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To my dad, my sister, and my best friend Sally
(and the music I’ve danced to with each of you)





‘Oppressors take very seriously the possibility that culture can be used as a vehicle for the organization of protest or rebellion or, dammit, revolution.’

Cecil Gutzmore

‘This is the real bone of contention between civilization and collective ecstasy: Ecstatic rituals still build group cohesion, but when they build it among subordinates – peasants, slaves, women, colonized people – the elite calls out its troops.’

Barbara Ehrenreich

‘Carnival is not really a festival given for the people, but one the people give themselves.’

Johann Wolfgang von Goethe
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Introduction

‘This is a journey’

Pick up most books which attempt to cover the full historical span of dance music, and you’re likely to be told either implicitly or directly that they’re the real thing: the authoritative text, the landmark history, the singular truth. This book is none of those things: it’s a thread picked through a culture that’s already been extensively catalogued and historicized over the last 30 years, in an attempt to draw out themes and connections which others might have missed, or whose meaning might have changed in the decades since those definitive stories were first written,* and to extend that perspective to more recent events. The narrative thread connecting all of this is, at its simplest, a power struggle: between our collective urge to congregate and dance, to lose and find ourselves on the dance floor, and the political and economic authorities which seek to constrain or commodify those messy and unstable desires. When I look at the history of UK dance music, it’s this conflict I see underpinning everything, explaining how and why Britain’s political and economic contexts have shaped dance music’s form and function, and how rave has, in turn, played a critical role in moulding the Britain we inhabit today. Hopefully I’m not alone in thinking this way, but by definition and design this is a subjective and partial perspective.

Why should it be anything else? Of all the cultural disciplines to write about, dance music is perhaps the one most deeply shaped by personal experience. Literature, theatre, even recorded music: each of these at least has some objective form from which we can derive and compare our own personal readings. But what is dance music without physical sensation, the pressure of sound from stacked bassbins, the tang of sweat in the air, the jostling of joyful bodies against yours? While some of this might be overstated – in particular the reliance throughout dance music history on the subjective experience of being on drugs – at some point, you have to accept that the only way to truly understand dance music is to feel it, bodily and emotionally, rather than to understand it intellectually. Trying to muscle all of that into a piece of writing capable of being both universally understood and universally accepted would clearly be futile.

Despite this, a canon has undoubtedly formed around the history of UK dance music. The two pieces of writing most responsible for that are the equally superb Energy Flash by Simon Reynolds and Altered State by Matthew Collin, to which I hope Party Lines might be seen as some kind of successor or response. In its simplest terms, and as laid out across those two books, the established narrative of UK dance music goes roughly as follows: house and techno are created in the Black neighbourhoods of Chicago and Detroit in the mid-1980s, gradually spreading to DJs and dance floors around the world. But it’s not until four British DJs – Paul Oakenfold, Danny Rampling, Nicky Holloway and Johnny Walker – go to Ibiza in the summer of 1987 and experience this new electronic music while under the influence of Ecstasy, that things truly make sense. Returning to London, the clubs the ‘Ibiza Four’ set up – Future, Spectrum, Shoom and The Trip – mark the first spaces in which electronic dance music and Ecstasy combine to form an entirely new cultural form: acid house.

Over the next few years UK dance music, mutating first from acid house into rave, then hardcore and jungle, rewires and revolutionizes British culture, then that of the entire world. Its ballooning popularity sees it expand from basement clubs to vast illegal raves, a wave of mass civil disobedience which eventually forces the government to act. When they do so, with the Criminal Justice and Public Order Act 1994’s infamous clampdown on ‘repetitive beats’, conventional retellings suggest that UK dance music’s relevance as a political and cultural force is largely erased. Raving instead becomes a depoliticized and unthinkingly hedonistic leisure activity, of interest only for its shifting sonic and genre qualities; a mere background hum, where once it was the heartbeat of the UK’s counterculture.

The opening chapters of Party Lines try to deconstruct some of these myths around rave’s emergence and early years. Rather than treating the legendary journey of the ‘Ibiza Four’ and the subjective experience of being on MDMA as the twin sparks which ignite the rest of the story, it also looks at the critical (and still largely under-acknowledged) role of Black soundsystem culture in setting out not just the core sonic influences for acid house, but also the social and political landscape which it would come to occupy. The soundsystem is just one of several such antecedents underpinning rave’s pre-history from the free festival movement of the 1970s, to the moralistic policing of queer venues in British city centres in the 1980s. These each reveal UK dance music not as the spontaneous, unprecedented eruption it’s so often depicted to be, bursting suddenly into rich colour against the bleak monochrome of the Thatcher years, but instead the direct and largely predictable evolution of cultural and political currents which cut across late twentieth-century Britain.

Party Lines also looks to expand that narrative towards the present: where previous retellings tend to lose some of their urgency after the Criminal Justice Act is passed, this book argues that the dance floor continued to be a highly political space, albeit serving diametrically opposed aims: the soft-market economic policy and anti-Black authoritarianism of the Blair governments, but also the burgeoning ‘creative industries’ which came to include superclubs like Cream and Ministry of Sound. From there, these same forces of corporate capture and underground resistance run through pirate radio, broadcast and visual media, and struggles around urban space and gentrification: a process which ends in Covid-19’s violent disruptions and the tentative re-emergence of more equitable possibilities for UK dance music stretching into the future.

That’s not to claim that these ideas are new, or exclusive to me. While book-length overviews of UK dance music history still tend to gravitate towards those more familiar and widely-accepted narratives, Party Lines also draws on a rich and growing history of writing which challenges and deconstrusts those old assumptions: whether in academic work by Kodwo Eshun, Paul Gilroy, Mark Fisher, Joy White, Julia Toppin, Caspar Melville, Lambros Fatsis and many others, or in more genre-specific journalism and literature by Dan Hancox, Emma Warren, Lloyd Bradley, Ciaran Thapar and Matt Anniss to name but a few. Party Lines is an attempt to synthesize several of these ideas (along with my own) into an overarching narrative which, while still inescapably partial and subjective, forms a coherent through-line tracing UK dance music’s shifting political, legislative and financial forms over the last forty years. It’s the story of power and money shaping how, where and why we dance: the spaces we occupy, the sounds we hear, the people with whom we share the communal rituals of the dance floor, and the people to whom money and privilege accrue as a result. But it’s also a story of how our collective desire to dance with each other has built modern Britain: its social hierarchies, cultural communities, capitalist structures and legal restrictions.

The seed for this story was first planted in a north London flat, meeting the artist Jeremy Deller for the first time before working together on his film Everybody in the Place. He explained his concept by loading up two YouTube videos: in one, silent images of the police baton-charging the striking miners at Orgreave. In the other, the audio from the KLF’s ‘What Time Is Love?’, all apocalyptic synth stabs and pounding drums. It’s a devastatingly simple juxtaposition: how could this dense, foreboding music have been produced in anything other than the crucible of post-industrial decline and authoritarian violence? If Everybody in the Place’s connections between Thatcherite unrest and the birth of acid house was the starting point, then the end of the thread lay somewhere near Housekeeping – a group of aristocrats, landlords and bankers posing as tech-house DJs in the late 2010s, whose industry success laid bare the webs of money, power and influence coursing through the contemporary UK dance music scene, allowing those with privilege and access to get away with whatever they want. Party Lines is, in part, an attempt to work out how the former culture ended up producing the latter.

