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            For all the Black alternative kids

who were told you were the only one.

You’re not alone.vi
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            PREFACE

         

         We Were Here is a personal project for me. I’m a music journalist, a guitarist and singer in the Black feminist punk band Big Joanie, and I’m part of a collective that runs the annual London-based festival Decolonise Fest, created by and for people of colour in the punk scene. I cannot, and have never been able to, separate myself and my Blackness from my punk identity. It is as much a part of me as my Jamaican heritage and my British identity, an unshakeable truth that I can hardly deny and would not want to.

         My first big indie obsessions happened when I was fifteen years old, living in the small city of Wolverhampton in the middle of the UK with my mum, dad and younger brother. I stopped growing at ten years old, so I was pretty short, still carried my baby weight, and was dangerously shy. A little Black girl with thick, rounded glasses and a presence that didn’t exactly turn heads when I walked into a room. Every day after school, I would come home and perch at the computer desk in our dining room, my face a little too close to the bluish glow of the screen, and let evening after evening pass me by while downloading songs from the Portland, Oregon-based record label Kill Rock Stars, or waiting hours to watch one video of 1990s icon PJ Harvey sashaying across the screen in the early days of YouTube.

         In the buzz of a distorted guitar riff and the full-throated shriek of a lead singer was a place I could channel the thunderstorm of xivteenage emotions I was experiencing. Beyond being a normal, hormonal teen, in hindsight, I connected with alternative music because of my identity. As a young Black girl, coming of age in the early noughties in the UK, it felt like there was a litany of ways my body and being were controlled. From how straight and neat my hair looked in public to my ability to achieve a white standard of beauty, it felt like I was under constant scrutiny. The frustration and anger I felt because of this impossible societal pressure to conform to whiteness burrowed its way deep inside, only to be unleashed in my room, when the stereo volume was turned way up high. Listening to angry music was an entirely normal response to the world I was raised in.

         Now, two decades later, as a thirty-something who has mostly learned to control any looming moody strops, I still feel that Black girl rebellion in my bones. That defiant energy combined with a need to express sensitivity from a Black female perspective is what I put into my music. At this point in my life, after touring the world in a Black punk band, working with Black alternative artists, putting on shows, and writing about up-and-coming artists, I still come back to the question: what does it mean to be Black in the alternative music scene? Has identity always played a part in how Black people interact with the scene and has it changed over the years? Through this book I hope to answer these questions for you, the reader, and for myself.

         When I first proposed this book to various publishers, a frequent response I received was that they wanted to read a memoir primarily about my experiences in a band. Although these kinds of memoirs have been popular and important to see out in the world as they showcase part of the story of Black alternative artists, there is only so far that they can go in telling the full history of Black people in alternative music. A memoir of an artist can xvoften only focus on that one artist. Due to the fractured and misinformed nature of the history of Black alternative artists, I felt what was really needed was a wide-ranging historical analysis. One that tells the full story from the start, that connects Black artists to wider movements, and can then be built on to tell other Black people’s stories. Without a full history of the Black alternative journey, I feel we will forever be in the position of naysayers dismissing Black alternative artists as outliers rather than part of a rich cultural history of Black creatives.

         There are many ways to define the genres I will be discussing in this book. All derive from rock and roll music, featuring the traditional guitar, bass and drums set-up established back in the 1950s. To me, alternative music (within which I include the genres punk, metal and indie) differs from the general rock category, as they include artists and bands who eschew the mainstream or use more unconventional song structures. We Were Here will explore the Black legacy of artists who work within and around the rock and alternative music genres.xvi
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            INTRODUCTION

            NAVIGATING RACE AND BELONGING IN ALTERNATIVE CULTURE

         

         The history of rock and roll and alternative music is often told in bold, sweeping moments that are removed from the context of their time. Elvis rocked his hips and the world swooned, Ramones showed us we only needed three chords to start a revolution, and Nirvana brought the emotional heart back into mainstream rock. These are stories that casually roll off our tongues. They feel right in our retellings but, nevertheless, on closer inspection, it becomes clear that the stories we tell do not add up. They centre on the achievements of white men. White men who were the stars, white men who supposedly changed the game, white men who seemingly were at the forefront of every musical innovation in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.

