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fabric is so important in the twenty-first century landscape. For me when it started it symbolised a kind of cross-pollination of genres, whereas before it felt like everything was quite categorised, so you were into garage, or jungle, or house music. What fabric did really well was to represent genres but put them in the same club on the same night, across the three different rooms. That felt new, and very exciting for it, and I think it pre-empted shuffle culture and the idea of genres blurring more generally as streaming came in.

Culturally it was just the North Star for electronic music. It was, and still is, a rite of passage for any DJ to play and to curate stuff there. The crowd at fabric were always open minded and up for new things: for hearing progressive music, music that pushed the boundaries of genre and pushed things forward. As a DJ it’s a dream place to play for those reasons, and of course for the very practical reasons of it having an incredible soundsystem and incredible booths. It’s a club designed for all the right reasons that clubbing exists.

The thing that really sticks in the memory from my early days going to fabric is it feeling really exciting getting in and walking down those stairs, every time. I met my now husband for the first time in the booth of Room 1 too, so that’s obviously my most significant personal memory! Professionally, of course I had great times bringing my Annie Mac Presents brand in and watching it grow. The privilege of being able to bring together mad, brilliant people in music and have them DJ together was glorious.

For my own personal musical journey, it has been so huge. fabric put their faith in me as a curator before anyone else outside of Radio 1. The AMP brand really began in Room 3; I think the first people we had play for us were Paul Epworth and David Holmes. We had Xavier and Justice in there, we had Erol Alkan, we had Mylo, and those early days really felt like the beginning of a movement, the whole French takeover and developments in electro-house. Then moving from that start to being able to curate the whole club was really something: I’ll never forget walking down those stairs, with the same excitement as when I’d first been to the club, and seeing the AMP logo projected on the walls. It really felt so special for fabric to put their faith in me, my manager, my agent and my team: we felt like they had our back.

Having my thirtieth birthday there was one of my favourite memories – not just fabric memories but all-time raving memories. Shaun Roberts allowed us to have the club to ourselves, us being myself and my friend Naomi, who was turning twenty-one. We invited lots of friends and family and took over Room 3, we had some brilliant people – Rob Da Bank, Yussef, Shy FX – and we had inflatable palm trees and flamingos all around the top balcony. My parents and my entire family came over from Ireland, and my dad even made a speech from behind the booth to a crowd of ravers congratulating me on my birthday. It was quite an incongruous situation, my Irish parents being in the middle of fabric, but it was such a fun night. However it was never about just one night. I have so many memories of Shaun – always there waiting with a bottle of Laurent Perrier Rosé at the bar for us – and of so, so many good nights.

Annie Mac


introduction by bill brewster



Back in my very early days as a fabric resident DJ, it wasn’t unusual to turn up at 9.45 p.m., ready to start the Room 1 warm-up and find the booth already occupied, the space vibrating with deep resonant bass. The owner and founder, Keith Reilly, would frequently greet me, his bag of records neatly positioned next to the three Technics 1200s, pulling out a few tunes to play before the club opened.

I’ve met quite a few club owners in my time in the industry and, trust me, this is not a regular occurrence. I’ve encountered misbehaviour, rudeness, crookedness and arrogance, but Keith is one of the few driven by one thing: music. It has been well documented previously, and in this book you are currently reading, that Reilly lost a couple of homes, countless amounts of money in legal fees and, sadly, also his marriage. But his admirable – arguably foolhardy – stubbornness to support the things he believes in is probably the principal reason that the club he started in 1999 is still open today. October 2024 marks a quarter of a century of keeping London’s feet moving.

Clubs rarely last more than a few years. Often the victims of gentrification, they help revitalise an area and are rewarded for their efforts by noise complaints that help shut down the very thing that brought them to the area in the first place. You can count the long-term British survivors on one hand: the granddaddy of them all, Heaven, Ministry of Sound, The Warehouse in Leeds and The Sub Club in Glasgow. So many others have arrived in a blitz of publicity only to disappear sometime later, residing only in the misty-eyed memories of grey-haired clubbers: Turnmills, Dance Tunnel, Cable, Madame Jojo’s, Vibe Bar, Plastic People, The Coronet, The Cross, Baileys Studios, Herbal, The Astoria, The End or Home (we’ll come on to Home, later). This is just in London.