There are undoubtedly going to be things I’ve missed in the process, whether through the limitations of the written word, the practicalities of managing such a vast story with tendrils stretching into so many different parts of British and political life (the shift in research focus, between dancing at an illegal lockdown rave one day, and battling the Metropolitan Police to release Freedom of Information data the next, has at times been jarring) or just because of my own individual blind spots. I’m a straight, white cisgendered man writing about cultures which, while not exclusive to or defined solely by the experiences of marginalized communities, are undoubtedly rooted in those injustices. What for me feels revelatory or totemic – proto-rave hippies listening to extended synth jams at Stonehenge, police and protestors battling in Hyde Park as the Criminal Justice Act passes into law, or the post-industrial sound-and-light spectaculars of The Warehouse Project – might feel inert or peripheral to others. We all have our own dance music: the wordless rush of anonymous bodies pressed together in dark spaces; lonely nights spent in dimly lit bedrooms, pirate broadcasts emerging from the static; your first kiss in the drum’n’bass room at Fabric; the sun breaking over treetops in a distant, unfamiliar field; dry ice vibrating in the air in front of you as the speakers quake. Each of these moments tells a different story to each of us, every single one of them true. The particular story contained here just happens to be mine.

My earliest experience of dance music – before all of the sweaty basements and the Arcadian fields, the lasers and bassbins and livestreams – came from digging through my dad’s CD collection as a curious child in the early nineties. One of the albums I first fell in love with was Coldcut’s 70 Minutes of Madness, a frenetic DJ mix taking cues from the duo’s late-night Kiss FM radio shows, swerving deliriously and deliciously between jungle, acid techno, breakbeats and ambient interludes, layered with vocal samples salvaged from the dustbins of twentieth-century cultural ephemera. It opens with an impossibly plummy voice: the post-war actor Geoffrey Sumner, taken from a 1958 LP demonstrating the then-revolutionary technology of stereo sound, sampled previously on tracks by Eric B. & Rakim and Public Enemy. ‘This is a journey,’ Sumner intones, ‘which along the way will bring to you new colour, new dimension, new values, and a new experience’ before his voice echoes away into nothingness, and the beat drops. I hope Party Lines offers you something equivalent to that rather stiffly expressed sentiment: a sense of expansion and insight, evoking something which is both highly subjective and communally understood; the intuited experience and emotion of UK dance music’s political and social history, brought into the light, in a form of words which you and I can share.
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1. Beat Down Babylon

Soundsystem culture, racism and the roots of UK dance music

It is 4 a.m. on a Saturday in St Paul’s, a neighbourhood north-east of the centre of Bristol known for its sizeable Jamaican community. Deep bass tones throb through the walls of an otherwise unremarkable terraced house, with the sound of reggae and soul tracks cutting through the amorphous chatter of young voices. The year is 1973: a decade since the Bristol Bus Boycott brought systemic racism onto the British political agenda, and seven years before St Paul’s would explode into anger and rioting in response to aggressive policing and spurious raids on late-night music venues.

Behind each of these struggles for political and social agency, the blues dance – loosely defined as an unlicensed all-night party held in a house or other impromptu space, catering almost exclusively to Black audiences (more specifically Jamaican, or at the very least Caribbean) – formed an insistent, bass-heavy soundtrack to the forging of Black British identity, and to the birth of UK dance music. The sonic debt owed by British electronic dance music to Black culture and experience is clear and inarguable, from acid house’s frantic rewiring of sounds created in the queer Black clubs of Chicago to jungle, garage and grime’s stylistic inheritance from dub and reggae. Less regularly discussed are the connections between wider legislative policing or economic pressures affecting Black British lives between the 1950s and the 1980s, and the forms subsequently taken by UK dance music: from immigration and housing to employment and stop-and-search, the sociopolitical forces which first collide in the blues dance create the conditions from which global multimedia brands, lavish superclubs and illegal warehouse raves alike would ultimately be formed. The story of dance music stretches across ethnicities, cultures and identities, and race is not the only lens through which we can view it; however, to fully grasp the complex interweaving between dance music, political power and social history, Britain’s complex relationship with race and racism has to be placed front and centre.

One of the young Black men crammed into this small Bristol house is the sociologist Ken Pryce, who is attending to covertly gather research material for his PhD study into the ‘lifestyles, attitudes, beliefs and behaviours’ of West Indian communities in Bristol, later published in 1979 as Endless Pressure. Having been subsumed into the throng, he will go on to provide one of the first written descriptions of what the blues dance looks, sounds, smells and feels like from the inside. On being let into the party, he joins a ‘dense, teeming, sweaty mass of humanity’ shrouded in weed and tobacco smoke. The atmosphere is shadowy but undeniably sensuous: attendees ‘lean their heads and watch, laughing and talking’ next to solo dancers ‘thrusting their heads backwards and forwards’ to the rhythm, alongside couples ‘clinging to each other, locked in an embrace’.

Anyone who has been to a nightclub in the past forty years will instantly recognize the combination of shadowiness and sensuality at work here: the thrill of the illicit, the gloom of a windowless room full of vibrating bodies, and the subsuming force of the sound system. But there are seedier connotations also present in this account: Pryce wasn’t just a sociologist but also a criminologist, a perspective detectable throughout Endless Pressure as he divides the various members of Bristol’s Caribbean communities into reputable and disreputable categories, with the blues dance catering almost exclusively to the latter. Pryce identifies ‘Something menacing, almost sinister’ in the scene he witnesses, describing the attendees as ‘the hardcore of the criminal underworld’ and drawing direct links between late-night music and criminality which continue to influence discussions around Black British identity and culture half a century later.

Pryce was far from the only observer to draw insalubrious associations between late-night dancing and criminality. Despite this, over the second half of the twentieth century the blues dance would go on to become a vital source of refuge and release for Black and other marginalized people in the face of wider society’s hostility and mistrust. Perhaps the clearest example of this spirit could be found at 103 Railton Road in Brixton from the mid-1970s to 1981, at an after-hours shebeen* run by Pearl Alcock. Born in Jamaica in 1934, Pearl would leave her French-Canadian husband and move to the UK aged twenty-five, working as a cleaner in Leeds before eventually buying a clothes shop in Brixton. Portrayed in Bernadine Evaristo’s novel Girl, Woman, Other as ‘a middle aged Jamaican woman who stripped her basement of furniture, set up a sound-system and charged at the door’, Pearl was also a hugely accomplished artist and a proud bisexual woman, with the empty basement of her clothes shop acting as ‘the only gay bar in Brixton . . . a space like no other.’

What little oral history has been recorded from those who visited Pearl’s shebeen suggests a space in which different Black and queer communities could find some shared measure of peace, pleasure and sociopolitical agency. According to the photographer, artist and historian Ajamu X: ‘Pearl’s was not . . . an exotic “other” place but one of the very few places in Brixton which comfortably accommodated black queer men in the 1970s.’ One anonymous attendee describes a room ‘packed with people dancing,’ with ‘a bar at the end selling Heineken or cocktail type stuff, martinis and so on.’ The crowd is described as 80 per cent black, 20 per cent white, and almost exclusively male. ‘Of the black guys that would go to Pearl’s . . . maybe half of them would be in a relationship with a white person, and half would be in a relationship with a black person.’ Another anonymous attendee describes their first visit to the shebeen as ‘a terrified little white boy being sensually samba’d around by a gorgeous black man’ while at the far end of the room, ‘Pearl was ensconced with her little record player playing 45s, seeming so much like some African queen.’

