their attitudes are to start trouble, not prevent it.”16

			By the 1980s, these issues had intensified, and it didn’t take much for tensions to boil over. The 1981 riot (one of a number up and down the country in predominantly black neighbourhoods such as Brixton in London, Toxteth in Liverpool and St Pauls in Bristol) was sparked by the particularly aggressive arrest of a black teenager, with the ensuing carnage worsened by looting and violence, nominally in support of Chapeltown’s black community, by white teenagers and young men from the nearby Gipton council estate.

			Given this history, it was not that surprising when Chapeltown burned once more on the night of 22nd June 1987. Again, the clashes between police and local youths erupted as a result of the arrest and brutal beating of a black teenager.

			Paul Edmeade, later to go on to be part of early Leeds hip-hop outfit Breaking the Illusion, remembers the aftermath. “I went to a school that was just by Potternewton Park,” he says. “I remember we all ran down at break time to look at the damage [caused by the riot] because we’d heard it the night before. We all went down, and it was like, ‘We’ve smashed all our own shops up.’ We didn’t get it. But your bigger siblings were at the forefront of it and were talking about trouble with Babylon [the police] and why they did it.”

			The mistrust between police and Britain’s black communities was not new, and in many ways was indicative of wider issues with racism in society. Although attitudes were changing, it was not uncommon for the sons and daughters of Caribbean immigrants to receive abuse from some of their white counterparts.

			“I wouldn’t say that there was racism in Chapeltown, but in town there definitely was,” says Iration Steppas Soundsystem main man Mark Millington. “Down the road by the train station – Boar Lane – there were a lot of pubs, so for us guys to go to Bradford or Huddersfield by train, we had to find a way of going round them. If we went down Boar Lane, we’d have got called names and threatened.”

			Club promoter Tony Hannan, who launched one of Leeds’ earliest dedicated acid house parties in the summer of 1988, has similar memories. “Leeds was a very rough city in the ’80s,” he says. “You got all the black kids hanging out at the Merrion Centre and all the white kids hanging out on Boar Lane near the train station, down that area. When those two groups met there were massive fights. There was a lot of racial tension in Leeds.”17

			Yet despite these simmering tensions, race relations within the communities themselves were nowhere near as bad as they had once been. Although newly arrived immigrants from Pakistan and Bangladesh were sometimes treated to abuse from white neighbours, multiculturalism was slowly on the rise across the UK.

			This was certainly the case when it came to younger members of inner-city communities. In the mixed working class neighbourhoods of Bradford, Leeds and Sheffield, young people of all ethnic backgrounds freely mingled. They attended the same council-run schools, hung out together afterwards, and began to form friendships. Some were drawn together, too, by a shared passion for black American music. It was this, as much as their shared experience of economic hardship (and later dole culture) in the “forgotten North”, that would ultimately lead to the bleep and bass revolution.

			
				
					  This documentary is available to view online via the BFI Player: https://player.bfi.org.uk/free/film/watch-chapeltown-one-year-on-1987-online. It was the sequel to an earlier documentary entitled Task Force Chapeltown, which can also be streamed for free: https://player.bfi.org.uk/free/film/watch-taskforce-chappletown-1986-online

				
				
					  Suffice to say, the ‘levelling up’ of the North promised by Prime Minister Boris Johnson during the 2019 General Election campaign, which took place while the first edition of this book was being printed, has still not materialised.

				
				
					   Initially, the Steel City took in fewer immigrants from Commonwealth countries than other comparable British cities. In his academic essay Sheffield Is Not Sexy (Nebula, 2007), Stephen Mallinder points out that the 1951 census shows that only 32 residents of the city were born in Jamaica. Today the number is higher, but there are more immigrants from the Indian sub-continent and in total Sheffield is home to far fewer people of Caribbean heritage than Birmingham, Manchester or Leeds.

				
				
					   The Full Monty – Montague Burton (BBC Leeds, 2008): https://www.bbc.co.uk/leeds/content/articles/2008/04/02/local_history_montague_burton_feature.shtml

				
				
					   The ‘Heavy Woollen District’ is a cluster of towns and villages in West Yorkshire including Dewsbury, Batley, Morley, Gildersome, Heckmondwike, Ossett and Mirfield. It was named in the 19th century when the area led the world in the production of wool cloth for clothing, including such specualities as “shoddy” and “mungo”. The name now lives on in the world of sport, with “Heavy Woollen” cricket and football leagues and the “Heavy Woollen Derby” between Rugby League sides Batley Bulldogs and Dewsbury Rams.