My involvement with the club started back when I was living in New York in the mid-1990s. My buddy Frank Broughton and I were disciples at the Church of Junior Vasquez, the Sound Factory, where we’d stand underneath the DJ booth, which towered 3 metres above us, and dance all night. When the club closed in early 1995, we tried to fill the gaping maw in our lives by throwing a party in Frank’s impressively large brownstone, looking onto one of Harlem’s beautiful squares. Entry was free. We set up our $125 hired sound system in the living room, created a ‘DJ booth’ and myself and Tribal America’s Rob Di Stefano played all night. We’d got the bug. We did another four or five parties in New York before moving back to the UK at the end of 1996. We didn’t even have a name for the first handful of gatherings. The first one in London was in March 1997. Frank’s mate Skelly had a loft on 54 Kingsland Road, which we cleared out, then installed a rather underwhelming set of speakers and filled it with a hundred of our friends. I played for eight hours, from start to finish, the greatest grounding I’d ever had in how to really control a hungry dancefloor.

24 May 1998 was an amazing day for two reasons. Firstly, Grimsby Town were promoted back to the Championship via the play-offs. We celebrated this incredible achievement by throwing a Low Life party in a warehouse in Bethnal Green. Attending that night was a delegation from Boy’s Own, led by X-Press 2’s Rocky and including Clive Henry, Stripey and Miami Mick. At the end of the night Rocky said simply, ‘You should be playing every week.’ At the next party, back in Skelly’s loft, Rocky brought Nikki Smith with him – as well as a strong Boy’s Own contingent. Nikki loved what I played: ‘Are you interested in being a resident at this new club, fabric?’ DJs get these offers all the time. Few of them get past bar talk. Fewer still an actual gig in an actual physical space.

‘Would you like to come and see the space?’ asked Nikki. So off we went to a then half-derelict Smithfield to check out this club. As soon as we stepped through the door, I knew this was not just real but mind-blowing. The space, empty as it was and littered with rubble, was immense, like a secret, newly excavated underground cathedral. Elevated ceilings, elegant arches and, back then, there were even plans to have a rooftop space (which never happened as far as I know). She told me who the residents for Saturdays would be: Craig Richards and Terry Francis (weekly) and then myself, Jon Marsh and Amalgamation Of Soundz (monthly).

In the late 1990s, British clubbing, especially house music, was largely in thrall to the superclubs and the superstar DJs who dominated their line-ups. They’d enjoyed endless coverage in magazines and the club nights reciprocated with generous advertising budgets. It was the golden era of dance music magazines, when Mixmag was overtaking stalwart rock weeklies like NME and Melody Maker, while Muzik, DJmag and MoS offshoot, Ministry Magazine, competed for shelf space.

Into this culture stepped Home, a new venue just off Leicester Square, led by James Barton’s former partner in Cream, Darren Hughes, and financially backed by Ron McCulloch’s Big Beat organisation, with residents like Paul Oakenfold, Steve Lawler, Tim Sheridan and Dave Haslam in place and regulars including Brooklyn’s Danny Tenaglia. It seemed like a surefire winner. Big Beat owned a chain of clubs and bars that included Home in Sydney and The Tunnel in Glasgow, and were intent on building an empire.

Although fabric looked like a superclub in size, grandeur and ambition, it was anything but. Firstly, its list of residents, led by Craig Richards and Terry Francis on Saturdays, with me and others playing monthly. It was essentially a list of, as Terry Francis quipped to me, ‘Who are they again?’

Both Home and fabric were quietly competing furiously to become the first to open – and fabric lost. Initially, it was scheduled to open its doors in September 1999, but had to delay the opening by about six weeks, leaving the match: advantage Home.