The radical intersections at play in Pearl’s shebeen reflect the physical layout of Railton Road itself, and the wealth of communal spaces and political collectives surrounding it, from Olive Morris and Liz Obi’s Black feminist squat at number 121 to the UK’s first gay centre, founded a few doors down the road by South London Gay Liberation in 1974. In a 2020 video walking tour, covering each of the sites of the Railton Road squats, colourful local personality Peter Bradley walks past ‘apparently innocent, inoffensive, uninteresting basement flats’ which have, in his words, now been ‘gentrified to buggery’ before recounting his experiences in Pearl’s basement at 103 Railton Road. ‘It was just . . . an astonishing time: something that you never would have thought someone of her courage would have been able to open and run.’ There’s something in Bradley’s description which speaks not just to the blues dance or the shebeen, but the entire history of UK dance music: unlit and illicit spaces, built on trust and whispered word-of-mouth, driven by loud music and warm bodies, evading the wider interests of capital and property, existing somewhere between pure pleasure and political revolution.

Unlicensed and ephemeral, the very existence of the blues dance spoke to the marginalization of Black culture and people in twentieth-century Britain. Until the Race Relations Act of 1968 outlawed racial discrimination in the provision of goods and services, the widespread exclusion of Black people from huge swathes of mainstream British society remained entirely legal, with vast numbers of pubs and late-night venues across the UK operating a colour bar of varying levels of conspicuousness both before and after doing so became illegal. It’s possible to trace back the British state’s restrictions on Black sonic pleasure even further, to colonial systems of control which repressed music of African origin across the Empire. From banning the mbira thumb piano in Zimbabwe over its spiritual associations to the Canboulay riots in Trinidad, which arose in response to the suppression of Carnival traditions, music’s power as a unifying force for subjugated people has long seen it treated as a threat, and singled out for especially restrictive treatment. When large-scale immigration began from colonized countries in the aftermath of the Second World War, these same repressive principles were brought back to the motherland too. Denied access to existing late-night spaces, the first generations of Black people arriving in Britain in the 1950s were obliged to create their own, setting the template for acid house pioneers and warehouse rave rabble-rousers of all races to follow in subsequent decades.

Count Suckle, owner and operator of one of the UK’s first Jamaican-style soundsystems, describes this as a necessary and obvious response to the formal injustices of racist door policies. ‘We come over from Jamaica, and we didn’t have no halls of our own. There was no place for Black people to go. They wouldn’t let us in club, they say you’ve got to be a member, but there was no member for Black people.’ Duke Vin, whose soundsystem was established a matter of months before Suckle’s after both had stowed away on the same banana boat from Kingston in 1952, frames the issue similarly: ‘We didn’t have nowhere to go. I couldn’t find nowhere to go for a dance, so I start me own.’

Despite the passing of numerous anti-discrimination laws over the ensuing decades, informal policies which continued to restrict Black access to and ownership of licensed late-night spaces merely became more subtle or insidious, hidden from view or dressed up in polite bureaucracy – door policies which ban hoodies and baseball caps for example – rather than being truly reckoned with. Mykaell Riley, vocalist for UK reggae band Steel Pulse before becoming an author and academic, describes the racism embedded in British nightlife as common knowledge growing up in 1970s Birmingham: ‘We knew we didn’t have access to venues, that there was a door policy across the clubs. They’d let a few Black women in, for the gaze of the white men, but Black men were prohibited.’ Racial control of space was linked directly to financial ownership and capitalist hierarchies. ‘It was an unwritten policy right at board level. The people that own the buildings, own the clubs, made it clear to the managers of those premises that they didn’t want Blacks in that room.’ Those forces in turn shaped and politicized the music itself, he explains: ‘It meant that you had to develop your own space to share and engage with your music. But it also meant that you focused inwards, on your community, and rethought the principal audience for the music you were making: it was about appealing to the Black community first . . . It wasn’t that we started out wanting to be political, we just wanted to reflect our experience, and that was our experience as a community.’

In many cases, the persistent exclusion of Black men and women from public space was a direct extension of nakedly racist ideologies: in 1965 the National Front marched through south-east London in support of the colour bar in operation at a pub called the Dartmouth Arms. At other times, the approach was more subtle. The academic Rob Waters identifies the use of different spaces within purportedly integrated venues as a tool with which racial hierarchies could continue to be enacted: the saloon bar, invented in the nineteenth century as ‘a segregated space within public houses’ reserved for middle-class drinkers, distinct from the working-class space of the public bar, was reimagined in the post-war years as a space reserved for white customers, while Black drinkers ‘were refused service at the saloon bar, and redirected to the public bar’. Anthony Stevens, who ran the Soul Control soundsystem in Manchester during the 1980s, tells the story of a club owner friend, who went on a professional training course, being told by their lecturer: ‘These are the three golden rules of venue management, which don’t leave here: No blacks, no Pakis, no sportswear.’

While soundsystem operators like Duke Vin and Count Suckle might have been shut out of late-night venues in the immediate post-war years, Black music itself certainly wasn’t: indeed, the influence of African and Caribbean music on the UK dates back well before post-war increases in migration or Lord Kitchener singing ‘London Is the Place for Me’ from the gangplank of the HMT Empire Windrush, from the Southern Syncopated Orchestra wowing Edwardian music halls in 1919 to Caribbean artists playing a major role in the British jazz scene of the twenties and thirties. In his authoritative history of Black music in London, Lloyd Bradley identifies ‘a veritable flood of Caribbean musicians flowing into London long before the Windrush hove into view’. But both before and after Windrush these cultural exchanges would happen almost exclusively on white society’s terms, with Black music permitted, let alone celebrated, only when it was played in white-owned spaces, incorporated into white-controlled branches of the music industry, or enjoyed by audiences deemed acceptable to white expectations and fears.

While a number of Black-owned venues were successfully established in the 1960s, they were largely hounded out of existence in the following decades. Despite the popularity of spaces like the Q Club in Soho or the Four Aces in Dalston, Black artists, venue owners and audiences would regularly find themselves at the whim of economic and political power structures from which they were systematically excluded. The Four Aces faced near-constant police raids and threatening visits from the National Front while under Black management. ‘It was a struggle to keep the doors open and hold on to the licence,’ recalls its owner, Newton Dunbar, who would be personally prosecuted no fewer than fourteen times, each ending without a conviction. Similarly, Count Suckle’s foundation of the Q Club in 1962 was the direct result of heavy-handed policing at the previously whites-only Roaring Twenties in Soho. After Suckle’s DJ sets there proved so popular with both white and Black dancers that venue management were forced to formally integrate the dance floor, the Metropolitan Police began raiding it on a near-weekly basis. With the space rendered essentially unmanageable, Suckle was swiftly and sharply encouraged to relocate.

More famous still is the Mangrove restaurant in Notting Hill and its owner Frank Critchlow, both targeted relentlessly for years over spurious allegations of drug-selling on the premises. With a clientele that stretched from Black radicals like Althea Jones-Lecointe and Darcus Howe to rock stars and Hollywood actors, the Mangrove was a magnet for countercultural networking and increasingly aggressive state attention. A protest march over police harassment of the Mangrove’s customers (white and Black alike) ended in a riot, with Critchlow and others eventually acquitted after a trial which acknowledged, for the first time, racism amongst Metropolitan Police officers. This friction, between interest in or demand for Black culture and white society’s fear of Black agency, is a recurrent theme throughout the forty-year history of UK dance music: one research project on blues dances in Nottingham describes the police turning up in force to shut down a party, kicking out the dancers and confiscating the soundsystem equipment – all while conspicuously helping themselves to repeated servings of curried goat.

