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			‘Keith was one of the most remarkable and inspiring characters in UK rave culture history – an intrepid motivator who led a thrilling life to a heartbreaking conclusion.’ 

			Matthew Collin (author of Dream Machines, Rave On and Altered State)

			‘Keith fearlessly brought the healing energy of music to where it was most needed. Whether that was across borders into war-torn Bosnia, or through police roadblocks to fill the empty spaces in Britain’s soul.’ 

			Mark Angelo Harrison (author of A Darker Electricity: The Origins of the Spiral Tribe Sound System)

			‘I think in any life, and especially the party scene, just occasionally we come across someone whose charisma, energy and sheer lust for life takes your breath away. They say that those stars which burn the brightest burn the fastest and that was Keith. A rare soul, a legend, a tragic loss…’ 

			Harry Harrison (author of Dreaming in Yellow: The Story of the DiY Sound System)

			‘Keith was that rare character: a person you’d meet once and remember for the rest of your life. A lot of people will rightly admire him for being a lifelong raver, and the most interesting person at any party. But his appetite for life was only matched by a real, no-BS compassion for other people. We could all be more like Keith.’ 

			Ray Philp (RBMA/Microplastics)
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			Editor’s Introduction 

			by Iain Donnelly 

			I first met Keith at a Desert Storm party in August, 1991. I was living in Paisley at the time and we’d heard a rumour of a party being held at the ‘Monkey House’ (Formakin Estate) in nearby Bishopton. We’d already heard of Desert Storm holding Glasgow’s – and possibly Scotland’s – first illegal rave earlier that summer. We had our own – rather disorganised – sound system called Kaya Tribe, and though we hadn’t met any of the DS crew yet, they were already heroes and what we aspired to. 

			Once we got some confirmation that it was more than a rumour, we made arrangements to head down that night. I was particularly excited as it was my birthday the next day, so the prospect of partying all night at an illegal event was a huge bonus. When we got to the venue, there was already a crowd of around 500 with more arriving all the time. We found out later that Keith had used the old ‘We want to make a music video’ story with a promise of no more than one hundred people in attendance. I think the final tally was just over 1,000 and so I would have loved to hear Keith explain that one away.

			Andrew Weatherall supposedly played, but I was so far gone on a combination of vodka, Buckfast and E that the Queen herself could have been on the decks and I wouldn’t have noticed. I do remember dancing non-stop for most of the night though, and I also remember meeting Keith for the first time.

			When I told him I was a DJ and that we had our own small sound system, his friendliness and interest seemed genuine. And that is a word I always will associate with Keith; genuine. He gave me his number and arranged to meet up for a drink the following week. That meeting for a drink set the foundations for a friendship that lasted for the rest of his life. 

			Keith never had an agenda. He never had any real self-interest at the heart of his actions or plans. You could say he was a form of freedom fighter, and if he had been born in another time or place, he would have been at the forefront of some cause there and then too. Keith just wanted people to party, to have fun, to be free. 

			I was never part of Desert Storm as I was involved with other systems, first Kaya Tribe in Paisley and then later Glasgow’s infamous Breach of the Peace, who to a great extent took up the DS mantle when Keith relocated to Nottingham. But we linked up regularly for gigs and/or sets. Kaya did a joint party with DS in Glasgow’s Mugdock Park, an event which though it didn’t have the largest turnout, is one of my favourite gigs of that era. By this time, Desert Storm had graduated from their famous transit van which frequently appeared outside The Arches in Glasgow to tempt clubbers to afterparty adventures like some sort of techno Pied Piper. Their new transport was a 7.5-tonne truck with plenty of room inside for a full sound system, decks and obligatory generator. It soon gained the name ‘RDV’, or rapid deployment vehicle. 

			My favourite memories of that truck include the magical moment at Letham Free Festival when Keith came hurdling over the nearest wall screaming at us to shut up the truck as the police had just invaded the site at the top of the hill, some 500 metres from our location. The beauty of that truck is that within five minutes of Keith arriving with his warning, the whole system was shut down and the truck locked up tight with all of us scattered to various locations nearby. Another was the famed Beltane celebration in Edinburgh, where we drove round the streets with techno blaring, Keith at the wheel and me on the decks, first ending up outside the wonderful Sativa club night, then heading up to Calton Hill to continue the fun there. Sadly, the organisers of Beltane didn’t think we fitted in with the woad-painted warriors juggling fire and we were asked to leave after an hour or two.

			Keith eventually decided it was time to leave Glasgow, mainly due to the increasing encroachment by organised crime who wanted a slice of the action at every level from door money, to selling drugs. That encroachment went against everything Keith believed in, and he saw the perpetrators as no better than the authorities and police who just wanted to shut us down. 

			Once he left Glasgow in the mid-90s, our meetings were less frequent but were still endowed with that same genuine friendship he exhibited from day one. As Desert Storm spread their wings across Europe and the teknival circuit, his visits home were usually confined to coming to see his mum, though he always found time to meet up with various friends and former DS crew members. The gradual spread of internet access made things easier, both for Keith to keep in touch and for us to follow his exploits. It also made organising parties a lot simpler and also easier for partygoers to find out what was happening that particular weekend. Before the internet was widespread, the main point of info was the United Systems phone line, which would list what events were happening in various regions of the UK. The downside of that was any copper could also call it up and find out what us naughty boys were up to. 

			With the coming of the Criminal Justice and Public Order Act 1994, the rave scene suddenly became politicised as a whole. While parts of the act were progressive and much needed, most of the spotlight remained on the draconian parts of the bill. These included changes to an accused person’s right to silence, greater stop and search powers for the police, greater rights for the police to take intimate body samples and a crackdown on the travelling community as a whole. But the parts of the bill which got the most attention were those that focused on the ‘rave community’. Much of that came as a result of the legendary Castlemorton rave of May, 1992. But even after the crackdown on that, no one expected what they would include in the bill to come. The police could stop any vehicle within five miles of a rave and turn it around. They could stop any gathering of people listening to music at night (out with legal events). But perhaps most bizarrely, they sought to criminalise music by genre with their definition of music which is ‘wholly or predominantly characterised by the emission of a succession of repetitive beats’.