Home opened with the usual razzamatazz one expects with a big London launch, with pop stars like Rod Stewart, Ronnie Wood and Jay Kay from Jamiroquai in attendance. When fabric opened on 21 October 1999, by stark contrast, it was full of DJs and industry people with a generous smattering of clubbers on the blag. It was unapologetically where the underground lived (quite literally if you looked at how they’d burrowed into London’s primeval earth below). ‘I think opening in Leicester Square is a very bold move,’ warned Ministry’s Mark Rodol, presciently, before Home’s opening night. ‘These people are from Liverpool and Scotland and I wonder if there is an appreciation of what Leicester Square is all about.’

Slightly panicked by the delay, fabric ploughed on doughtily with a brilliant opening weekend that included a free Thursday night, the Steve Blonde-led Friday and, finally, a Saturday that featured Tony Humphries and Sasha, Craig and Terry, myself, Jon Marsh and Amalgamation Of Soundz, led by the irrepressible Jean-Claude ‘JC’ Thompson.

Personally speaking, it was not only a memorable night, but the following week was generally nuts. An hour or so after I’d finished DJing in Room 2, I was up in the VIP room chatting to Jon Marsh’s wife Henny, when a woman sat next to me. Her name was Liz. We started chatting and got on famously. Took her number. Went on a date on the Monday. On the Thursday, myself and my writing partner Frank Broughton had a party to launch our new book, Last Night A DJ Saved My Life. Liz, naturally, came. On New Year’s Eve, at midnight in fabric, just before my set and less than ten weeks after we first met, I proposed to her. We were married eighteen months later. Along the way, we had two little fabric babies, Lola and Ferdy. For Christmas last year, I bought Lola a Pioneer DJ controller.

The club ‘rivalry’ – which was never less than friendly – dissipated fairly swiftly. I would regularly bump into Darren Hughes in the VIP room after finishing my sets. Thanks to the endlessly shifting issues surrounding Westminster Council’s capricious licensing rules, Darren would often be down long before fabric closed, thanks to the 3am closing at Home. One night, about a year into fabric’s existence, I was chatting to Darren and he said to me, without any rancour, ‘fabric got everything right.’ In the lingering spaces during this conversation, I got the sense he was also admitting that Home did not. In March 2001, Westminster, alarmed at what they believed was wanton drug-dealing, revoked Home’s Public Entertainment Licence. ‘The city council will continue to work closely with the police and the entertainment industry to try and stamp out such illegal, dangerous and anti-social activity,’ commented a Westminster Council spokesperson.

The victory for fabric wasn’t that it outlasted Home, but that it changed the way a large club operated. Keith Reilly’s vision was essentially in thrall to the party rather than the star DJ. fabric chose the DJs for what they did in the DJ booth and not how marketable they were. If anything, fabric was a basement, a red light and a feeling writ large. It might have had the body of a superclub, but it had the soul of a sweaty illegal rave. And it showed.
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Although it wasn’t without precedent, it certainly did not exist in the grand form that fabric had taken. One of his favoured DJs, Terry Francis, along with partner Nathan Coles, helmed one of London’s best kept secrets, Wiggle, a party you had to know about to have any chance of even finding (memories of searching for a seemingly abandoned pub in the wastelands of pre-developed Docklands or the backstreets of Woolwich, hopelessly lost).

‘Wiggle was one of the reasons why Keith was really interested in me doing it,’ explains Terry of his residency, ‘because he really liked our attitude: the upfront-ness of it, and our vibe was friends of friends and no tickets on the door. We had a nice atmosphere and a nice crowd. He always said that Wiggle was a major influence on the place.’

From the residents that were chosen, the boldness (or recklessness, depending on your point of view) is evident. I know it was something they worried about. Would people get it? Would they buy into it?

They did. In droves.

fabric was a success more or less from its first weekend, apart from a panicked hiccup leading up to the Millennium party when they arguably overcharged (a secret Chemical Brothers appearance helped to fill it to acceptable levels). fabric’s attention to detail was unique at the time, from the quality and maintenance of the sound system to its bodysonic dancefloor. It was entirely staffed by people who not only knew their shit, but lived for it, from Nikki Smith and Judy Griffith, through to the lighting engineers (one per room) and Sanj the sound guy, who would always make sure that the right tech-spec would be waiting for you by the time you pulled your headphones out to play. If anything didn’t feel right, he’d be back down in minutes with a new cartridge, needle, deck or Pioneer CDJ 1000 (the first actually useful machine on the market). It was like stepping out of a Morris Minor and into a Rolls Royce. There wasn’t a club in the UK back then that matched the professionalism of the staff. At that stage, the UK hadn’t long left the era of club nights being thrown in upstairs rooms in pubs with a tatty carpet for a dancefloor and antediluvian sound systems. fabric, like the Ministry of Sound, brought a new industry standard.