Waves of police violence targeting Black venues in the post-war years were accompanied by legislative changes intended to further squeeze the civic space afforded to immigrant communities. The Town and Country Planning Act of 1962 and the Licensing Act of 1967 tightened the requirements on premises that sold alcohol, thereby creating new grounds on which they could be shut down. The Noise Abatement Act of 1960 and the Control of Pollution Act 1974, meanwhile, put noise pollution on a statutory footing for the first time, enabling the same aggressive approach to then be taken against venues which didn’t sell alcohol. When the late 1950s and early 1960s saw a boom in Black members-only drinking clubs based in basements and back rooms – a replacement for the pub, in much the same way that a blues dance paralleled a nightclub – legislation was promptly utilized to close them. Until the Town and Country Planning Act 1962, these clubs were able to open without prior permission from the council, and would require a formal licensing review before they could be closed. Often, those proceedings would be triggered by complaints from their neighbours, with ‘local residents and local papers alike tirelessly [providing] an image of these clubs as dens of vice and iniquity, where gambling, prostitution, drugs and violence were commonplace.’ Unlike the Race Relations Act, whose passage clearly didn’t bring an end to discriminatory door practices in white-controlled spaces, legislation designed to shut down Black recreation was strictly enforced. As part of the unambiguously named ‘Operation Shut Down’, the chief of Brixton police announced in 1962 that ‘clubs which continue to run after being refused a license will be raided on a warrant, every night if necessary, to let the people running them see they cannot flout the law.’ Lambeth Council were similarly enthusiastic, saying that ‘the new Act now means we shall have more control over the clubs, many of which have become dens of vice.’

These policies weren’t limited to venues specifically, but imposed across all areas of Black British life. With the Commonwealth Immigrants Act of 1962 and the Commonwealth Immigration Act of 1968, the British government moved to exercise control over the previously unrestricted inward movement of its former colonial subjects, with cynical concepts of post-war economic utility phased out and replaced by Enoch Powell’s delirious visions of innate Black barbarity. The passage of the Rent Act in 1957 removed state-dictated rent controls, allowing unscrupulous private landlords to charge extortionate sums to Black tenants for properties in slum-like conditions, knowing that they’d be systematically excluded from consideration by others: one 1956 survey of London landlords found that 90 per cent were unwilling to take on Black lodgers. The ‘sus’ law* empowered the police to stop, search and arrest anyone they suspected of intending to commit any other arrestable offence (carrying a maximum prison term of three months) rather than requiring either evidence or reasonable suspicion that a specific offence had already been committed. While ‘sus’ was restricted to pre-defined areas of concern (these were located primarily in London, which accounted for more than half of all searches conducted under ‘sus’ powers) its definition of intent was so broad as to essentially give the police unfettered discretion to stop, search or arrest anyone, at any time, for any reason – the antecedent of today’s highly controversial ‘stop and search’ powers, themselves subject to much the same concerns over racial disproportionality as the ‘sus’ laws once were. These powers were justified by the Home Office as ‘one of the few provisions which permits crimes to be prevented, as opposed to being detected after the event’ but in practice ‘sus’ created a free pass for officers to harass and intimidate young Black men without fear of consequence.

When public anger at this heavy-handed policing finally bubbled over in St Paul’s, Bristol in 1980, and in subsequent uprisings across Brixton, Toxteth, Handsworth and Chapeltown the following year, ‘sus’ was formally taken off the statute books. Three years later, near-identical powers were reintroduced via the Police and Criminal Evidence Act in 1984. Where police raids and noise restrictions were used to shut down licensed spaces, ‘sus’ and other laws were used to harass unlicensed soundsystems. DJ Dubplate Pearl, interviewed by the author Caspar Melville in 2017 for the Bass Culture Research project, recalls police interference as a constant presence in her life: ‘Harassment from the police, we got that all the time: at our functions, any time we went out, even coming from school we’d be stopped, or if we’re in the West End we’d be stopped for whatever reason, with some stupid excuse . . . that was the kind of the thing you were up against.’ Steel Pulse would turn police violence at an unlicensed party into the subject of a song itself, with the lyrics to 1982’s ‘Blues Dance Raid’ describing the police storming into a party, smashing up the speakers and turntables, and roughing up attendees.

For centuries, Black art has addressed violence and racism head-on in an attempt to reclaim or find liberatory meaning within those collective experiences: ‘To create art amid sorrow or oppression is to insist on excavating meaning from the dull senselessness of pain,’ argues the writer Hannah Giorgis. ‘Blues Dance Raid’ attempts to do exactly this, transmuting the pain and destruction inflicted on the soundsystem and blues dance into beauty, with the song’s unstinting lyrics set to sweet melodies and an irresistible rhythm. It’s a form of storytelling which connects back to the slave spirituals of the American South, and forward to the anti-authoritarian flex of later UK dance music, from Shy FX’s ‘Sound of the Beast’ to Skepta’s ‘DTI’. In each case, the violent shutdown of one party becomes the soundtrack for the next: when in 2012 Norfolk Police posted a video of sledgehammer-wielding officers smashing up a seized soundsystem, the footage was sampled and re-mixed within weeks for a promotional video advertising another unlicensed rave. In a live version of ‘Blues Dance Raid’ recorded in 1993 Steel Pulse gradually slow the bass and drums down to a glacial crawl, as if someone’s broken into the party and switched off the turntable, before the full band surges back in, at full speed, utterly triumphant.

Linton Kwesi Johnson’s poem ‘Five Nights of Bleeding’, published in 1974, offers a bleaker response to these political pressures, and a premonition of the violence which would erupt around the blues dance during the late 1970s and early 1980s. Johnson describes not just the ‘Babylonian tyrants’ of the police, but their aggression becoming internalized by the audience, and turned inward on itself: against the backdrop of a hot, tar-black night, the attendees are driven first to madness, then violence among themselves. Racist policing is depicted as the driving force behind a collective psychological collapse within Black communities, a self-negating anger that kicks back at the state, but also rots disempowered groups from within. Dedicated to Leroy Harris, fatally stabbed at a blues dance in south London and mentioned in the fourth of the poem’s five verses, ‘Five Nights of Bleeding’ reflects Paul Gilroy’s assessment that blues dances were increasingly seen by the authorities as ‘sources of antipolice violence rather than simply places in which the licensing laws were being broken.’ Signed to Richard Branson’s Virgin Records in 1978, Johnson would record ‘Five Nights of Bleeding’ for his debut album Dread Beat an’ Blood with backing from groundbreaking UK dub producer and musician Dennis Bovell. David McNamee writes that the recorded version ‘becomes its subject’ with its ‘slinky, stalkerish skank’ mirroring the heat and tension of the sound clash itself, while the lyrics ‘scan like grave pleas for sanity as carnage erupts.’

Bovell’s involvement underlines this sense of paralysing claustrophobia: in 1976, he was imprisoned for riot and affray – common law offences similarly archaic to ‘sus’ – in relation to an incident occurring two years earlier at the Carib Club in Cricklewood. Police claimed they’d entered the Carib during a soundclash at which Bovell’s Sufferer HiFi soundsystem was competing, in order to arrest a man suspected of stealing a car; critics would later point to the fact that the same club had been raided four times before as evidence that the police were deliberately targeting it. According to Bovell, aggrieved dancers freed the suspect in question, whom the police had arrested in the toilets of the club, forcing officers to retreat, running blindly into the toilets and locking themselves inside while ‘people hammer[ed] on the door to beat the shit out of them.’ After the police extracted themselves, they returned swiftly with reinforcements in the form of 140 officers and a dog team, before sealing off the roads around the club, shutting the party down, and forcing everyone out. Newspaper reports described officers chasing Black youths and ‘beating them with truncheons’ while a white witness recounted seeing a police dog ‘chasing a young black woman and tearing at her clothes.’