			Keith revelled in the widening politicisation of a movement he had always seen as political. Desert Storm from that point were at the forefront of almost every campaign, from the demos against the bill in July and October of 1994, to being an integral part of the burgeoning Reclaim the Streets movement that followed. The former of these movements was the catalyst for Keith’s – and Desert Storm’s – almost unimaginable trip to Bosnia, a trip that will go down in the annals of free party history. 

			Over the next fifteen years or so, our contact was intermittent and more digital than real life. We’d have the odd chat via messenger, or later on as Keith became a little more paranoid, via a secure messaging service such as hushmail. In 2012, I left the UK to live in Southeast Asia and contact became purely digital. Then, in early 2015, a mutual friend messaged me to say that Keith needed a ghost writer/editor to sort out his life story. By that point, I had released two novels so that, combined with our long friendship, made me an ideal candidate.

			I sent Keith a message asking why he had forgotten (or not realised) that I was a writer. Then on 10 May, 2015, I received a Facebook message saying simply:

			hi to my new ghost writer… open hushmail account and email kevinroberston23@hushmail.com ASAP. kds23

			Over the months that followed, we exchanged multiple emails discussing how to convert Keith’s often disjointed writing into something that would read easily. The bones of a good book were there, but Keith tended to throw down words onto paper like a dysfunctional Beat Poet. It was my job to find order in the chaos. 

			Keith being Keith, it was never going to be a smooth journey. Throughout 2015 and most of 2016 there were various hurdles in the way, from dealing with evictions, to being jailed, to festival appearances. I’d always known the journey would take us a couple of years, but I never expected it to end so abruptly.

			On 19 September, 2016, I awoke and did the routine checking of emails and Facebook. As I scanned through the usual inane nonsense, one post suddenly jumped out at me. Someone had posted that Keith had taken his life – though this was later changed at the inquest to ‘death by misadventure’ – the previous day, 18 September, 2016. 

			I was left sitting with a folder full of Keith’s life story and with no idea what to do with it. It was only later, when Andrew from DS got in touch, that the project gained new life and, more importantly, permission from Keith’s family to proceed. 

			What you are about to read is that story. I have tidied the chapters up and added to it here and there, and Andrew and the DS family have helped fix some continuity errors where needed as well as also adding to the story as a whole. But it is Keith’s story, told mostly in his own words…

			Keith Robinson – DJ, producer, freedom fighter, activist, but most of all… friend. I miss you, buddy. 

			Iain Donnelly, Siem Reap, Cambodia, February 2023 

		

	
		
			Foreword: Rogue Trooper From The Sonic Frontier, We Salute You 

			by Matthew Collin

			Meeting Keith Robinson represented the beginning of a new journey; a trip that carried me off in directions previously unimagined. Maybe it was the same for other people who called him a friend – he was the kind of man you instinctively trusted to take you up and away into the bewitchment and intrigue of the unknown. Others knew him much better than I did, of course, but I’d like to tell you some of what I remember.

			We met for the first time one Saturday afternoon in May 1996, in the unlikely surroundings of the Trent Bridge Inn near the Nottingham Forest football ground. It was a match day, and the boozer was packed out with sturdy lads in replica shirts downing as many pints as they could before kick-off. We ordered some lager, and then we ordered some more.

			Many years later, I went back through my notes from that time, and this is how I remembered my impressions of him from that first meeting:

			‘Keith at twenty-seven years old, lean and hard-bodied from his self-imposed itinerant existence, honed to peak physical condition like a fighter ready to enter the ring; the optimum weight for his chosen profession. He had a collected, authoritative manner and the force of personality to inspire people to follow him. A man who thrived on perpetual motion and someone, it seemed to me at the time, who could make things happen.’

			

			People sometimes say that pop stars and political leaders have charisma. Well, in the three decades that I’ve been working as a journalist, I’ve interviewed a fair number of prime ministers, presidents and rock ’n’ roll heroes, and Keith Robinson had more charisma than almost all of them. Seriously, he glowed with it – it was like some irrepressible force, a vital energy that you could almost feel pulsing out of him. He made you believe that joining him on whatever journey he was talking about at that moment was exactly the right thing to do, however sketchy the plan and whatever risks might have been involved.

			So inevitably I suppose, that meeting in a pub in Nottingham led to me joining the Desert Storm crew in their truck heading down to France for a Teknival somewhere south of Reims, and then going north to Glasgow for a free party in a concrete underpass below the M8 motorway – and all the while, his relentless energy driving us all onwards.

			‘The more I got to know about Keith, the more fascinating he became,’ I wrote later. ‘Raised in flux, he was a restless soul, always plotting the next coup. He was also utterly fearless. Policemen and customs officers were simply stuffed dummies around which he would dance, weaving his anarchic patterns while they blundered in his wake, unable to comprehend the maverick logic that drove him forwards.’

			For me at least, our first meeting in the mid-’90s came at exactly the right time, when I was looking for new inspiration. I had revelled in the collective euphoria of the early days of acid house and the rave scene, but by this point, the loved-up visions of those hazy times seemed to be fading as the culture became increasingly commodified.

			Keith had a very different view of how things should be. He was an idealist. He believed. And he had the willpower and the daring to act on his beliefs. He also drew people of like minds towards him so that together they could make things happen that he could not achieve alone. I sometimes think that even if he had never been interested in electronic music at all, he would have had the same impact on people around him in any sphere of cultural life that he chose to be his own.

			Most people who know anything about Desert Storm sound system are aware that they made several arduous and risky trips down to Bosnia and Herzegovina during the horrific war there in the 1990s to put on parties and bring what they saw as ‘cultural aid’ to the conflict-traumatised Balkan country – forging a direct connection between young people of different nations on the level of the basic human desire to celebrate and dance.