By the end of 2000, fabric had established itself as one of the best clubs in the world. Maybe even the actual best. And they’d done it with brilliant DJs, committed to music firstly, rather than the superstar circus that many elements of the nightlife world had succumbed to.

I played at the first six or seven birthday parties, as well as New Year’s Eve, before my time was up. I’d still come back for the occasional party in October. By year three, fabric had become a world club rather than a London haunt, but continued its innovative booking policy. It was now in the position of being able to nurture and create new stars, such as Ricardo Villalobos, whose fame came through his many regular appearances at the club, or Skream, whose first encounter was at the tender age of fifteen (naughty boy), hearing one of his tunes getting a rewind. Daniel Avery admits that playing there and producing FABRICLIVE 66 changed his life; Erol Alkan, so early in his career he hadn’t even decided what his DJ name actually was, established himself as a serious contender. I’m not sure any other club could have got away with booking John Peel – memorably so in Room 3 – who also did an early FABRICLIVE mix, too. Some got so famous – hello, Diplo – that fabric could no longer afford to book them.

This ability to lure in the cream of the underground made it impossible to define which genre of music it best represented. In fact, it somehow managed to keep the whole dance community happy: house, techno, drum and bass, breaks, big beat, hip hop, grime, UK garage. Whoever played there, whatever it was they played, it all seemed to fit. As Sasha commented, the club had a ‘soul’.

Not only that, but it seemed to offer a way of playing that was often unrepeatable anywhere else. There are records I used to play twenty years ago that still don’t work anywhere else but fabric. It could make you play in a different way. In fact, it seemed to invite you to do so, as though bricks and mortar were somehow communicating this desire to you. ‘In fabric there’s always a feeling of moving things much more forward than you’d play anywhere else,’ claims Carl Cox, inside this book. ‘And it’s not just me; just about any DJ there will end up playing something extraordinary.’

I remember one night in Room 1, warming up for Sasha. He typically played harder and faster than me, so I decided to modify what I was doing so it seamlessly matched his style. Then he came on. He instantly slowed the groove down, and then spent the next hour playing fathoms-deep house that bore little resemblance to anything I’d ever heard him play: slower, funkier, anthem-free. fabric could do that to you. The Sasha that played Tyrant nights with Craig Richards and Lee Burridge was not the same guy who played Twilo with John Digweed. It’s embedded in fabric’s bricks and mortar, see?

Later into the first part of the twenty-first century, fabric threw their lot in with O2 and entertainment behemoth AEG, and began designing a club that would form part of the redevelopment of New Labour’s turn of the century folly, the Millennium Dome. It was a chance to construct an ideal club space from the ground up, rather than sourcing an older building à la fabric. They brought in designers and architects Pentagram and came up with Matter, a multimedia space that would deliver more than just sweaty bodies on a Saturday night.

The timing was, unfortunately, awful. The opening night coincided with the crash of Lehman Brothers investment bank. Despite Matter’s impressive monthly residencies (including a fast-rising Rinse FM), it was dogged by issues beyond its control, including the Jubilee Line’s flaky service out to the boondocks in Greenwich. If it ran, the club would be full. If it didn’t, well … catastrophe. The club would probably have survived the recession if Transport for London had managed to deliver a reliable service, but sadly in May 2010, fabric decided to pull the plug on the club (which, in turn, plunged fabric into moments of difficulty, too).