Of the forty arrests made in relation to the Carib, few made it to trial and fewer still to a verdict: one suspect, forced to sign a confession after being beaten by the police, was subsequently found not to have left his home at all on the night in question; another, accused of owning a knife which had apparently fallen from the back pocket of his trousers during the raid, modelled said trousers for the jury, revealing them to be ‘tight fitting, and without a back pocket’. Bovell’s arrest hinged on accusations that he’d used his soundsystem to encourage violence against the police, getting on the mic to shout ‘Get the boys in blue!’, something Bovell has long denied on both factual and linguistic grounds, the idea of speaking in a ‘hardcore Cockney accent’ clearly absurd. ‘Which black man you know going to refer to the police as the boys in blue? Never.’ In a prosecutorial approach which pre-empts policing and judicial responses to later genres like grime and drill, Bovell was accused of involvement in that shadowy and most ill-defined of organizations, a ‘gang’ – thus rendering him violent by proxy, despite his own lack of violent behaviour – and of engaging in a nebulous form of rhetorical violence by merely playing music deemed inflammatory. In Bovell’s case, the police alleged he had fomented disorder at the Carib by putting on Junior Byles’s 1972 cut ‘Beat Down Babylon’ during the raid, a tune which combines lyrics about standing up to evil with luridly realistic whip-cracking sound effects: the owner of the Carib recalls a senior inspector telling him that ‘by giving him Dennis the rest could go free and I could run the club as I liked.’

Despite the flimsiness of the evidence against him, Bovell was found guilty at a second trial, after a hung jury in the first, and sentenced to three years in prison; six months later, the Court of Appeal overturned the original judgement and freed him.

The attitudes of police officers and judges towards blues dances, soundsystems and Black cultural expression flowed downwards from their political masters. While not mentioning music directly, then Leader of the Opposition Margaret Thatcher’s claim in 1978 that ‘people are really rather afraid that this country might be rather swamped by people with a different culture’ and that ‘people are going to react and be rather hostile to those coming in’ spoke clearly to the frictions that surrounded Black late-night social spaces. In 1981, Tory MP Jill Knight (one of two MPs who would later introduce the landmark anti-gay legislation Section 28) spoke in the Commons about a blues dance in her constituency, which she described as a ‘a seething mass of people, 99 per cent of whom were of the Rastafarian type, who can look a little frightening.’ Knight flipped the exclusion of Black people from licensed venues on its head, portraying it instead as favourable treatment. ‘I must be frank and voice my fears that because of the race connotation these parties are not treated as they would be if the persons concerned were of a different race. If we tried to cram 200 people into a very small house, charged them £2 a head for entry, smoked marijuana and played music all night, the authorities would be down on us like a ton of bricks.’ Knight ended her speech with the same oratorical flourish as both Thatcher and Enoch Powell before her, steeped in foreboding over the potential for simmering white resentment to boil over: superficially concerned with protecting Black people from recrimination, her language in fact pulls simultaneously in the opposite direction, emphasizing white grievances and subtly normalizing the idea of matters being taken into the listener’s own hands. ‘It must be stated that there will be a serious decline in race relations if that situation continues, because people are beginning to think “It is all right for that group, because nobody will touch them”. That must have a very bad effect upon race relations, and eventually it will have a knock-on effect which could be very dangerous indeed.’

Rhetorical allusions to Black soundsystem culture being met with vigilante responses were far from abstract or theoretical. A month after Jill Knight’s speech in the Commons, a blaze tore through a teenage house party in New Cross, killing fourteen people and injuring more than fifty. While the precise cause of the fire remains unknown, a fatally bungled police investigation provoked local anger over the apparent lack of concern for lost Black lives, a perception reinforced by Margaret Thatcher’s studious refusal to engage with the victims’ families: ‘Thirteen dead and nothing said’ would become the common refrain of those affected. Three weeks after the fire in New Cross, the deaths of forty-five white people at the Stardust nightclub in Dublin prompted immediate letters of condolence from Downing Street and Buckingham Palace, and the adjournment of Parliament. A fortnight after that, and more than a month on from events in New Cross, a representative of the grieving families finally received their first correspondence from the prime minister in the form of a boilerplate letter offering lukewarm sympathies, asserting that the police were investigating to the best of their abilities, and asking for bland condolences to be passed on to the bereaved rather than making any attempt to communicate with them directly.

The destruction of Black musical spaces was not a new phenomenon: as early as 1958, Count Suckle was forced to flee to the roof of a house on Lancaster Road after white youths firebombed a blues dance involving his soundsystem, while the Chicago-After-Midnight club in south London ‘was subject to multiple arson attacks in early 1959’. Lloyd Coxsone, the Brixton-based founder of the Coxsone Outernational soundsystem and producer of early lovers’ rock anthem ‘Caught You in a Lie’ recalls bricks being thrown through the windows of his blues dance in the early 1960s. In 1971 an arson attack at a Black house party in Forest Hill, a stone’s throw from New Cross, injured twenty-two people, while a scene in the 1980 film Babylon, in which a fictional reggae band’s studio is vandalized with National Front graffiti, is rumoured to have been inspired by a real incident targeting the band Aswad. NF members were also suspected of petrol-bomb attacks at Black-associated music venues including the Four Aces in Dalston and Acklam Hall in Ladbroke Grove, and happily claimed responsibility for burning down the Albany Theatre in Deptford in 1971. While racism is all too often couched in the bland language of ‘legitimate concerns’, evidence would suggest that nothing seems to set off virulent white rage quite like the sight and sound of Black joy.

This cumulative weight of bureaucratically enforced exclusion, political disdain and physical violence – the endless pressures bearing down Black British lives in the second half of the twentieth century – is the soil in which UK dance music was first planted. Black British reggae and dub would reach new heights in the 1980s with acts like Steel Pulse and Aswad becoming bona fide pop stars, and countless local soundsytems proliferating across the UK; at the same time, a younger generation would take inspiration from the blues dance culture of their parents, and adapt it for the newer sounds of hip hop and electronic dance music arriving from America. When house music initially crossed the Atlantic from Chicago, its earliest fans were not the overwhelmingly white tastemakers and crowds of Shoom, Future or The Haçienda, but Black teenagers and twentysomethings throwing parties in impromptu and unlicensed cultural spaces, drawing directly on the lineage of the blues dance. ‘Soundsystems were the single most important thing for Black music in the UK . . . I was just spellbound by the whole culture of it,’ says Anthony Stevens, whose Soul Control soundsystem threw blues dances and semi-legal raves across the Moss Side and Hulme areas of Manchester from the early 1980s onwards. ‘When my parents first came here from Jamaica, they weren’t welcome in white pubs and clubs, so it made sense that we were always having house parties, where someone would turn their home into a club for a weekend.’ When Stevens and his friends wanted to host their own parties, they found themselves subject to the same constraints as their parents’ generation, and adopted largely the same strategies in response. ‘If we wanted to have our own events then we had to go to local community centres, gyms, or school halls, because we weren’t welcome in the city centre. They didn’t have music systems there, so you’d have to bring your own,’ he explains.