         It is in these false recollections of rock, indie and alternative history that we can clearly see how Black artists have been erased from the narrative. How could the listening public remember that Black artists were also capable of wielding gnarly guitar riffs if they have constantly been presented with a definition of alternative music that claims that to be alternative is to be white? When New York act The Strokes released their debut album Is This It? in 2001, the group were declared ‘the greatest rock band since The Rolling Stones’, putting them in a lineage with the legacy act.1 In this instance The Rolling Stones are positioned as the beginning and pinnacle of rock and roll, erasing the African American artists who the Stones frequently mentioned they were heavily inspired by.

         2In 2003, Rolling Stone, the American monthly music and culture magazine, which for years was seen as the arbiter of music taste, published the much debated ‘500 Greatest Albums of All Time’ list. It was weighted heavily towards a classic vintage rock sound, with a top ten that was dominated by white male artists, including four Beatles albums, two Bob Dylan albums, The Rolling Stones, The Clash and The Beach Boys. The only outlier was Marvin Gaye’s What’s Going On.2 This would be re-evaluated over the years and Gaye finally reached the number 1 spot in 2020 in the most recent reorganisation of the list.3 As recently as 2013, NME’s 500 Greatest Albums of All Time list featured an all-white, all-male top ten, with the highest-ranking album by a Black alternative artist on the list being Forever Changes by the 1960s LA rock band Love, which came in at number 37.4

         The very nature of these titles and lists creates an exclusionary alternative music landscape: defining an artist’s worth according to arbitrary rankings made by rock critics with their own biases and prejudice. Consequently, an iconography is built out of white artistry, obscuring the Black and brown roots of so many genres. This media landscape’s impact is reflected in our current vision of what is alternative. In July–September 2023 results for the YouGov survey of the British public, which aims to mirror the demographics of Great Britain and is weighted to be nationally representative, the most popular indie alternative band in Great Britain was the white Britpop group Oasis.5 The rest of the top ten did not fare any better when it comes to diversity and features a mostly all-white, male line-up, bar Avril Lavigne in ninth place.

         There are many reasons why history has propped up the white rock saviour narrative. As rock and roll became more popular in the 1950s and 1960s, the fear of white teenagers buying Black artists’ records necessitated the push for white people’s own rock 3icons. As time went on, the next generation of critics seemed to learn from only recent history and repeated the myths of those that came before them. Rock and its many subgenres – from punk to metal, indie and beyond – became enmeshed with white culture to the point where many in the music industry believed that they were speaking to an exclusively white audience and to reach them they could only use white people’s words and experiences. Music critic Stereo Williams argues that rock not only reshaped the racial dynamics in American culture, but also began to embody them, saying, ‘Music that at one point in the 1950s seemed to herald the deterioration of racial boundaries, gender norms and cultural segregation had, by the 1970s, become re-defined as a white-dominated, male-dominated, multi-million-dollar industry.’6

         Our wider cultural view of Black artists’ connection to rock and alternative music has varied over the decades. In the 1960s and 1970s, Blackness was considered adjacent to rock, viewed as merely an influence on more important white artists, but at least one that was acknowledged. The Beatles credited artists like Chuck Berry and Little Richard as the foundation of their sound, while The Rolling Stones’ guitar licks were inspired by Blues pioneers like Muddy Waters and Howlin’ Wolf. Fast-forward a few decades to the 1970s and 1980s, and a Black person being associated with the rock genre had become unimaginable. It was a shift experienced first-hand by Prince when he opened for The Rolling Stones in 1981 and was pelted with garbage by Stones fans for having the gall to appear on the same stage as their idols. In the 1990s, as the sombre sounds of grunge took over college radio and eventually burst into the mainstream, it also sounded the death knell for the burgeoning Black funk-rock movement driven by bands like Living Colour and Fishbone, who suddenly found they were making a sound no longer in vogue. Simultaneously, in the UK the 4jingoistic Britpop era declared that Britishness was cool and the subsequent Union Jack flag-waving and nostalgia for an England of old made many artists of colour uncomfortable, and feel that their music was not popularised because of their race.

         Eventually, by the noughties, within the mainstream rock and alternative world, anything associated with Black culture became antithetical to alternative music. In 2008, known loudmouth and former Oasis guitarist Noel Gallagher complained about rapper Jay-Z headlining Glastonbury Festival, declaring that he was ‘not having hip-hop at Glastonbury. It’s wrong.’7 Today, the mainstream perception of Black people’s input to alternative genres has improved somewhat but it is still hazy. There has been wider recognition for a new generation of Black alternative artists who have been able to get coverage in mainstream outlets, such as Harper’s Bazaar’s 2022 article on the Black punk scene, in which writer Kaitlyn Greenidge passionately argues, ‘Punk is a space of artistic and political experimentation and from its inception, people of African descent have created, rebelled and influenced within the scene.’8