For a whole range of reasons, 2016 was a monumentally shit year. In January, we lost David Bowie. In April, it was Prince’s turn to leave us. In June, on the eve of Glastonbury, the country lost its mind and voted for Brexit (the whole festival existed in a shocked state of mourning that year). In December, George Michael, aged only fifty-three, passed away too. And in the middle of our annus horribilis, fabric was closed down. Islington Council had revoked fabric’s licence, citing its ‘culture of drug use’. The reason given was the allegation that two individuals’ deaths, which had occurred on 25 June and 6 August, allied to an undercover operation undertaken by the police in July that year. Of course, no one wants to see any deaths at all in their spaces, whether it’s a nightclub, football stadium or pub, but ignoring the wider issue of drug use in the UK is irrational. The police report was full of slightly comical vagueness, such as ‘manifesting symptoms showing that they were (on drugs). This included sweating, glazed red eyes and staring into space.’ I’ve had a worse reaction queuing in the Post Office.

Petitions were launched, campaigns started to save the club. The whole dance music community, worldwide, joined in the chant to save Clerkenwell’s finest. Shaun Roberts, who’d recently left the club, came back to help coordinate the crusade. Letters were written, think-pieces in the nationals; there were news interviews, online agitation. I wrote in the Guardian, ‘If we want our cities to be modern, vital, vibrant, inclusive spaces that are available to everyone and not just a gaggle of oligarchs with shit taste in Versace and football clubs, we need to save fabric.’ We all did our bit. Islington Council was forced to take note.

British governments, often fearful of youth gathering together, have never been comfortable with this culture. Former Tory MP Oliver Letwin’s memo in the aftermath of the inner-city riots in 1985 perfectly sums up the attitude towards street culture: ‘[Lord] Young’s new entrepreneurs will set up in the disco and drugs trade; Kenneth Baker’s refurbished council blocks will decay through vandalism combined with neglect; and people will graduate from temporary training or employment programmes into unemployment or crime.’ As Frank Broughton and I wrote in our book, Last Night A DJ Saved My Life, ‘dancing is political, stupid’.

In December 2021, there were widespread reports of drug-taking in the Houses of Parliament. Drug swipes found traces of cocaine in eleven out of the twelve bathrooms. It was alleged that cannabis use was common, while another source claimed, ‘I have seen an MP openly snorting cocaine at a party.’ Speaker Lindsay Hoyle said, ‘The accounts of drug misuse in Parliament given to the Sunday Times are deeply concerning – and I will be raising them as a priority with the Metropolitan Police this week.’ In 2022, there were 3,127 deaths attributed to drug abuse or addiction, while 7,423 deaths were alcohol-related. Were there calls for the House of Parliament to be shut down? Has anyone ever suggested that pubs should cease operations? They have not. Who has caused the most damage to British society over the past fifteen years, a disco in Clerkenwell or the Houses of Parliament?

As we now know, fabric did indeed reopen, buoyed by establishment comments such as those from District Judge Allison, who said the club was ‘a beacon of best practice’. At last, it could get on with what it did best – promoting the best global electronic music, booking the most interesting DJs and acts, and throwing killer parties.

Entertainment spaces have never been needed as much as they are now. The pandemic, gentrification and urban redevelopments have had a deleterious effect on the UK’s nightlife, which is now facing an existential threat. No club, however large, is immune from the threat of closure. Between 2005 and 2015, it was reported that more than 1,400 closed in the UK, with an estimated £200 million in value lost from British nightclubs in the five years after 2013. Early in 2024, Rekom UK, the biggest nightclub operator in the country, with nearly fifty sites, went into administration.

This country, riddled with class bias as it is, does not value or understand the cultural importance or value of our industry. The UK now exports far more talent abroad than it does cars or steel, yet receives little or no support from arts organisations who fall over themselves to keep opera houses and theatres afloat for the benefit of the few, while these crucial cultural (re)generators are left to flounder and close. Like far too many locations in London, they frequently end up as luxury flats owned by foreign entities looking for an investment opportunity rather than a home. According to the Night Time Industries Association there were 873 UK nightclubs in June 2023, a drop from 994 the previous year and 1,266 in 2020.

We have never needed nightclubs more than we do now. The need to dance is not a desire; it’s innate. In repressive Iran, where the fear of dancing is currently so great they have outlawed it, people are gathering in cafes, bars and the street to dance as an act of social disobedience.