			‘People in Bosnia have been cut off from enjoyment and fun through being involved in this nightmare of war for so long,’ he explained to me afterwards. ‘Going there for a few weeks is not that risky, but the cumulative risk of being there all the time gets to you psychologically. Day in, day out, with this constant threat of death, nothing to do, a nightmare just trying to survive – it’s going to get to your head, isn’t it? So, someone comes in with a bit of music and enthusiasm, it gets you going, gives you something different to do for a while…’

			Desert Storm’s missions to Bosnia and their involvement with the demonstrations against the oppressive Criminal Justice Bill and the Reclaim the Streets environmental protest movement in the mid-’90s showed how, with enough dedication, commitment and sheer good fortune, his idea of a kind of idealist hedonism could actually work… for a while, at least. The fact that people are still talking and writing about all this stuff – about the times when sound system crews put their liberty on the line for their beliefs – shows what a remarkable episode it was in the history of popular culture.

			The ideas that were set in motion back then still resonate even now, and not just in the free parties and Teknivals and cultural protest movements of Western Europe. What some people don’t know about Desert Storm’s sorties to Bosnia is how they had a lasting impact in the capital, Sarajevo, where their daredevil exploits helped to inspire the emergence of a local techno culture in the city. There’s some visual evidence of this in a documentary film called ‘Rave Against the Machine’, about young people struggling to survive psychologically during the three-and-a-half-year siege of Sarajevo, and about how music worked as a kind of lifeline, helping them to ‘keep a sense of sanity and to do something creative, not to become crazy’, as the Bosnian techno DJ Jasmina Mameledzija once told me.

			In the film, Bosnian punks, rockers and ravers talk about how music, gigs and parties helped them to hang on to some idea of a better reality amid the deranged brutality of the war. Some of them also talk about the people who managed to bring something special to Sarajevo from outside the besieged enclave, driving in through the mountains in an old white truck with a lightning-flash logo on its side, packed with humanitarian aid supplies – and a sound system.

			‘Desert Storm!’ 

			‘They came here from nowhere…’ 

			‘They were the first, the very first ones who brought electronic music to Sarajevo. It was the first time that we were faced with something new – some new sound…’

			Some of the footage in the film, shot from the Desert Storm truck, shows the crew rolling through downtown Sarajevo one afternoon, rig blasting music fierce and proud, cheeky Bosnian kids jumping aboard, men in camouflage uniforms waving, pensioners peering up in bemusement – and then Keith Robinson dancing through the raddled streets as the truck cruises onwards, pumping his arms and raising his fist to the sky in sheer glee at the absurd glory of the moment.

			It’s all there in those images from Sarajevo – all those good feelings, all those moments of righteous euphoria. It snaps them all back into focus, with Keith right there in the centre of the frame, this blazing meteor of pure creative energy – irresistible, unstoppable.

			Like all of us I suppose, he was shaped by the times in which he lived and the environment in which he grew up. But unlike many, he realised that he had the power to somehow reshape that environment himself, to bend some of that reality to his will and to turn his own life into a narrative full of wonder.

			From the couple of decades I was lucky enough to know him, what I remember most vividly isn’t so much the parties, but the conversations. Those long, free-ranging talks about music and social justice, families and relationships, chance and magic, destiny and duty… it got deep at times; in fact, it almost always did. As he once put it himself: ‘These questions are a minefield… When you start asking them, you bring everything into question – what is it all about?’

			More than anything, what I regret is that I’ll never have one of those conversations again, and never hear that mischievous voice answering the phone then launching straight into a riotous recollection of his latest improbable escapade, a tale inevitably beginning with those familiar words: ‘You’ll never believe what happened…’

			Yes, I miss the man. And I know I’m not the only one.

			Mattew Collin

		

	
		
			

			PUBLISHER’S NOTE

			Due to certain chapters being incomplete upon delivery of the manuscript following Keith Robinson’s passing, the Publisher has summarised, where necessary, any unwritten events or information to improve clarity for the reader. All words in this book are Keith’s own unless stated otherwise. 

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Clutching my machine gun, I crept along the line of trees, keeping as close to the irrigation ditch as I could, ready to dive in at the first sign of trouble. And trouble was coming, that was for sure. Myself and the rest of the lads from Waterloo Company had been patrolling the deadly fields of Helmand’s Green Zone in Afghanistan for only half an hour and already it wasn’t looking good. A few minutes ago, a plume of white smoke had billowed from a compound, a sure sign that we were being marked (the Taliban put up smoke to mark our forward line). We turned east and again another plume of smoke. Taliban ICOM chatter came over the net… ‘We have eyes on the ISAF patrol’. Now the civilian population was bugging out in every direction except the one we were headed. My mouth went dry and my heart rate quickened. The silence around us was deafening as the world around us seemed to hold its breath. We approached a small compound with three males sitting behind it. I looked at them and noticed they were laughing grimly and nudging each other while staring at us. These fuckers knew what was about to happen as well as I did. 

			As we passed the compound, I thought to myself… any minute now. Our officer obviously felt it too and ordered us to cross the road into cover to the north. As the first two troops in the patrol stepped into the road… ratatatatatat… the evening quiet was ripped asunder as the opening volley fell among us. Chaos ensued, rounds were zipping past my head and splashing into the dirt around me as we scrambled for cover. I got my foot caught up with another soldier as we threw ourselves into the ditch. The ditch was nice and deep and I got right down in the dirt. The volume of fire was immense and was numbing my brain. Then I heard the dreaded words, ‘MAN DOWN… MAN DOWN’. Oh shit, someone’s been hit; I could hear screaming over the incoming fire.

			Just as I was starting to wonder who it was, I heard a dull thump in the distance. Oh no, incoming RPG… crump, bang… I was showered in earth and the shock wave took the air from my lungs and my ears started ringing. As the dust settled, I looked to my right and saw the wall of the compound smashed to fuck. More firing points erupted to the southeast and northeast. Now we were surrounded on three sides. It occurred to me that maybe we were going to die here. But I didn’t want to die, I had too much to live for; my new album must come out, I’ve got raves to do, I haven’t even written the book I’ve been supposed to be writing for a long time and not to mention I’ve got to father a kid. FUCK THIS! I felt my anger rise and a red mist descended. FUCK THESE PEOPLE, TRY TO FUCKING KILL ME, WOULD YOU. YOU BASTARDS! I clutched my weapon and scrambled up the side of the ditch.