Stevens and others didn’t copy every aspect of the blues dances which had catered to their parents’ generation from the fifties to the seventies, though: bigger crowds and growing ambitions meant shifting from domestic locations to communal spaces, while changing musical tastes saw Motown-era soul, lovers’ rock and roots reggae gradually eclipsed by rare groove, electro, hip hop and house. But in their most essential elements Soul Control’s parties were still part of the same lineage, rooted in the improvisational use of ad-hoc venues and tight-knit local connections. ‘When soundsystems were allied to a specific street or postcode, then that became the collective identity for all the boys in that area, and even the girls, whether they were directly involved in it or not,’ Stevens says, underlining the role of soundsystems in not only offering a source of cross-generational learning at a time when Black students were still regularly treated as ‘educationally subnormal’, or a parallel source of income when young Black men were still disproportionately excluded from the labour market, but also enabling the creation of specifically Black local identities and civic pride at a time when these communities were still treated largely as suspect, invasive and alien. As Paul Gilroy puts it in ‘Between the Blues and the Blues Dance’: ‘Musical culture and the elaborate social relations which eddied around it . . . created that locus and invested it with a precious democratic energy in which audiences and performers could interact and collaborate.’

Video footage from a 1986 Soul Control party in Moss Side perfectly captures this transitional moment, between the inherited forms of the blues dance, the rapidly globalising house sounds of Chicago, and the more UK-specific strains of acid house and rave which were about to burst into life. A young, exclusively Black and seemingly drug-free crowd of British dancers jack to Adonis’s ‘No Way Back’, their moves ranging from furious proto-rave pulsations to spins and shuffles drawn from northern soul and breakdancing, the latter a deliberate feature of the event courtesy of breaking crew Mastermind Roadshow. The audience’s clothes are a spectrum of styles both forward-looking and anachronistic, from scruffy trainers and rave-adjacent sportswear, to luxuriously wet-looked Jheri curls and seventies leather jackets. This connective tissue between the Black musical underground and the birth of UK dance music has largely been sidelined in the latter’s most persistent creation myths: while the illegal rave promoters of 1989 are regularly spoken about as if they were the first people to throw parties in abandoned industrial spaces, they were in fact merely iterating on the approach of earlier rare groove promoters like Shake and Fingerpop or Family Funktion. As early as 1985, unlicensed warehouse parties across London, featuring a playlist largely made up of raw American soul and funk deep cuts, set the template which acid house and rave would subsequently adopt; in turn, these rare groove parties were themselves drawn from the ideas and infrastructure of the blues dance, rooted in the soundsystem heritage of scene DJs like Norman Jay.

As the blues dance slowly morphed into something more akin to what we’d recognize today as a rave, tensions between underground credibility and mass-market profit (the former often Black, the latter increasingly white) also became increasingly visible. When DJs like Mike Pickering started playing Chicago house at the Haçienda in 1986, the crowd had been overwhelmingly Black: within a year or two that audience was squeezed out by increasing white interest, even as other clubs continued to exclude Black punters as a matter of course. Newer soundsystems like Soul II Soul occupied the same physical spaces as blues dances, but combined the energy and community of previous generations with more mixed, hedonistic and fashion-conscious crowds, their ‘funki dread’ stylings inspired as much by David Mancuso’s New York loft parties as Linton Kwesi Johnson. Soul II Soul founder Jazzie B describes this shift as an extension of previous Black soundsystem traditions, but also an embrace of a more racially mixed present: ‘White people were involved in your sound system, so ideas, equipment, and technology took on a slightly different slant.’ His interviewer Lloyd Bradley agrees on the growing cultural alliance between white and Black youth: ‘We grew up together, we had gone through school together, we chased the same girls together, we played football together – why not go to clubs together?’

And yet even this expanding interest in and acceptance of Black culture wasn’t enough to prevent Soul II Soul being firebombed out of blues parties in Hackney by the National Front. ‘We were starting to break down the barriers, because one or two club owners realized there was money in Black music,’ says Anthony Stevens. ‘There was a club just off Piccadilly that had a white DJ playing house music, because that was the acceptable face of what we played . . . but there was still that element of racism, because we didn’t own the means of our own production.’ These imbalances of access and visibility persist today, with parties like Soul Control largely written out of UK dance music history. ‘The reason people still think house music got invented in 1988 was because that’s when white people got on it, having heard about young Black kids playing it in the hood,’ says Stevens. Acid house wasn’t in fact a sudden, unprecedented cultural revolution that built itself from scratch, but merely one in a succession of musical styles to make use of the blues dance’s evolving social, political and cultural infrastructure and ideology.

Alongside the shifts in culture and perspective which accompanied Black soundsystem culture’s tentative crossing of colour lines in the 1980s, the blues dance also increasingly became a space in which a multiplicity of Black perspectives and experiences could be explored. Almost exclusively a male-controlled space from the 1950s to the 1970s, by the early 1980s women were forming their own relationship with the soundsystem, using it to explore specific experiences of Black womanhood. Nzinga Soundz, run by DJ Ade and Junie Rankin, describe themselves as ‘one of the UK’s longest running all-female soundsystems’, with their journey intrinsically shaped, but not compromised, by their gender: ‘From the beginning of our careers as DJs we were aware that the sound system environment was a highly codified space,’ they write, describing a scene in which their presence as women was inherently disruptive to the traditional, predominantly male, soundsystem dynamic, repeatedly ‘knocking people off balance whether they were DJs, MCs, Engineers or audience members.’

Ade and Rankin describe their first entry into soundsystem culture (and that of several other female soundsystem DJs including Princess, Sista Culcha and Rasta Queen) as being primarily domestic in nature: bored of being relegated to the back room of family parties with her infant relatives, the young DJ Ade would volunteer to look after the music in the living room, learning the fundamental DJ skills of how to read a room, and knowing when to drop a given tune or switch up the mood. Branching out from this to DJ at blues parties in their teens, which again occupied a domestic space, feels like a natural progression. So too does the specifically female brand of political activism which accompanied Nzinga Soundz’s work: lending their support and energy not only to the Race Today Collective and the New Cross Fire campaign, but also to the East London Black Women’s Organisation and the Nurses Association of Jamaica UK, combining Black liberation struggles with a growing societal awareness of feminist issues, threading the close-knit infrastructure of the soundsystem into these mutual networks of solidarity and support. ‘There is a paradox that while as women we’re held to a high standard, we’re not expected to be successful,’ said DJ Ade in a 2020 interview, underlining the critical role played by women within soundsystem culture, in particular women who possess ‘a life-time passion for music . . . who relate with and have been actively involved in the struggles of African people, and how those communities have been impacted in response to those struggles.’

There are few places where politics, policing and Black British culture intersect more potently, or with greater effect on the subsequent evolution of UK dance music, than in Notting Hill Carnival. While it’s important to distinguish between predominantly Jamaican influences on UK soundsystem culture, and the primarily Trinidadian traditions which underpin Carnival, Notting Hill has functioned for nearly seventy years as Britain’s biggest blues dance: a space in which questions of culture, identity and control expand beyond the walls of a basement or youth club, and spill out onto the streets. Carnival was founded against a backdrop across Notting Hill of racist violence, far-right rabble-rousing, and police disinterest in the safety of Black residents. Standing as a candidate in the 1959 General Election, Oswald Mosley flooded Notting Hill with canvassers, but ended up losing his deposit, in part because he’d already been outflanked on the subject of rancid xenophobia by the sitting (soon to be successfully re-elected) Labour MP George Rogers. ‘The government must introduce legislation quickly to end the tremendous influx of people from the Commonwealth,’ Rogers stated in 1958. ‘Overcrowding has fostered vice, drugs, prostitution and the use of knives. For years the white people have been tolerant. Now their tempers are up.’ Earlier that year, 400 white youths had rioted through Notting Hill, attacking the homes of local Black residents and going, in their own words, ‘nigger-hunting’. It was revealed some fifty years later that senior police officers had dismissed racism as a motivating factor when investigating, despite being attacked themselves by white youths wielding metal bars, and being told, ‘Mind your own business, coppers. Keep out of it. We will settle these niggers our way. We’ll murder the bastards.’