				
				
					   This has not aged well. As this updated edition was being prepared, short-lived Conservative Prime Minister, Liz Truss, announced a swathe of policies that even Margaret Thatcher would have thought too extreme.

				
				
					   More on the Sheffield political scene in the 1970s and ’80s can be found in John Cornwell’s entertaining, self-published compendium of council anecdotes, Tomb of the Unknown Alderman and Other Tales From The Town Hall (2006).

				
				
					   Prior to 1990, domestic ‘rates’ in England and Wales were charged on a sliding scale and based on nominal rental value. Local councils at different levels (from parish councils upwards) had a certain amount of flexibility in setting the rates they charged within their area of jurisdiction. The Conservatives briefly replaced it with the flat-rate Community Charge – better-known as the hated “Poll Tax” – before backtracking and launching Council Tax instead. Since then, Council Tax rates have been based on estimated market valuations of property (whether or not that property is privately owned or rented).

				
				
					   As of October 2022, the Leadmill faces an uncertain future despite massive public support to save this historic and important cultural institution from the hands of developers.

				
				
					  For more information, see Stephen Mallinder’s Sheffield is Not Sexy (Nebula, 2007), and the Steel City-focused chapter of Jim Ottewill’s Out of Space: How UK Cities Shaped Rave Culture (Velocity Press, 2022, PP 93-124)

				
				
					   Task Force Chapeltown, Yorkshire Television, 1986. Watch online here: https://player.bfi.org.uk/free/film/watch-taskforce-chappletown-1986-online)

				
				
					   Other areas hit hard included then Labour Party strongholds in Scotland, the North East and South Wales.

				
				
					   Max Farrar: Rioting or Protesting? Losing It of Finding It?, in Parallax (Volume 18, Issue 2, Summer 2012: http://maxfarrar.org.uk/max-blog/wp-content/uploads/2012/06/Rioting-or-Protesting_-final-14-Feb-2012-1.pdf

				
				
					   Some members of Leeds United’s hooligan “firm”, the Service Crew, had ties with the National Front. It was apparently rare to see racism directed towards black members of the crowd at Elland Road, at least according to lifelong Leeds United fan Mark Millington.

				
			

		


		
			
			2: The Dance

			
			All-Dayers, electro and regional rivalry

			
			“When I go to a club the most important thing is for me to get a sweat on.”

			Marvin Ottley, elite dancer, quoted in The Face, 198918

			
			In the 1980s, Britain was a deeply divided country. Everywhere you looked, conflict was rife, from the government taking on trade unions, and protesting marchers clashing with police, to hooligans kicking off with rival supporters in pubs and football stadiums.

			Given this backdrop, not to mention the lack of job prospects and prosperity in post-industrial towns and cities, it’s unsurprising that many young people sought recreational release. Some found this in political protest, others by joining bands or following fashion. Many chose to join one of the many subcultural tribes surrounding musical movements, such as 2-Tone ska, goth or New Romantic.

			For most of those later involved in the formative stages of the bleep and bass movement – not to mention many others who made their names during British dance music’s creative boom at the turn of the ’90s – the chosen release was dancing and their tribe, one of the many organised crews that were popping up. If you weren’t dedicated enough to want to dance competitively, you could still represent your suburb, town or city by hopping on a coach, heading to a big event and dressing like your local peers.

			“The dancers were kids who through the week were being racially abused – there was no education, they had shit job prospects, and everything was a pressure cooker just pushing them in,” says long-serving British electrofunk DJ Greg Wilson. “When they went out to dance, they were somebody. Dancing was absolutely crucial to the wellbeing of the community and to your status within the community, particularly for the kids who pushed it further and were in a jazz-fusion crew or went into breakdancing later.”

			Dancing had long been the pursuit of choice for those in northern working-class communities whose musical passions sat outside the mainstream. One route in was via the white-dominated Northern Soul scene of the ’60s and ’70s, which elevated obscure black American soul records – and the DJs that discovered them – to cult status.

			In black communities, many grew up surrounded by music, from reggae, ska and rhythm and blues, to soul, funk and, in the latter half of the 1970s, disco. Many of those interviewed for this book talked about being encouraged to dance with relatives at home. Others described in detail attending family or community gatherings where strutting your stuff was par for the course, or having older siblings for whom dancing was a way of life.