			Hours later, exhausted and covered in mud, we staggered back into the base. I needed to tell my story. After the kit check and debrief, I went straight to my bed space, turned on my laptop, opened up Microsoft Word and typed up these words…

		

	
		
			1

			From Russia, with Love

			For me, it all started in a dingy hotel room in Moscow in 1968. A hotel room where two people did the wild thing. One of them, my mother, was a slightly out-there hippy chick, researching her chosen specialist subject, communist political systems, a subject which was, as you can imagine, not the easiest at the height of the Cold War! The other, my father, was a dodgy Marxist political activist from Sudan who had escaped from jail with the help of the Soviets and been spirited away to Russia in the dead of night, so to speak.

			So it was wham, bam, thank you, ma’am, and my mother split on the next flight to America. Probably left him sitting in bed smoking a cigarette, wondering what had just happened as off she went to the good old US-of-A, to go to festivals, smoke pot, find out she was pregnant, then head back to the UK to have the kid.

			Flash forward to a hospital room on 6 August, 1968. My birth, by all accounts, wasn’t easy; feet first, umbilical cord wrapped round the neck, two weeks early. But I made it, son of a Scottish mother with Viking roots and a Sudanese insurgent father. Would you predict that this child would become a bank clerk or a civil servant? No, neither would I.

			

			The early years were not that remarkable; We lived in a quaint little town called Drymen which was near Glasgow and on the edge of Loch Lomond. Mother went to work teaching at the university, while I did, well, baby things, I guess, but which of course I can’t remember. Though from what I’ve been told, I was a quiet, well-behaved infant, all sweetness and light. I’m not so sure about this, because one of my earliest memories is of riding the stairs in my baby bath, and crashing through the window on the landing and falling some distance into the garden, badly hurting myself.

			But all this tranquil living was too much for my mother, so she hatched a plan to buy a ruined farmhouse and outbuildings on the slopes of the Campsie Hills, again near Glasgow, that looked down the valley onto a small Loch. You reached it via an old byway called the Tak-Me-Doon Road, aptly named as it was the only route down from the high plateau of the hills above. Turning off the main road, the tree-lined Tak-Me-Doon road wound steeply up past quaint old millhouses, a bluebell wood and finally a right turn onto a bumpy track which led out of the trees and down to the farm. It was peaceful, idyllic and basically in the middle of nowhere. The idea was to do up the farmhouse, stables and kennels, and to supplement her teaching income by stabling horses and having boarding kennels for dogs. Seems like a nice plan, no? The place was even called Riskend Farm, what could possibly go wrong? But as they say, or as Burns said, ‘The best laid schemes o’ mice an’ men gang aft a-gley’ (editor’s note: this means ‘No matter how carefully a project is planned, something may still go wrong with it’). And this one started out badly and got worse. The house in Drymen was duly sold and the farm was bought with some form of bridging finance, and all that remained was for the new owner of the old house to pay up and move in. He moved in all right, but managed to get the keys off the lawyer without handing over the cash and then proceeded to squat the place! Work had already started on the farmhouse. We had intended to live in a few rooms while the rest were done up double time by a team of highly skilled and highly paid builders. The work, of course, ground to a halt like a train wreck, and with no cash coming in, the builders promptly downed tools and left the job, leaving us living on a building site and in a world of shit.

			I might have only been three and a half at the time but it didn’t take a genius to work out that mummy was far from being a happy bunny.

			So that winter was spent living in the yard of the farm in a tiny caravan with no power, freezing cold and bathing in the kennel sink, with the wolves almost literally at the door. The other slight hitch with the plan was the quarry behind the farm; Riskend Quarry it was called, and although out of sight above and behind the house, it was far from out of hearing or mind and, on a daily basis, huge explosions would echo around the hills like thunder as they dynamited the granite, shaking the caravan, then raining small pebbles half a mile onto the roof. Endless Risk Quarry would have been a better name. I, of course, thought the detonations were great fun and would laugh and jump around with joy, unable to understand why my mother would begin weeping uncontrollably after each blast.

			Then there was the nearest town, Kilsyth. This was a rough old mining town, now mineless and well past its prime. It was a town that time forgot. Although the date was the early 1970s and the rest of the country had been experimenting with cannabis, miniskirts, cocktails and disco music for some time, they forgot to tell Kilsyth. It was a dry town. That meant it had no bars, discos or even an off-licence! Now, as anyone who has been to the western central belt of Scotland will testify, they like a wee drink at the weekends. But not in Kilsyth. Drink does the devil’s work apparently, and so it was banned in 1913 with the passing of the Temperance Act. Weird place, but strangely the weirdest person in the whole town was not the local vicar, religious fanatic or even a dour Presbyterian spinster, it was me. In a town of 10,000 souls, I was the only black one, and so it began.

			But after that initial winter of discontent, things began to gradually improve. The weasel that squatted in our old house finally paid up and, after a while, we even got used to the daily explosions. This may have been partly due to Mum submitting a complaint to the quarry which led to them blasting a vein of rock a little further from the property. Work progressed on the farm house too and soon we were properly moved in; at first living in just one room, and then, as each room was finished, we had more and more of the house to use. You have to give my mother her due, she likes to follow a plan through, and the house was more than comfortable. Being an old place, built in 1806, it had many olde worlde features like six-feet-thick stone walls and the beautiful old wood-burning range in the living room. Once the wooden floors had been sanded, walls painted and the multitude of barns cleared out, the place became quite a posh country pile. Throw in a horse and some dogs and you had the good life.

			Time went by, and for a young kid the place was paradise. An entire complex of old barns to play in, woods, fields, rivers, the loch and, once I’d made some friends in the local area, it was game on. We started a gang, the Alpha Betas. There were two sections of three. I, of course, commanded Alpha, and we took over the old grain loft in one of the barns and fortified it against attack. We were pretty well tooled-up for little kids. Fibreglass bow and a quiver of proper arrows, metal bars, catapults and, in pride of place above the dart board, an old rusty sword. The staircase up to the loft was protected by barbed wire and the door securely bolted from the inside. You could even drop rocks on intruders from a slit above the door, and as a last resort, the grain hatch could be opened in the floor and a rope lowered for escape. It may have been those early childhood adventures which prepared me well for brushes with the law in later years. 