We’ve had more than four decades of club culture providing a pathway from the inner cities out to the world. fabric has been a key driver of that, from bringing in labels like Butterz, led by the inspiring Elijah, to promoting grime, dubstep and any number of the murky sounds that have risen out of the cracks of the UK’s tattered pathways. So let’s salute those pioneers who conceived the club, who founded it and carved it out of the ancient bricks of London’s underworld. I’ll forever be grateful for the kickstart they gave me all those years ago, particularly Nikki Smith, Shaun Roberts (RIP), Scott Paterson, Tubbs, Sanj the sound man, Steve Blonde, Cameron Leslie, Portia and, of course, Keith Reilly. As John Digweed says inside, ‘To keep a club relevant for a few years is hard enough, but to stay at the top for twenty-five years is an incredible achievement.’

Just as I was completing this introduction, my daughter came up to me to ask a favour. ‘Dad,’ she said. ‘Can you get me into fabric for my nineteenth birthday?’ The circle of life keeps turning. Viva dancing. All hail fabric.

Bill Brewster
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the history of fabric
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Late one Friday night, a little way into the 2000s, Keith Reilly was leaning on a railing watching DJ Hype smash the living daylights out of fabric’s Room 1, when a teenager next to him turned to him and said, ‘Fucking amazing, isn’t it?’ This kid clearly didn’t know who he was talking to – he was just caught in the moment and wanting to share it. Keith beamed and replied – from the heart – ‘Yeah!’ But the kid continued, the fire of enthusiasm stoked, ‘I cycled here from Colchester!’ … then went back to dancing.

More than two decades later, Keith is almost speechless with joy as he recounts this: ‘Honestly, I wanted to pick him up and hug him!’ In that brief exchange, barely more than a couple of seconds, there was so much. A moment of intergenerational connection, an acknowledgement of shared passion, a sense that dance music still really mattered going into the new millennium. There was a fleeting feeling of ‘mission accomplished’ for Keith, too. He’d put blood, sweat and tears into the club, and its future was still far from assured – but this was everything he’d wanted from it, a piece of dancefloor alchemy that really brought home the fact that his dreams had been made real, and that other people shared his deranged drive to chase the beat. This youngster was who he’d done it all for.

And right there, in Keith Reilly and the unknown raver, are the alpha and omega of fabric, the two things without which it wouldn’t exist, let alone have survived a quarter of a century as a cultural mainstay. Of course, fabric is much, much more, too. It’s a family: from Cameron Leslie, who came on as the yin to Keith’s yang at the beginning and steers the ship to this day, through the DJ keystones Craig Richards and Terry Francis and beloved characters like programmer Judy Griffith and the late and sadly missed promoter Shaun Roberts, all the way through to the toilet and cloakroom attendants, fabric as an entity is the sum total of all the people who’ve made it work. But without those individual punters coming in week in, week out, it would be nothing – and, likewise, it would never have existed and built the tight-knit family it has without Keith’s unhinged vision.

In that quarter-century of existence, fabric has been from boom to bust and back again, multiple times. It was founded at a time when British dance music culture was characterised by flash and ego, but rejected that in favour of underground party values. It’s been a pariah and a national treasure, faced existential threats from both sides of the law and nurtured multiple musical revolutions. It’s seen the greatest tragedies and the greatest celebrations imaginable play out inside its walls, and weathered social and cultural storms gathering outside. It’s come agonisingly close to closing for good more times than is comfortable.

Yet it’s somehow come through all that stronger and sturdier, rising from underdog status even within dance culture to being nationally and globally recognised as a hub of creativity and connection. It has woven itself into the, well, fabric of London, the UK and the world’s culture, and it continues to bubble with new ideas. There are, of course, untold eye-opening stories – even, as Keith puts it, ‘achingly salacious and sordid’ ones – from throughout its history. But before we get to those, to understand how they came about, we need to know more about the man whose vision spawned them.