			“I grew up sharing a bedroom with an older brother who was the best dancer in Bradford,” says Kevin Harper, later to become a keen breakdancer and DJ. “He played all the latest music and I got to learn some of the moves. To this day people still stop him on the street and tell him that he’s a legend.”

			If you didn’t have parents or siblings who could school you, then you needed to make extra effort to access the music you loved. As Winston Hazel suggests, being a fan of underground black dance music could be an exasperating experience: “I remember wondering when I was growing up why I couldn’t hear ‘our music’ – contemporary underground black music – on the radio or in clubs. I remember walking down the street with my portable stereo thinking to myself, ‘wouldn’t it be great if this music were playing out of all the shops on Fargate?’ When I told my mates at school I was into funk, they said, ‘Don’t tha mean punk?’ I didn’t understand why people didn’t know the music I liked.”

			Outside of specialist radio shows, youth clubs and certain low-key events held in community centres, the only place to hear the latest underground tunes at the turn of the ’80s was either to buy them from specialist record shops – assuming you had the disposable income to do so – or to make a pilgrimage to one of the few clubs dotted around the north that had a similar music policy.

			Helpfully, thanks to the influence of the earlier Northern Soul scene, the North of England already had a network of clubs where black American music dominated, as well as a programme of Sunday and bank holiday “all-dayers” that attracted dancers from all over the country.

			The roots of the all-dayer scene – up north, at least – can be traced back to the demise of legendary Northern Soul hotspot the Golden Torch in Stoke. Famous for hosting amphetamine-fired all-nighters that attracted up to 1,300 people at a time (despite boasting an official capacity of 500), “the Torch” had its licence revoked in 1973. In the years that followed, the number of Sunday all-dayers across the Midlands and the North increased dramatically.

			“There were early all-dayers at both the Blackpool Mecca, mainly in the smaller Highland Room, and in Stoke,” says Colin Curtis, a pivotal figure who first found fame as one of the resident DJs at the Golden Torch. “I worked in Newcastle Under Lyme doing regular Thursdays and Sundays, which developed into all-dayers. The Mecca thing spread, because we ended up doing all-dayers at Cats Whiskers in Burnley and in Blackburn, Leeds and Bradford.”

			These all-day parties, where alcohol was served for just a few short hours and closing time was called at 10.30pm, were frequently held in historic, pre-war “ballroom” complexes. Often, these would feature a grandiose main hall where Northern Soul was played, and a smaller offshoot room focused on dancefloor jazz or what purists called ‘modern soul’.

			“When I started, the biggest all-dayers were at the Palais in Nottingham and were run by the West Midlands Soul Club,” says Jonathan Woodliffe, a Northern Soul enthusiast who would later play a significant role in the development of the all-dayer scene as a DJ and venue booker. “The all-dayers there were fantastic. It was all Northern Soul – mostly 1960s, but some ’70s music, as by that time in 1975, there were obscure new releases being played on the Northern scene.”

			Famously, the inclusion of ‘modern soul’ records – Philadelphia soul, jazz-funk and early disco, primarily – was a bone of contention on the Northern Soul scene. When Ian Levine and Colin Curtis started mixing up stomping 1960s scene staples with fresh black American dance records at their weekly Highland Room residency at the Blackpool Mecca, it caused a bitter split in the previously united scene.

			“From ’73 onwards, the music changed in America and it really gave us a fantastic armoury of records to play,” Curtis says. “We’d decided that there were records that were as good, if not better, than the Northern Soul records we were playing at the time. Along was coming a new form of dancefloor music that we were very excited about.”

			One man who bought into what Levine and Curtis were doing was Neil Rushton, a Midlands-based DJ and promoter who had previously trained as a newspaper journalist. When he started doing regular all-dayers at the Ritz, a historic old Mecca ballroom on Whitworth Street West in Manchester, Rushton very deliberately booked DJs from both the Highland Room and the more purist Wigan Casino. It was here, in a venue famed for its bouncy dancefloor, that the future direction of the British all-dayer scene would take shape. 

			“It wasn’t the place where the schisms [in the Northern Soul scene] became apparent or developed – It was actually where everything met together,” Rushton told journalist and author Bill Brewster in 199919. “When I had the opportunity to promote the Ritz, there were a lot of great new records around. I didn’t want it to be just the ’60s soul that I loved but I didn’t want it to be just the current stuff, either. The reason why it worked so well wasn’t because the battle lines were drawn, it was actually because it was the first place to combine it. We were the first venue to take the blinkers off.”