         The decades-long narrative of the Black presence in alternative music is one that allows for a revisionist version of history. Without a strong understanding of the past, it is easy to overlook the important roles Black artists have played in the creation of alternative genres. Some of these key artists have been acknowledged in recent history, but often their identities as Black people are overlooked in favour of a whitewashed narrative that obscures their race. These conditions have led to an environment where even today the Black presence in alternative music is still seen as an aberration. In his foreword to Kandia Crazy Horse’s 2003 groundbreaking essay collection Rip It Up: The Black Experience in Rock ’n’ Roll, the late American music journalist Greg Tate commented 5on the bizarre nature of how Black alternative artists are viewed in the industry, saying, ‘Having lived among its slings and arrows and outrageous fortunes and egregious misfortunes for over thirty years, I remain amazed that as simple an act as a young Black man or woman deciding not to sing straight-up reggae, blues, or hip-hop can still get people’s panties in a knot.’9

         Being made to feel abnormal for creating the art you want to make is a regular topic of discussion for Black alternative artists, who often feel judged by both the alternative scene and the Black community. As the singer-songwriter Frank Ocean aptly noted in an interview with The Quietus in 2011, when it comes to the way Black artists are seen, no matter what influences they are using, they will be pigeonholed: ‘If you’re a singer and you’re Black, you’re an R&B artist. Period.’10 We must strive not to view Black artists working in rock and alternative genres as isolated figures in an otherwise white monoculture, but as part of a long legacy of Black experimentalism and creativity that has fed into practically every genre in Western music.

         BLACK WEIRDOS UNITE

         There’s a phrase I love to use to describe myself and other Black people with the same inclination as me. It’s one that encapsulates both how we feel as outsiders and also how the world looks at us. That phrase is Black weirdo. Us Black weirdos know you think we’re strange, but we don’t really want to conform. Questions about our existence and our right to be here can come from white music fans, the Black community and sometimes within ourselves. Why are we here? If these genres have been historically seen as white for decades, what draws Black people to them? How is the Black weirdo born?

         6I spoke to a number of so-called Black weirdos for this book, and going back over my many interviews it became apparent that there is no one origin story that leads to this lifestyle. For every person who told a story of growing up in an area so white the only other Black people they saw were on TV, there were stories of growing up with a strong sense of Black pride, in diverse neighbourhoods, and with a plethora of cultural influences. The child of a Detroit expat and an English folk lover, the Glasgow-based Ray Aggs, guitarist in numerous UK DIY punk bands including Trash Kit, Sacred Paws and Shopping, was raised in rural Sussex, UK, where their family members were ‘the only Black people in the village, literally’.11 Their first introduction to contemporary indie music was through the Pacific Northwest post-riot grrrl band Sleater-Kinney, which they found as a teenager in the late 1990s. For an isolated mixed-race kid who was also coming to terms with their queer identity at the time, finding the feminist trio who sang emotively about queer relationships was a life raft. ‘I think it was finding the feminist queer bands that really lit a fire in me because not only is it music that I’m into, it’s a way of surviving the world that felt really, really scary at that time.’12

         While Aggs reached their Black weirdo status through the racially desolate landscapes of rural England, over in Columbus, Ohio, the award-winning poet and author Hanif Abdurraqib grew up in a diverse neighbourhood in the 1980s and 1990s, where being Black and listening to rock music was not seen as contradictory. ‘You hear these stories in the States of people who are like, “Well when I was young, I listened to Nirvana and Black people made fun of me,” but that wasn’t my experience,’ Hanif explains. ‘I grew up in a neighbourhood of Black kids. Everyone was Black, and everyone had older siblings. My oldest brother was into metal, this stuff was just ever-present in our house.’ 7Through his older siblings introducing him to riot grrrl and world-expanding musical curation on college radio in the 1990s, Abdurraqib quickly grew to love feminist punks The Raincoats and underground Seattle band The Gits. Both were all-white acts, but their race never bothered him much because, ‘I didn’t think about the lack of Black people making this music because Black people were the ones putting me on to it’. His fondness for these bands is not to say Abdurraqib never found his Black punk heroes, especially at shows in Detroit, a more racially diverse city. There, he was more likely to bump into Black people in the audience and onstage; a sight that he explains was ‘always comforting’ to him.13