			The area for about five miles was our territory. Back then, there wasn’t a paedo behind every bush as they would have us believe today. So we were free to roam at will so long as we were back in time for dinner. And roam we did. There wasn’t a fallen tree, path, stream, hay barn, rubbish tip or abandoned building that we had not explored. I could still find my way round that area perfectly today, even on a dark night.

			Construction seemed to be the order of the day; the local dump was scoured for pram wheels, and wilder and wilder go karts were built, all tested on the super steep, death defying, now tarmacked track leading down to the farm. We were also addicted to building rope swings, and not your pitiful little back garden ones either. The one in the largest of the barns was truly scary, and others spanned ravines such as in the local nature reserve, Colzium Park. I even designed and built a boat, which I and one of my friends sailed out to the island in the local loch in and camped for the night. On the smaller side, I was right into Lego, and once I got my hands on technical Lego, I was off. Building guns that fired Lego blocks at a robot target that trundled towards you till you shot it in the right place, then it would retreat away, and many other weird and wonderful contraptions.

			Musically, I had access to my mother’s collection of vinyl, mostly 7” singles; The Beatles, Rolling Stones and such like, which I played to death on one of those old Dansette record players that stored the records in a stack and released them one at a time to be played. But the first record I actually bought – I’m ashamed to admit – was the Smurfs single, a mindless dog of a tune, but what the fuck; I was only a nipper.

			For almost as far back as I can remember, I was into comics. I had a copy of Spiderman, UK issue 3, before I could even read! I used to get the American Marvel and DC A5 comic books mail order, not to mention piles of Commando monthly. But it was in 1978 that I came across the first issue of 2000 AD and that changed things. Looking back now, the content was ultra-violent to say the least, and I remember having nightmares about the issue where the Angel Gang torture Judge Dredd’s poor horse, but there was something new in 2000 AD; the artwork and the Mad Max apocalyptic-style look at the future really affected me, and I later used the emblem for one of Rogue Trooper’s enemies, the Norts (short for northerners), as the emblem for my sound system, Desert Storm. It’s a powerful image of a mushroom cloud with a lightning strike coming out of it. An image that I and others in Desert Storm have tattooed on our arms. How powerful it was I didn’t quite realise at the time, and it was only when someone wrote into an events mag in Glasgow years later, claiming, ‘Don’t be fooled by Desert Storm’s fluffy free party image, they are really Nazis who are into the occult and their emblem [the mushroom cloud with the lightning strike], was first used by a battalion of the Waffen SS’. This sparked my interest, and with a little digging I found out that although it was true that it had been used by the Nazis, Hitler had stolen it from a much older source, as he had with the Swastika, and in this case it was a Nordic power symbol for Thor, god of thunder, lightning and, appropriately, storms.

			Comics, bizarrely, also got me interested in electronics, particularly an advert in the back of one for a product called Denshi Block, which was a blank circuit board into which you plugged electronic components according to a set plan given in the instructions, forming different devices, such as radios, mini amplifiers, even a device to sound a warning when your bath was full up! All good stuff. 

			My mother put the barns to use as well, organising a series of barn dances. Crazy knees-up affairs, often lasting the entire weekend, with bands and rivers of drink.

			Holidays were spent in Cornwall, same caravan each year, and lazy days at Bedruthan Steps Beach, a place of extreme natural beauty, accessed via a winding stair cut into the living rock which took you hundreds of feet down to the bay where huge pillars of stone jutted out of the sea. I’m sure the British weather was better then, because there was hardly a day of those holidays when it wasn’t blazing sunshine, or at least that’s how I remember it. 

			Yup, all sounds idyllic, doesn’t it? The perfect childhood and it was, until my mother decided to marry one of her students, an American called Howard. He was a blond-haired, blue-eyed, apple pie-eating, red, white and blue all-American asshole, and to say the least, we didn’t see eye to eye. I really didn’t see it coming; he used to visit from time to time, and that was almost cool, but when my mother told me he was moving in permanently, that was another matter. It was hate at first sight, or first sight after he moved in, and the feeling was mutual. He had been brought up in some huge strict New England family nightmare, and he obviously thought I was a feral kid who had more freedom than was good for him and needed to be reined in. The battle went on for many years, often violently, but he had underestimated his adversary, and in the end I drove him to insanity, and he had to check into the nuthouse. Oops. 

			Anyway, the best thing that came out of my mother and this relationship was my little sister Sarah, born in 1979, again blonde with blue eyes. When our family walked down the street, you would see people look over approvingly. Mother: white with dark hair – check; father: white, tall, blond and blue eyes – check; daughter: white, blonde and blue eyes – check; then the son: dark curly hair like a microphone, brown eyes and black skin – eh? You could see them do a double take. ‘Where does he fit in then?’ which was a shit attitude because I was there first.

			Then came trouble on the ranch. The quarry had run out of useable granite on the far away slope from the house and started blasting closer to the farm again, much closer, and one day they must have miscalculated the quantity of explosives and, I kid you not, a rock bigger than a basketball landed in the yard and bounced twenty feet, crashing into the house wall and leaving a huge crater in the yard. Luckily, the walls were six-feet-thick (your average new build semi would have been flattened), but even still there was quite considerable damage to the place. The police were duly called and the image of six cops struggling and sweating as they heaved and dragged the massive boulder, suspended in a net, across the yard and into the back of their van is burned into my mind. Obviously, my mother and stepfather feared for our lives, and with good reason, if a boulder like that fell on your melon from a mile and half away, they’d be scraping you up with a spoon, so they decided to take it further and called in the quarry inspectors. Bad idea. 

			The quarry was one of the biggest employers in the town, and the money from it filled a lot of bellies. The problem was, as I said earlier, that the rock in the far hill had run out and the only way to continue in business was to blast closer and closer to the house. The quarry owner wasn’t about to pick up sticks and close it down, so the first move he made was to pull some strings with the local police and the boulder disappeared and with it our evidence, I mean how can you lose a one-hundred-kilo rock? But undeterred, we moved forwards with our quarry inspector complaint – we always were a stubborn lot – and they had to start sending a worker down to the farm with an air horn to warn us of impending blasts. When the horn sounded we all had to run inside, like in an air raid, but the rocks kept coming. It was looking bad for the quarry, and as the hearing approached, they decided to change tack and vandalised our water supply, then they sent a group of large men in the night to smash our windows, and in the ensuing confrontation with my stepfather, shotguns were mentioned if we didn’t clear out of dodge. This gave me time to get my bow and as they fled across the fields, they did so with my arrows flying past their heads. But with the quarry, the townsfolk and the cops all rallied against us, we were fighting a losing battle, and it wasn’t long before we had sold up and moved on.