			To begin with, not all of Rushton’s punters were ready for Ian Levine and Colin Curtis’s brave new world. “It all crystallised at those all-dayers,” Levine explained to Bill Brewster in 199920. “All the Blackpool crowd came because me and Colin played, and all the Wigan crowd came because Richard Searling DJ’ed. It was like two football crowds: Manchester City and Manchester United. All of these Wiganites with their singlets and baggy pants were shouting, ‘Fuck off! Get off! Play some stompers!’ It was all getting quite nasty.21”

			Despite the early animosity, the Ritz all-dayers quickly became must-attend events for soul enthusiasts from across the country. By 1977, the growing dominance and appeal of modern soul and jazz-funk had forced other Northern Soul promoters to open second rooms to cater for those whose tastes extended further than solid gold 7” singles. At the Ritz, the number of died-in-the-wool Northern Soul dancers was beginning to be outnumbered by those with wider musical horizons.

			“Eventually, you did have a situation where there would be people from Wigan pilled out of their heads from the night before, barbed out at the Ritz, and they’d be picking arguments,” Rushton told Bill Brewster. “But it was never as bad as at the Blackpool Mecca. At the Mecca you had a guy from Wolverhampton running a banner through the venue saying, ‘Ian Levine Must Go.’ There was never a fight at the Ritz all-dayers.”

			It was the mixture of people and sounds that made the Ritz so important. “You had a clash of cultures, a clash of people’s opinions on music and a very interesting dancefoor would result from that,” Colin Curtis says. “You’d have traditional Northern soul dress versus Hawaiian shirts and plastic sandals. There was a definite visual change: the bowling shirt versus the Hawaiian shirt, if you will.”

			Crucially, the racial makeup of the crowds was also changing. “By the time I left Blackpool Mecca I would say that on an average Saturday night in the Highland Room, there would be six black people,” Curtis says. “On an all-dayer, at that particular time, there would be a dozen. I went to Manchester and within six months I was playing to a 70% black crowd. That crowd started coming to venues like the Ritz and Rafters, so from ’78 onwards, the all-dayers had changed. The mixed-race attendance increased dramatically.”

			The attendances at the Ritz, and other venues on the all-dayer circuit across the North and Midlands, such as Tiffany’s at the Merrion Centre in Leeds and the Hummingbird and Locano in Birmingham, were swelled not only by serious black dancers from the wider region but also those prepared to travel up from down south.

			Many of those London-based dancers were, of course, regulars on the southern jazz-funk all-dayer circuit, which was dominated by the Chris Hill-founded ‘Funk Mafia’ collective of DJs and stretched from Bristol, and Weston-Super-Mare in the West, to Great Yarmouth in the East. The club where they cut their teeth, though, was called Crackers – a seedy, 200-capacity West End venue that had a reputation for attracting the capital city’s most expressive and talented dancers.

			‘Mixing freestyle jazz moves and Soul Train-style steps such as The Bump, the dancers at Crackers were serious,’ wrote Stephen Titmus in a 2013 Red Bull Music Academy feature outlining the story of the 200-capacity basement venue. ‘This was competitive. Battle dancing. Unless you had real moves, you couldn’t even get near the floor. For mere mortals, this meant much of the time was spent at the bar or near the back.22’

			Amongst the young upstarts aiming to topple London’s finest fusion dancers – Trevor Shakes, Richard Baker and IDJ amongst them – were future DJ heroes such as Carl Cox, Fabio, Paul ‘Trouble’ Anderson, Terry Farley, Norman Jay (quoted in Titmus’s piece comparing Crackers to legendary New York club the Paradise Garage) and Cleaveland Anderson. Jay and Anderson were part of the small but significant group of keen London dancers who regularly made the pilgrimage to Rushton’s Ritz all-dayers.

			“The Ritz was really good – everyone would descend on Manchester,” Anderson told Bill Brewster in 199823. “On the back of that, all-dayers started popping up everywhere. Every week we were on the coach. One week it would be Manchester, the next, Birmingham, Nottingham or Leicester. There would always be some all-dayer to go to.”

			Attending an all-dayer was a serious business for those involved, especially the dancers. It was a genuine lifestyle choice. “The preparation from one event to the next was over the whole week. It was all about what look you’d turn up in the next week,” says Winston Hazel, who attended his first all-dayer in the jazz-funk era. “It was all about ‘showing out’ for the girls and showing off the dance style to make it look more elaborate. You wore your clothes to enhance your dancing, and your personal clothes style matched your style of dancing. It was a really important element of all-dayers. It’s one of the things that drew people together, to see who would come with what next.”