         For many Black alternative music fans, the reasons they love this music are varied. Ramdasha Bikceem, an LA-based hairstylist and creator of the 1990s riot grrrl zine GUNK, grew up in one of the few Black working-class families in an otherwise white middle-class suburb in New Jersey and remembers getting racist abuse constantly. After seeing a group of mohawk-sporting punks on an outing to New York with their dad, Bikceem decided to follow suit and dyed and shaved their hair into a blue mohawk in fourth grade. ‘That was the beginning of my, like, “You think I’m different? Watch me be even more different” [phase],’ Bikceem explains. ‘Really early on I gravitated towards the punk outsider mentality.’14

         Other people I spoke to point to a feeling of anger at the world around them that could only be satiated through noise and guitars. For Courtney Long, co-founder of the online media platform and zine #Blkgrlswurld, as a teenager who felt pressure to live up to society’s expectations of what a young woman should be, the twee sentiments of pop music just didn’t do anything for her. ‘From my perspective, rock music used words and language that I did not feel pop music, or the radio rock music, was comfortable using. They were using dangerous words like “I want to die”, or “I’m 8so sad”, or “I feel like I’m drowning”. You didn’t hear that in pop music. Pop music was all about romance and how you’re trying to get your man back or get a man. I couldn’t relate to that.’15

         Similar to Long, Abdurraqib also needed alternative music to process his emotions as a kid who was ‘uniquely aggrieved’ because of his Muslim heritage, which made him feel like an outsider in a world where Islamophobia is ever-present. That, paired with the untimely passing of his mother when he was thirteen, manifested into anger and a sense of being lost. ‘There’s a way this music acted as a tool for me to respond to that, to feel understood or granted access to the interior of a feeling that I could not otherwise explain myself.’16

         Alongside these cultural reasons, it is also important to point out that Black people love alternative music simply because it’s fun, because it hits the spot and, importantly, because we can. It is an art form that we have excelled at and proven ourselves in time and time again. Do we really need a reason to be here? Do we need to justify our presence or is there a point where we can just be free? As James Spooner, director of the game-changing 2003 documentary on Black punks, Afro-Punk, said in the introduction to the 2023 anthology Black Punk Now, ‘What is more liberating than a mosh pit full of smiling Black faces?’17

         OUTSIDERS AMONG OUTSIDERS

         The punks and the metalheads, the indie kids and the rockers often romantically view themselves as agitators of the state, who refuse to conform and exist beyond the restricted confines of modern society. Think about the Sex Pistols famously swearing up a storm in 1976 on Bill Grundy’s Today show, an incident that at the time garnered the band equal measures of infamy 9and interest in the press. To be alternative is to be viewed as a corrupting influence on society by those in power, as when in 2008 the Daily Mail accused emo bands like My Chemical Romance of being part of a ‘sinister teenage craze that romanticises death’, following the death by suicide of thirteen-year-old emo fan Hannah Bond.18 To be alternative often means to show solidarity with marginalised communities through political activism, as seen in the Rock Against Racism movement that started in the UK in the 1970s to fight the rising influence of the far right.

         Matthew James-Wilson’s 2020 Pitchfork essay on indie music gave a straightforward definition of indie music, while highlighting the obvious gaps in how it views itself as outsider art. ‘Since indie music first blossomed as a reaction to the corporate conglomeration of the 1980s, it has represented a culture and business model that holds idyllic potential for creatives with unconventional ideas and few resources. It was an ethos invented by and for outsiders that relied on the vagueness of what an outsider could be.’19 These characteristics of self-reliance due to lack of available funds and resources could just as easily apply to the Black community and the many ways Black people exist in the world as they do to alternative music subcultures. Not only are there similarities in the characteristics of the indie and Black communities, but, in many ways, to be Black, in the Western world at least, is to exist in a constant state of being an outsider. As I’ve said to myself many times over the years when others doubt why I need to hear the roar of feedback ringing in my eardrums, Blackness is inherently punk!

         This is a statement that can prompt a sense of joy, intrigue or controversy depending on who’s listening. I say Blackness is inherently punk because it is. As a people that have been disenfranchised, overlooked, excluded and discriminated against, the Black community’s way of surviving and thriving has been through relying 10on each other, often in a DIY fashion. Whether that be through creating and distributing guides to help Black motorists navigate the roads of the American South during segregation or passing a hat around at rent parties of early twentieth-century Harlem to get the landlord off your back, finding ways around a system that works against you is an essential part of Black culture. I often think back to the Brooklyn-born musician Tamar-kali Brown’s explanation of the symbiotic nature of her punk and Black identity in the documentary Afro-Punk, in which she states, ‘Being caught in a system that you can’t identify with and being contrary, that’s the true energy of punk.’20