Keith Reilly’s childhood in Essex was comfortable, a little staid, even. Despite coming from a family of some notoreity, his dad was a scrupulously straight dealer, running a successful haulage company, and Keith, his brother and his sister grew up wanting for nothing. ‘We had nice clothes, even a horse,’ he remembers – although it was devoid of pop culture, with not even a record player in the house. The kids were expected to study and do normal jobs; Keith’s mum was desperate for him to be a lawyer or accountant, though for a while his ambition was architecture, even taking extra technical-drawing classes after school.

The moment he discovered David Bowie, though, any hope of respectability was gone. Music became everything to him. He’s long told an ‘origin story’ of how he scrawled ‘DAVID BOWIE’ and ‘LOU REED’ on his jeans at the age of thirteen, but just recently one journalist called him out on this, suggesting perhaps this was a bit precocious for a child of the early seventies whose friends cared only for Mud and Showaddywaddy. Keith fumed at this impugning of his tastes, but then just a couple of weeks later his mum messaged saying she’d been clearing out the loft and had found some photos – which, sure enough, included a picture of him in those exact Levi’s, which he gloatingly texted to the journalist who’d slighted him.

It’s quite a picture. His hair long and tangled and a glint of mischief in his eye, he looks borderline feral, like he’s escaped from a hippie commune – a far cry from the commuter-belt gentility of his upbringing and a million miles from the wideboys of his extended family. This is without question a kid who, as he puts it, ‘If you told me not to go over there, I’m there trying to find out what’s so good over there that you didn’t want me to see it.’ His mother was distraught, of course, but Keith was entirely and irreversibly committed to ‘hearing, archiving, sharing music’ and the culture that came with it.

He worked two paper rounds for two years to buy his first hi-fi. He taped every John Peel show then spent hours with his friends poring over the tracklists and hunting down records. He hoovered up every genre that came along, especially Essex’s very special soulboy/jazz-funk culture; he bought his first Technics turntables after an epiphany when seeing legendary DJ Froggy cut up the Brothers Johnson’s ‘Stomp!’ at a Caister Soul Weekender. By seventeen he was DJing by default – a bar in the village calling him up on hearing he had a very cool record collection … though they’d neglected to tell the resident ‘local cool guy DJ’, who rocked up with his record box to find a whippersnapper in his place, a mortifying experience for poor young Keith. It was experiences like this which made him very quickly realise he did not enjoy the limelight. ‘I loved DJing, but I didn’t want to be a DJ,’ as he succinctly puts it.

Keith did like a good get-together, though. He was still only nineteen, right at the end of the seventies, when he started throwing parties in warehouses. It was purely a matter of ‘because it’s there’, really; he knew people with access to warehouses, so if he got a nod that a company had gone bust or a space was otherwise out of use, with his friends like Spencer Carroll he’d bring in a PA, a makeshift bar and get it going on. They played everything from raw funk to Talking Heads, rockabilly to Donna Summer, not just thrown together willy-nilly, but mixed with skill.

Keith is fiercely proud that the dancefloors of London and its surrounds in the late seventies and early eighties – Blitz, Le Beat Route and so on – had all the variety and DJ skill that any legendary New York or European club did. ‘People go on about the Paradise Garage,’ he says, ‘but we had it all here!’ For Keith, the culture mixing was crucial. With a smile he points out that ‘people thought because the Blitz had Steve Strange on the door dressed as a clown it was all about the New Romantics, but it wasn’t’. They were as likely to play James Brown as Spandau Ballet at the Blitz, and it’s the first place he heard the Sierra Leonean Afro-synth disco of Bunny Mack’s ‘Love You Forever’, a personal favourite to this day and as futurist in its way as any arch electropop. Again, he wasn’t putting on parties to be in the limelight. The warehouse dos were just one-offs, a bit of opportunistic fun; he’d much rather have been out and about in London’s clubs and after-hours spots with his fellow music fanatics. It should give some hint of where he was going that his clubbing buddies by this point included the likes of Linden C, Femi B and Rob Acteson, budding DJs who would go on to define the sounds of underground London in years to come.

As the eighties wore on, the offspring of disco and postpunk merged with incoming hip hop and electro, the rare-groove movement and sound-system culture, and other warehouse parties proliferated, providing a training ground for names
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