Similar closed-mindedness also clouded the police’s approach to the transparently racist murder of Kelso Cochrane in Notting Hill in May 1959: walking towards Paddington General Hospital in the hope of getting painkillers for a broken thumb, Cochrane was set upon by a gang of six white men and stabbed to death. With eerie similarity to the killing of Stephen Lawrence some forty years later, the police refused to consider racism as a motive, bungled their initial inquiries, mishandled evidence, allowed suspects to collude on their statements, and repeatedly leaked information to the press, including untrue suggestions about Cochrane’s drinking habits. Within two days of Cochrane’s death, Detective Superintendent Ian Forbes-Leith asserted: ‘The stabbing had absolutely nothing to do with racial conflict’. To those targeted, however, the intent was perfectly clear, as was the need for Black communities to stake out civic space and visibility for themselves. In Policing Notting Hill: Fifty Years of Turbulence, the area’s former Divisional Commander Tony Moore identifies not just anti-Black violence but also the lack of Black community spaces as a key contributing factor in unrest across the late 1950s. What few Black-owned licensed venues or semi-legal drinking clubs existed in Notting Hill had largely been shut down by 1959, with the levels of racist violence in white-owned illegal spaces (‘people with their legs shot off with shotguns and axes in their heads and this kind of thing’ as one police officer puts it) generating increasing demand for illegal blues dances.

Carnival wasn’t only a reaction to white violence, police disinterest and unmet demand for Black cultural space, but also an act of deliberate political praxis. Born in Trinidad and imprisoned in the US for her membership of the Communist Party, Claudia Jones was deported to Britain in 1955. Eager to continue her community activism, she founded the West Indian Gazette three years later, using it as a platform from which to campaign for a Caribbean carnival, and tie Black British cultural identity into wider issues on race, gender and class. When the Caribbean Carnival launched the following year, in 1959, Jones subtitled it ‘A people’s art is the genesis of their freedom’ and ring-fenced profits to help pay the fines of both Black and white people arrested in the previous year’s disorder. ‘Claudia Jones was very much a Communist,’ writes Angela Davis, ‘who believed that socialism held the only promise of liberation for Black women, Black people as a whole and indeed for the multi-racial working class.’ Ashley Roach-McFarlane writes that Jones ‘understood the political importance of creating a space to foster discourse that challenged the oppressive nature of capitalism, and to articulate the oppression and violence Black people faced’, describing Carnival itself as ‘the spiritual and physical representation of Black resistance’. In an enjoyably literal representation of her politics, on her death in 1964 Jones was buried in Highgate Cemetery, slightly to the left of Karl Marx.

The Caribbean Carnival founded by Jones initially took place indoors at St Pancras Town Hall in January and February, to coincide with its Trinidadian counterpart. Despite having been envisioned by Jones as part of her wider socialist worldview, in its early years Carnival largely steered away from political gestures. Nicole Ferdinand and Nigel Williams’s study of the roots of Carnival reveals that this friction lasted well into the 1960s, referring to ‘an invited group of steel band players . . . who decided to stage an impromptu parade during the event. Some residents of the area mistook their actions for a protest, and shouted abuse at the players.’ After Jones’s death, the indoors Carnival became amalgamated with a separate outdoor event organized by white activist Rhaune Laslett who, as president of the London Free School, aimed to ‘build cooperation and understanding between the different ethnic and religious groups living in Notting Hill’ with her Notting Hill Fayre and Pageant combining English folk traditions with Trinidadian music, Irish pipers and New Orleans-style marching bands.

These early attempts to avoid overt confrontation with outside society were themselves highly contentious for some Black people. Speaking in 1978, activist and writer Cecil Gutzmore was intensely critical of these gentler early iterations of Carnival. The event was not in its early years seen as a challenging or disruptive form of culture, Gutzmore says. ‘The police participated . . . and they got enormous propaganda out of it: reassurance to the black community that they were nice people.’ Gutzmore’s argument brings to mind the now-annual photos of Metropolitan Police officers in stab-proof vests dancing with ostentatiously feathered-and-sequinned mas parade dancers, inviting us to question who really benefits most from that exchange. As racial tensions ratcheted up across the UK over the course of the 1960s and 1970s, the idea of Carnival as a cosy jamboree in which Black culture could be enjoyed free of political context became impossible to justify: in 1969, Rhaune Laslett ceded control of the Carnival’s organizing committee to a new Afro-Caribbean leadership team. Between 1970 and 1973 Carnival remained largely a peaceful if inconsistently organized affair, catering chiefly to local audiences in Notting Hill and focused primarily on Trinidadian steel bands and masquerade traditions.

By 1975, however, things had changed dramatically: the addition of Jamaican soundsystems increased both attendance and volume levels, with the era’s more overtly politicized and uncompromising styles of roots reggae giving voice and focus to the frustrations already embedded within Black communities, from endemic racism to the economic malaise which had defined much of the 1970s. Once that happened, Gutzmore says, Carnival became a form of ‘threatening culture . . . and it had therefore to be suppressed or controlled . . . the state took the view that the cultural gauntlet had been thrown down.’ Speaking to Paul Gilroy in 2021, Linton Kwesi Johnson identifies the entrance into adulthood of a new generation of Black people, born on British soil to immigrant parents and growing up entirely within the pressure-cooker of British racism, as a critical turning point: this generation were, he says, ‘not prepared to be as reticent about the racism that we were experiencing [or] to put up with what our parents reluctantly put up with.’ Just as important was the influx of white residents into a rapidly gentrifying Notting Hill, accelerating tensions with Black communities unwilling to continue being treated as disposable.

In 1976 these frictions – the same contests over space, culture and agency that had underpinned the blues dance, now writ larger than ever – erupted in violence. Caught flat-footed by the dramatic increases in Carnival attendance in 1975, there was a sustained effort by the police to either privatize the event’s ownership, and thus gear it towards profit rather than politics, or relocate it. Having failed to either move Carnival off the streets (Chelsea’s Stamford Bridge stadium was at one point suggested as an alternative venue, somewhat bizarrely given the reputation for racism afforded to the team’s supporters at the time) or reshape its corporate structure, the police instead brought 1,500 officers to the 1976 event, intent on controlling it by force alone. As the event wound down in the afternoon, frictions between police and revellers – the police alleging a spate of pickpocketing, the crowd angry at what they saw as unjustified and over-aggressive arrests – turned into a pitched battle between hundreds of Black youths and massed lines of riot officers. Lord Tokyo’s 1978 song ‘Ladbroke Grove Riot’ would go on to memorialize the sound of bottles smashing and women screaming, set to a calypso rhythm: the violence of the past transformed once more into the dance music of the future.