         There are many that believe the trauma the Black diaspora has experienced through slavery, white supremacy, colonialism and generally being on the outside of white mainstream society has fed into the art that Black people create. The impressively prescient 1959 film The Cry of Jazz, directed by Edward O. Bland, sees an interracial jazz club debate whether jazz, which at the time was popular among sections of white urban youth culture, was an art form that could only have been born through the Black experience. In one scene, the Black main protagonist fiercely argues for the uniquely Black outsider origins of jazz, saying: ‘The Negro looks at the human arena in America indirectly. He views America with a special clarity and penetration. He can do this because he’s grown up in a corner and made the most of it.’ The protagonist goes on to explain that Black people survived the horrors of the world through the music they create whether that be blues, spirituals or jazz, saying, ‘We made a memory of our past and a promise of all to come.’21 Although the film is specifically about jazz as a genre, it can be seen as an allegory for the transformation of rock music, which came, in part, from the blues, a genre that saw Black people communicating their struggles, and was then twisted into a 11symbol of unique outsiderdom by white rock artists – minus the kind of discrimination experienced to get there.

         A similar type of appropriation of Black radicalism can be seen during the 1970s punk movement. This drew heavily from the countercultural sounds of reggae, which was taking over the UK due to the influx of migrants from the Caribbean. Reggae had a political edge lacking in Western music at the time and was seen as an outlet for punks during an early period of the scene when there were few actual punk records and little else encapsulated their feelings of otherness. Academic Gerfried Ambrosch describes the problematic nature of punk’s relationship with race, arguing that Blackness was used by punks for its symbolic, political value: ‘Set against the backdrop of a white hegemony, blackness signifies alterity and dissent, which might be one of the main reasons for punk’s long-standing relationship with reggae.’22

         It is easy to see why alternative music and culture would appeal to Black people on a political level. When Daphne Brooks, Professor of Black Studies at Yale University, fell into the alternative scene in the 1990s in her early twenties, it seemed to be a world of possibilities. ‘Alternative was really about breaking free of the status quo and embracing and affirming a kind of experimentalism that was and is aesthetic, but also infused with sociopolitical radicalisms. It was about a refusal to continue to participate in cultural normativity.’23 What better way to express your anger at the political state of the world than using a medium that has bragged about being the best outlet to express anger at the political state of the world?

         Many Black alternative artists have used this music as a space to confront societal norms. In 1979, the UK punk band X-Ray Spex led by lead singer Poly Styrene wrote songs about consumerism, identity and environmentalism decades before it became popular 12to speak about such topics. Later, in the 1990s, Skunk Anansie shocked the British public with their open and forthright political messaging through songs like ‘Little Baby Swastikkka’ and ‘Intellectualise My Blackness’.

         While alternative music can act as a space for Black people to express their outsider attitudes and feelings of alienation, it must also be stressed that the consequences for Black people are much higher than for white people. In 2025, during their Glastonbury performance Bob Vylan led a crowd to chant ‘death, death to the IDF’ in protest against the ongoing genocide in Gaza.24 The band were met with a widespread backlash. The prime minister, Keir Starmer, deemed their chant ‘appalling’, Glastonbury Festival commented the band had ‘crossed a line’, and the band had their US visas revoked and were removed from a number of scheduled festival dates that summer.25 Frontman Bobby Vylan later clarified in an Instagram post that the chant was not ‘for the death of Jews, Arabs or any other race or group of people’, also stating that ‘we are for the dismantling of a violent military machine. A machine whose own soldiers were told to use “unnecessary lethal force” against innocent civilians waiting for aid.’26 The statement did not do much to stop the bad press and despite other white bands making pro-Palestine statements at Glastonbury that year, including Irish country pop act CMAT and Australian punk band Amyl and the Sniffers, few stayed in the headlines like Bob Vylan.27 The only band to get a comparable level of bad press to Bob Vylan for their political, pro-Palestine statements are the Irish rap group Kneecap, whose member Mo Chara was charged with a terror offence for allegedly displaying a flag in support of Hezbollah at a London gig.28 The case against Chara was later thrown out in 2025.29

         Many Black artists are aware of the societal microscope they are under when operating in alternative spaces that already make 13them stand out. Writer and musician Brontez Purnell felt that this was why his parents were unsure about his life path when he started to drift towards punk culture. ‘Sometimes I think that’s why it seemed so crazy to my parents when I became a punk in middle school,’ says Purnell. ‘It’s because what [punk] is supposed to mean is a deviation from the norm, or a sixth sense about why the world is wrong and it has been proven time and time again that Black bodies pay a way higher cost for deviating.’30

         Purnell’s parents’ unease about his punk lifestyle is reminiscent of many Black parents’ fears about their child getting into the alternative lifestyle. Adding an extra target on your back when you’re already dealing with the realities of being a marginalised person is a frightening concept. It was why so many Black alternative fans remember their families discouraging them from listening to their favourite music. If Black alternative fans are willing to put up with the double target on their backs for being part of the alternative scene, then it should be clear that this is a style, sense of being and community that they truly love.