			The new place was a little further north, in a small town called Callander, a very picturesque tourist town situated on a popular route into the highlands. Sunset over Callander as it sinks behind the heather-coloured slopes of Ben Ledi is a sight worth seeing, but the novelty wears off quite quickly, I can tell you. Nice place for a visit, but fuck living there. I did a lot of outdoor things, like camping at Loch Lubnaig where the swimming is top notch. And there was a place hidden in the hills above the town, called the Scout Pool (at the northernmost point of the Bracklinn Falls Circuit), where for maybe millions of years a waterfall has carved out a huge bowl in the rock. It’s here I learned to high dive, achieving forty-feet plunges into the dark water. Speaking of scouts, I had a good time with them as well, going on skiing trips and a three-week camp in the then West Germany where I got pissed for the first time and snogged some gorgeous blonde whose name I forgot.

			But by now I was thirteen, and I soon got bored, which allowed my dark side to surface. I did things like construct a shotgun out of stolen twelve-gauge shells and metal piping, which is insane, I know. I got myself a black widow catapult, a vicious piece of kit, and turned to vandalism, and it wasn’t long before I came to the attention of the cops for smashing windows. The whole moving idea had been a bad plan, it was just too far for my mother to commute to work in Glasgow, so we were off again. This time a move to the big city itself, sunny Glas Vegas, into a nice semi-detached house made of huge sandstone blocks in the sleepy west-end suburb of Jordanhill. It had a good school and it was supposed to be a fresh start for us all.

			The first day there, I got my pocket money and jumped on a bus to head to the city centre where I got a powerful baptism into Glasgow life. There I was walking down one of the main shopping streets minding my own business when I found myself being jostled by a large group of youths much bigger than myself. Unfortunately for me, they were the infamous football casuals of Glasgow Rangers Football Club. Now this was not good. There are only really two teams in Glasgow; Rangers and Celtic. It is run on sectarian lines like a mini Northern Ireland. Protestants on the Rangers side and Catholics (and everybody else) on the other, and between the two there is proper hatred. Unfortunately, the Rangers’ casuals tended to be a little racist, and proceeded to kick my head in, spit in my face and shout racist shit. This, as you can imagine, was a bit of a shock for the country boy, but as I crawled out of the crowd on my hands and knees, blood streaming from my nose, I could think of only one thing: Glasgow Celtic, a team I support to this day. Welcome to the big city.

			School was hard at first – not the work, I’m no idiot – but fitting into a group of people who had been together for years wasn’t easy, and it didn’t help matters that there were only a couple of other black kids. I quickly realised you couldn’t fight them all, so I got in with a crowd a year above me, especially with a kid called Bruce Tonner who was the second-hardest guy in the school. He was small, built like an athlete and looked a bit like a monkey, but by fuck could he fight and he became my best mate. This evened the odds and meant that I could take them one at a time, while my new mates would watch over to make sure no one else jumped in. It didn’t make me Mr Popular with my year, but after I cracked a few heads, I got left alone.

			Those were great times, my group of friends were tight and we spent all our spare time together. Many of us had hijacked our parents’ garages and turned them into our own spaces; mine had seats, a stereo, dart board, fridge, punching bag, etc., and we would spend our time roaming the area moving from garage to garage. This was when my interest in mechanics started, and before long I had bought an old motorbike and done it up, and we would ride it on any available bit of waste ground we could find. Also around this time, my interest in chemistry came to the fore. I had always been a straight-A student in the subject and it seemed only natural to decide to do some experiments at home. At first it was just bringing home some magnesium wire and lighting it in the back garden, but then I progressed to gunpowder. 

			I’d obtained the recipe from the school library and the ingredients – potassium nitrate and sulphur – were stolen from the lab. I made the charcoal myself. The mixture was duly made and I decided to do a small test in my bedroom before I constructed what you could only have called a bomb. Pushing aside a small quantity from the main pile, I lit a match. Unfortunately, the match head snapped and fell into the mixture and the result was mind blowing. A metre-high green-and-orange flame flashed into being in my bedroom, nearly taking my head off as the place filled with smoke. I shat myself, sure the house was going to burn down, but luckily all that happened was a massive hole burned on my thick wooden table. That was the end of my mixture, and it was too sketchy to nick any more ingredients. Undeterred, I moved on to a new plan with new ingredients 

			Sodium chlorate (weed killer) and sugar. Now, if you know anything about explosives, you will know this is serious shit. The mixture, when lit, expands to 40,000 times its size in a fraction of a second. If you contain that within something such as an empty fire extinguisher, you have a bomb. 

			My mates were all keen, and soon we had the empty fire extinguisher primed with the mixture (a quarter full to allow the reaction to start), and a fuse constructed by a line of the powder running down a length of masking tape, and off we went to the nearest waste ground. Light the fuse and run like fuck, and luckily we did. The resulting explosion was huge, bringing people running out of their houses into the streets thinking there had been a gas explosion, and leaving a large crater in the ground. We had to leg it quickly too, as the sirens of cop cars and ambulances were converging on us from all angles. Now people usually get caught for shit like this because they blab to other people and large it up, then it gets out and you’re nicked, but we knew this was serious shit and none of us said a word to anyone.

			Now it should have stopped there, but it didn’t, and an even larger device which we nicknamed the H-bomb was constructed, and with the aid of an older friend’s car it was transported to an old quarry outside town and placed in a burned-out car to see what would happen. This bomb was a little more temperamental and refused to go off; four times we had to make a new fuse, four times we had to go back to the bomb, which was madness, but on the fourth go, we had a feeling this was it and ran well back and threw ourselves to the ground. It detonated with a bang so loud I can’t describe it, and when the dust cleared the old car was gone! A full five seconds later, shrapnel started falling around us and into the water in the quarry. How none of us were killed I will never know, but finally we had scared ourselves, and that was the end of bomb making.