In the aftermath of 1976’s disorder, Carnival’s organizers splintered into competing factions, each with conflicting ideas about what Carnival represented, and differing levels of enthusiasm about it functioning as a focal point for militant political action. With Black neighbourhoods from Brixton to Toxteth continuing to witness fierce disputes with police through the early 1980s, it’s perhaps unsurprising that the more politically radical factions initially won out in those disputes over Carnival’s direction. But when the first death of an attendee in 1987 was followed by an audit which unearthed ‘perceived financial incompetence and corruption’, the balance of power shifted. By 1989 more conciliatory voices calling for ‘an apolitical artistic display’ took control, and the event was privatized (just as the police and council had pushed for in 1976) becoming ‘widely recognised as a successful hallmark event and tourism product’. By the 1990s, Carnival’s global reach saw hip hop stars like Jay-Z and Busta Rhymes appear; today, while the weekend continues to be raucous, occasionally contentious among local residents, and subjected to regular hand-wringing from the right-wing press,* it’s now largely been assimilated into our collectively accepted understanding of Britain’s multicultural identity, and is seen primarily as a joyous celebration rather than a massed howl of rage.

In considering the history of Black British culture, and by extension the backstory to UK dance music, it’s important to remember that this narrative isn’t rooted solely in oppression, misery and hard-fought resistance, but also in a profound sense of bliss and belonging: one track by Bristol soundsystem DJs Smith & Mighty even declares that ‘Bass Is Maternal’, the heavy throb of the soundsystem a womb-like cloud of protection and solace. Steve McQueen’s acclaimed 2020 film Lovers Rock sketches its narrative arc across a night spent at a blues dance, from the giddy rituals of getting dressed up to the fuzzy early morning journey home, via the transcendent joy of surrendering yourself to the sound. Its climax is elegiac rather than euphoric, though: the music drops out entirely, replaced by the low a cappella singing of the crowd. They sway together dreamily, eyes closed, turning the refrain from Janet Kay’s blues dance classic ‘Silly Games’ – written and produced by Dennis Bovell – into something approaching a hymn or a mantra. It is a moment of pure stillness and communion, highly specific to the Black soundsystem culture of the 1970s, but easily comprehensible by anyone who’s had a similar dance-floor epiphany during the ensuing decades, felt the nameless bliss of simultaneously losing and rediscovering yourself in the music. In his writing about the blues dance, Paul Gilroy references Jimi Hendrix’s concept of the ‘electric church’ as a space in which ‘healing glimpses of an alternative moral, artistic and political order’ could be grasped. The dance floor assumes a state of grace, separate from the rough everyday world but shaped entirely by it: not just a temporary escape from the pressure and violence which continually mark and mar the lives of its inhabitants, but also a mechanism by which those degradations might be transcended; a glimpse of some other world which, just by being present together, we’re already building.

Step out of Ladbroke Grove tube station in the late August air, weave through the thickening crowds, place yourself in front of a massive speaker stack erected on a residential cul-de-sac, and I defy you to feel like the pliant, apolitical consumer of a ‘tourism product’. Even in today’s more commodified and sanitized form, Notting Hill Carnival remains the UK’s most visible example of collective ownership being exerted over public space without establishment permission. It is both our biggest blues dance and our longest-running illegal rave, arguably the fulcrum around which Britain’s entire history of defiant pleasure-seeking (or pleasure-flecked defiance) can be seen to turn. From the throbbing bass of the blues dance to the picket lines at Orgreave, Covid lockdown parties to pirate radio broadcasts or druids massing at Stonehenge – everything connects here. ‘Massive in size, working-class in composition, spontaneous in form, subversive in expression and political in nature – the ingredients for carnival are explosive,’ wrote Gary Younge in 2002, in words which might equally apply to all UK dance music, and the urge it embodies to throw off the oppressive weight of everyday existence. ‘It soon becomes clear why so long as there has been carnival, the authorities have sought to contain, control or cancel it.’ It’s in this sense of the carnivalesque – a concept first coined by Mikhail Bakhtin to describe the festivals of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, with their inversion of the normal social order and opposition to systems of control – that dance music’s unspoken political meaning begins to be revealed. From soundsystem to superclub, neither police officer nor politician can deny that these are ultimately our streets, our spaces, or that we can be prevented from occupying or reimagining them only to the extent that we collectively consent to be.

In this, the blues dance and the wider carnivalesque set the template for every moment of euphoria and conflict within UK dance music to follow: Black soundsystem culture would soon crash headlong into the birth of acid house, involving not only the familiar disruptive influences of Ecstasy and electronic rhythms, but also the political and cultural battles already being waged across the 1980s within parallel British subcultures, from New Age Travellers and anti-capitalists to football casuals and queer Soho club kids. For each of these groups, just as for Black communities before them, the dance floor would rapidly become not only a site of hedonism and excess, but also one in which new social structures could be envisaged, and new forms of resistance enacted.




[image: A view from behind two police officers watching a large group of people gathered at Stonehenge. Several individuals climb up on the lying stone.]
A CELEBRATION OF THE SUMMER SOLSTICE AT STONEHENGE, JUNE 1984


2. British Tribal Music

Free festivals, new Travellers and rural proto-rave

It is late in the summer of 1973, and the sun is beginning to set over the trees of Windsor Great Park. Several thousand young hippies have congregated in this verdant corner of crown-owned land, lured to drink, dance and dream by flyers declaring: ‘We want a new society . . . We want to replace the family with the commune . . . We want to widen the circle of human love . . . We want to bring God down out of the sky and put him where he belongs.’ Others have assumed baser motives on the part of attendees, with The Sun featuring photos of scantily clad ‘hippy chicks’ on page 3 and urging ‘sensible young people’ to stay away. As dusk approaches, Hawkwind perform on an ad-hoc stage made from a single large sheet of plywood laid flat on the grass, the seated crowd forming a circle around them while others perch on van roofs and lampposts in the fading light. Orange sunbeams glint off singer and saxophonist Nik Turner’s silver cape and facepaint, as he makes theatrical gestures, outstretches his limbs and spins into an elegant pirouette; a knot of freaky dancers, some topless, one fully naked, kick yellow dust up from the parched ground; a woman in a crimson skirt writhes ecstatically and grasps at the air. Elsewhere, sun-dappled leaves cast moving shapes on tents pitched among the trees, while in the distance, out of focus, a Union Jack flaps listlessly above the ramparts of Windsor Castle. The following morning, as the festival site clears, grey rain falls on a man lying face down, alone, in the middle of a field.

Depictions of the early ‘golden years’ of British dance music (measured largely from early acid house club Shoom opening in the autumn of 1987 to the passing of the Criminal Justice Act in November 1994) tend to lean heavily on how revelatory they were: a wide-eyed Terry Farley recounts his first experience of Shoom by saying: ‘It’s just not like anything I’ve ever seen.’ But the earlier popularity of Chicago house in Moss Side, or Notting Hill Carnival’s musical embodiment of Black British unrest, each suggest that the birth of British dance music wasn’t a moment of individual creative genius or an instantaneous cultural realignment, but a fluid extension of preceding social and political struggles. Just as Black soundsystems of the 1970s and 1980s – and the ways they were policed, legislated against and politicized – were pivotal in shaping the forms dance music would subsequently take, so too were the pressures surrounding a predominantly white subculture over the same time period: the growing circuit of free festivals, and the group of regular attendees who would eventually become known as new Travellers.*

Alan Lodge is a sprightly, mischievous figure who sits at the heart of multiple British post-war countercultures as participant, activist and documentarian. Having experienced a political and musical awakening at the Windsor free festivals of
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