			The crowds at all-dayers were a mixture of enthusiastic youngsters obsessed with music and fashion, dedicated dancers, and those in professional jazz-dance and jazz-fusion crews. “The improvisation was amazing, especially in the jazz room,” Hazel says. “The funk room featured improvised dance, but a lot of the dancing there was inclusive, so you’d get a lot of girls and guys dancing together. Then the battles would break out, which was basically jazz-fusion moves that got a little bit more eccentric each time you went.”

			At the time, the North and Midlands boasted some of the most talented and dedicated jazz dance crews around. Representing Manchester were the Jazz Defektors, Foot Patrol and Fusion Beat, while Leeds sported the Elite Dancers and the Meanwood Posse. For a period, Nottingham’s Groove Merchants also featured significantly.

			Each of these crews featured dancers who worked hard perfecting their individual style. Some favoured a ‘floorwork’, ‘footwork’ or ‘drilling’ style – characterised by speedy footsteps and minimal upper body movement – while others drew greater influence from mambo, swing, ballet or contemporary dance.

			“This was at a time when all dancing was ‘upright’, essentially, except for spinning a bit, but not on your back or anything,” Hazel remembers. “You wouldn’t even comprehend someone spinning on their back or their head in this period. It was more style and pattern over style and fashion.”

			The all-dayer scene was the natural stomping ground for these crews of semi-professional, jazz-inspired dancers. Having dazzled in their local clubs during the week, the Sunday all-dayer offered them the chance to take on all-comers in what Hazel describes as “respectful tribalism.”

			“You had some crews like the Convicts, Brute Force and a few others who were, in terms of freestyle dancing, the funkiest on the scene to my mind,” Hazel says. “I always looked up to them and thought, ‘wow’. These people would meet on the dancefloor ultimately and their styles were off the scale. The improvisation was amazing.”

			These dancers were, by today’s standards, surprisingly clued-up musically. They were also very demanding, preferring the latest sounds to those embraced by their older siblings and parents. Helpfully, in Colin Curtis and Nottingham’s Jonathan Woodliffe (popularly known as DJ Jonathan), the northern all-dayer dancers had two of the most forward-thinking around.

			“DJ Jonathan was brilliant,” Kevin Harper says. “He always had the freshest records. When he went to play at all-dayers at Venn Street in Huddersfield, I’d always make sure I was there to hear the hottest records.”

			Woodliffe, who had graduated to DJing at all-dayers in the late 1970s, was slavishly dedicated to sourcing new records. “I was just interested in playing all the new records coming through,” he says. “If something had come out that week, I’d have it. By the early ’80s, through working at Rock City full-time, I had a lot of income. If I went to a record shop and spent £150 on records for the week, so be it. At that time, it was a lot of money. Colin Curtis was probably doing the same thing in Manchester.”

			Curtis, along with Manchester contemporary Hewan Clarke, could not only claim a big following on the all-dayer scene but also, as time progressed, a packed weekly session at a club called Berlin on King Street West. Here, the duo would alternate between more purist jazz for the foot-workers and contemporary funk and soul. ‘This session became the focal point for the scene in the north,’ wrote Mark ‘Snowboy’ Cotgrove in his comprehensive history of jazz-dance in the UK, From Jazz-Funk & Fusion to Acid Jazz24. ‘Hewan would start the evening off with jazz, and dancers would get there early to practise their moves – including Hewan, who was a rated dancer.’

			The nature of Curtis and Woodliffe’s up-front record collections made them cult figures amongst the north’s dancers. “What Jonathan Woodliffe and Colin Curtis did for the northern all-dayer scene was immense,” Winston Hazel asserts. “There were other DJs who were equally good, but they were the DJs that the all-dayer crew followed. If Jonathan or Colin played anywhere, people would travel. They had the funkiest dancers wherever they played, all the new styles.”

			
			•  •  •

			
By 1982, the newest, freshest musical style was New York electro, a sound built around heavy bass, killer drum machine grooves and sparse, almost minimalist production. To those brought up on more traditional forms of popular music, electro records sounded like they’d been beamed to earth from another dimension.

			It’s difficult to overstate the importance of electro, and the associated hip-hop culture, to what happened in British dance music over the following years and decades. It was a style of music that had been inspired, in part, by the exotic, Far Eastern futurism of Yellow Magic Orchestra, the post-krautrock electronic hypnotism of
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