			But back in the neighbourhood more trouble was brewing. A friend of ours, Mad Dog, had been expelled from school, and had been sent to the neighbouring school, Hyndland Academy, our sworn enemies. Now as he was a black kid like me and a couple of years younger, I felt quite protective of him, and since he was receiving daily beatings at his new school, I decided to organise some payback. The word was passed around and one evening fifty or so of us formed a posse and headed along the railway track to kick some heads in. The Hyndland lads always hung out in the bike sheds behind their school, so we split into two groups and came at them from both sides. We took them totally by surprise and gave them a proper bloody nose. Feeling pleased with ourselves, we headed back home thinking that was the end of it. Yeah, right.

			The next day, I was lucky to make it to school alive. I was halfway there, just passing the local petrol station, when I heard a shout of ‘there’s the fucker, do him’. Looking across the street, I saw a group of guys running across the road armed with baseball bats, bricks and bottles, and these weren’t the school kids we’d battered the night before, this was their big brothers and then some. I mean, one of them had a beard for fuck’s sake! You could tell these boys meant business. My only chance was to make it into the garage. It was a close thing, but I just squeezed in through the door, slammed it in their faces and locked it from the inside, leaving them helplessly trying to smash through the shotgun-proof glass as I gave them the finger. That night there was a gang going round houses in Jordanhill with a table football cloth, trying to find out where I lived so they could use my head as the ball. Oops. They didn’t get me though, and although the feud simmered for many years, for the moment it faded into the background and life went on.

			Well, you may think all this ‘when I was a lad’ stuff is just a necessary but pointless intro before we get into the juicy drugs, sex and rave bits, but think again. Because I firmly believe, for reasons that will become clear later on, that without this basic grounding in construction, woodwork, electronics, sailing (well, maybe not sailing), etc., not to mention the exposure to the barn dances (a kind of rave, at least from the organisational point of view; flyers, site, bar sound system, punters, etc.) then what came after might never have happened for me, and my part in the wave of subculture that swept the UK and Europe like an unstoppable tsunami of energy, changing the attitudes and lifestyles of hundreds of thousands of people, would have been nil, and in my arrogance I believe the wave would have been a few metres smaller, and the power a little less. Now, this is where I get a little cosmic; I also believe that this was not an accident, and fate had set out this path for me, even before I was born. 

			But then, as people that know me could tell you, I’m a little crazy…
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			My First Event

			I was fifteen when I organised my first party. My parents had gone away for the weekend leaving me all alone with the house. The flyers simply read: ‘Garage Party, this Saturday at 6 Manor road, Jordanhill. All welcome, bring your own booze, starts 7.30 p.m.’. I made fifty flyers and gave them out at school. I naively thought fifty flyers meant fifty people, yeah, right. More like 250 plus. Bring your own booze, they sure did. The pitiful crate of beers and two bottles of wine I had acquired was gone by 7.45 p.m., the garage was overflowing onto the street and the music was pumping. Older lads arrived on motorbikes and were smoking dope while downing bottles of vodka on the lawn. I had promised myself that I wouldn’t let anyone into the house, but after a few vodka and oranges, I didn’t give a shit anymore. 

			It was your typical house party gone wrong: people shagging on your mother’s bed, puking up in the hall (although he got a slap for that one), house bursting at the seams. You could tell kids had raided their parents’ drinks cabinets – taking a bit from each bottle and mixing it – by the vile-looking brown concoctions they were drinking. Being the organiser was great kudos, and before long I was snogging the face off the neighbour’s daughter. It was a top night. Now the date for this event was early September and we were having an Indian summer. In Scotland, this is perfect weather for magic mushrooms (usually Psilocybe semilanceata, also known as liberty caps). Bruce Tonner – it would be him – had been out picking the shrooms and proceeded to make a tea by boiling them up in the kitchen. The stuff tasted disgusting, like drinking liquid soil, and it was honestly really hard to keep it down, but I managed, continued partying and thought no more of it. Well, for about forty-five minutes anyway. At first there was just a rainbow-like sheen around objects in the house, then things like the walls started to move backwards and forwards as if they were breathing. This was alarming to say the least. I went to find Bruce. 

			‘Bruce, I think I’m losing my mind, the walls are coming alive and I can see rainbows everywhere…’

			I looked into his monkey-like face and he simply said, ‘Mushrooms,’ and burst out laughing. 

			Mushrooms? I thought, and then the penny dropped. For some reason this was the funniest thing I’d ever heard and we laughed uncontrollably until we were writhing on the floor with our eyes streaming. We were still there when nervous partygoers came to inform me the cops were here and wanted to see the householder out at the squad car immediately! Although deep shit, this was even funnier, and it was a full five minutes before I managed to stagger out to the car.

			As I saw the cops sitting in their motor, my mood changed 180 degrees and the fear set in. There was something very, very sinister about that cop car, and as I got closer, I noticed that the bonnet seemed to be pulsing up and down slightly. In fact, the front end was bending towards me and the headlights, shit, they really looked like eyes, slanted yellow ones like a snake! Worst of all, what was that fucking growling noise coming from under the hood? Every time the bonnet raised a bit, I caught a glimpse of a reddish glow and what could only be razor-sharp teeth in there like those of a shark. I stopped dead in my tracks about ten feet away. There was no way out of it, the fucking cop car was going to eat me. Desperately trying to tell myself, ’It’s not real it’s not real,’ I nervously shouted over the growling, ‘Eh… Hello, officers, how can I help you?’ 

			As I peered in at the cops, I was having trouble seeing their faces, there was just a kind of blur. A disembodied voice came from inside. ‘You, sonny, get your fucking arse over here right now.’ 

			In spite of my fear, I started forward, but as I got closer the images inside the car began to solidify and at last I could make out their faces. I did an emergency stop. Under the rim of their black-and-white checkered caps were bleached skulls; these guys were dead (it’s strange that I have this recurring trip with cops; if I’m sufficiently out of my nut on LSD the cops are always dead-looking, it must mean something, but who knows what?).

			‘I said, get your fucking arse over here now,’ screamed the cop, who by now was proper frothing.

			‘No way!’ I replied. ‘You’re fucking dead!’

			The cop paused, puzzled for a moment, trying to work this out. Had this little shit just threatened to kill him? Even fucked out of my my head, I realised he might take it badly.

			‘…I mean, I mean… you’re dead right… I’m coming over now.’

			Still puzzled, and not fully satisfied, the skull’s eye sockets narrowed menacingly at me. 

			‘Is there something fucking wrong with you, sonny? Are you soft in the head? If you just threatened me, you’re going to be in a world of hurt very shortly, pal!’ Then, seemingly remembering why he was here in the first place, he continued, ‘Okay, we’ve had a list of complaints as long as your arm about this…’ He paused while waving his hand across the scene of devastation that was the front of my house. ‘…This… disturbance… this… this—’ words seemed to fail him ‘—this breach of the fucking peace. That’s what it is, a breach of the fucking peace. I take it your parents aren’t at home? Well, unless you want to spend the next twenty-four hours in a police cell then I suggest you close this party down right now. I’ll give you five fucking minutes.’ He held up a fleshless, bony hand. ‘Five fucking minutes,’ he repeated.

			Now things were kind of going okay, I was just starting to think they might go away, when I heard a strange voice coming from behind me…

			‘Mushrooms… mushrooms.’ 

			Was I imagining it? But no, there it was again. 

			‘Mushrooms… mushrooms!’ 

			And then it burst out laughing. It had to be Bruce hiding in the hedge just behind me. Obviously, he had lost the plot. 

			‘MUSHROOMS… MUSHROOMS!’ he repeated louder this time, loud enough for the cops to hear!

			The cop leaned out, listening. ‘Eh, what the fuck was that? IS SOMEBODY PLAYING SILLY BUGGERS WITH ME?’ 

			It was all too much for my drug-addled tiny mind. I too shouted, ‘MUSHROOMS… MUSHROOMS!’ and ran back inside, creasing myself. 

			The last thing I heard from the cop was, ‘You’re in trouble now, son. We’ll be back.’ The car then took off with a screech of tyres.

			Back in the house, Bruce had gone mad. He was clinging onto me making crazy noises; he looked even more like a monkey than usual and it all was too much for me, so I ran off to hide.

			I woke up the next morning a very confused teenager in the cupboard under the stairs in the dark. Once I had extracted myself from the mops, vacuum cleaners and assorted shit, I went to stand up. A headache hit me like I had been coshed. Right away, I knew I was going to be sick. I rushed upstairs and threw myself onto my knees in front of the toilet bowl and started talking to God on the great white telephone. 

			‘Oh God, oh God. Oh God, I’ll never drink again.’ 

			I’m sure you can imagine the scene, you’ve likely all been there yourselves. Finally, it stopped and l gathered myself and looked up. Judging by the state of the rest of the bathroom, it looked like God had had a busy night as I realised I was kneeling in a pile of half-digested raw carrots floating in a red wine sauce. That sent me puking again, dry-retching as there was nothing left in my stomach, a very painful and not very pleasant experience.

			At last I had recovered enough to stagger downstairs and, weak with dehydration, I flung open the fridge door. The first thing that greeted me were two cans of special brew, undrunk from the night before. This nearly sent me puking again but I managed to push them to the side and pull out an ice-cold can of coke. Gulping it down, I started to feel half-human again and picking up a kitchen stool from where it had fallen on the floor, I sat down and surveyed the damage.

			The place was fucked. Empty cans formed snowdrifts against the walls, smashed glasses and dishes were everywhere; it looked like someone had thrown a couple of hand grenades in through the front door. Reaching into my pocket, I pulled out a crumpled packet of cigarettes and lit one up (I wasn’t allowed to smoke in the house, but what the hell, what house?). I was fifteen with my first psychedelic comedown pounding in my head and this seemed like the end of the world. My mother’s words rung in my ears. 

			‘Now, Keef, you won’t have anyone in the house while we’re away, will you?’ 

			‘Of course not, Mum.’ 

			And from my stepdad, Howard, ‘You better not, you little punk,’ as he left. 

			

			Maybe I should kill myself? Or run away? These were my thoughts as I finished off the cigarette and gathered the courage to check out the rest of the house. It didn’t take me long to find Bruce sprawled out half-naked on my parents’ bed with what appeared to be a pair of girl’s panties clutched in one hand. With difficulty, I roused him.

			‘Keef, where the fuck have you been?’ he asked, yawning and wiping the sleep from his eyes.

			‘Err… I don’t remember much after the cops left. Then I woke up in the cupboard under the stairs.’

			‘No wonder we couldn’t find you and neither could the cops, man.’

			‘The cops?’ I replied nervously.

			‘Yeah, loads of cops came and emptied the party, they were well pissed off too. They searched everywhere for you then kicked us all out into the street. But after they left, I managed to climb back in through your bedroom window and here we are.’

			Bruce knew fine well how to get into my house, he’d watched me sneak out the same way many times in the middle of the night.

			‘Bruce, the place is fucked, and I’m fucked when my mum and Howard get back.’

			‘Nah, it isn’t too bad. When do they get back anyway?’

			‘Sunday night,’ I replied, getting the first tingles of fear.

			‘Sunday night? Chill out, man, it’s only Saturday morning for fuck’s sake, plenty of time…’

			‘Oh, and Bruce?’

			‘Yes?’ he replied.

			‘What on earth are you doing with a pair of girl’s pants in your hand?’

			He looked down at them as if seeing them for the first time. ‘Oh yeah,’ he replied. Thinking back, ‘there was this chick, I think she had too much of the mushroom tea and… well…’

			

			‘Fuck… mushroom tea.’ I shook my head. ‘Don’t ever mention that shit again.’

			We went downstairs. 

			‘Okay, first things first,’ he said, can of lager in hand as we sat in the wrecked kitchen. ‘Get on the blower and get some people round here to help, that sluggard Muirhead for a start. It was that fucker who puked all over the walls in the hall. Also…’ he reeled off a list of names and I got straight on it.

			A few hours later and the place was starting to take shape, except for
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