         THERE’S A BLACK GIRL IN THE PIT

         The most obvious impact of aligning alternative music with whiteness has been that people of colour have experienced racism from white people in their scene, or felt uncomfortable being part of their scene. Coming of age during the early noughties Midwest emo explosion, Hanif Abdurraqib sometimes drove to five or six shows a week with a crew of other Black punks from his neighbourhood. As a group of Black and some visibly queer teens, there were moments where they had to defend themselves from racist or homophobic abuse at less diverse shows in the Chicago suburbs or the Pittsburgh area. ‘The thing with being a younger 14Black punk at these shows is the aggressiveness most commonly arrived by way of people imagining you to be invisible. By that I mean just like people stepping in front of you, or stepping on you and then a small confrontation becomes larger because then it becomes a question of “What are you doing in this space?”’ At moments like these, being part of a group who had each other’s backs came in handy as his crew held the mentality that ‘if you’re fucking with one of us, you’re fucking with all of us’.31

         Abdurraqib’s experiences at shows were not uncommon. Sisters Christina and Courtney Long grew up going to shows in Michigan and although they never felt so uncomfortable they had to leave a show, the shocked reactions and racist microaggressions they received were frustrating to deal with. Courtney described one of the worst encounters she had at a show: ‘I drove two hours to go to this one in Grand Rapids when I was in my twenties. This guy was drunk, he saw me standing in line for the merch and he was like, “Oh my God, it’s a Black girl.” He started following me around the venue and everybody was looking but they weren’t saying anything. I ended up hiding from him in the bathroom until he left.’ The incident, along with a long list of smaller microaggressions, gave the sisters the impression that white people viewed the alternative scene as their ‘safe space and would get irritated that we were there and they had to be PC’.32

         Beyond the pit, the idea that alternative music is a space for white people has long been the cry of Black musicians who have felt their careers were hindered because of race. Sophie K, a presenter on Kerrang! Radio, remembers trying to promote the UK duo Nova Twins on a radio station earlier in their career and was shocked by the responses she received. ‘There were comments about their attractiveness, and comparing them,’ adding that the band were written off for reasons that did not make sense to 15Sophie: ‘The main one that stuck in my head was, “They’re too heavy.” I remember literally standing there and saying, “But you play Architects and Bring Me the Horizon and they’re not as heavy as that, so make it make sense.”’33 Over three decades into her career in rock, Skin, the lead singer in the 1990s UK rock band Skunk Anansie, feels they still have to prove themselves as a multiracial rock band in a way that white artists do not have to worry about. ‘We did the Brat Bus tour [in 1995] for the NME and we were the best band on that tour. By far the best band performance every night, whereas Veruca Salt and other bands, they can fuck up. They could not have a good gig and still be perceived in glorious ways. We had to fight every single night for that position to be on that tour.’34

         Although Skunk Anansie have arguably enjoyed a long career, it is still not at the same peak as their white contemporaries, like Blur, who have maintained a steady level of popularity that allowed them to perform a reunion gig at Wembley Stadium in London to a crowd of 90,000 people. As a touring artist in an all-Black female punk band, I can wholly relate to Skin’s perspective. Even though Big Joanie has been together for over a decade now, received positive reviews from fans at our shows, has been critically well received, and has the support of major artists like Bikini Kill, Sleater-Kinney and Thurston Moore, it still doesn’t feel enough to prove we deserve to be here. No matter how much support we have, it is frustrating that it does not translate into any visible changes like headlining or moving up a bill, higher fees or more interest from record labels.

         For many Black artists, the unknown of what could have been if they were given the same privileges as their white contemporaries can be haunting. Brontez Purnell started playing in the DIY punk scene in Oakland, California, in the early noughties, first as a dancer 16in bands like the electroclash cult band Gravy Train!!!! and then in a punk band, The Younger Lovers, before going solo. Despite quickly becoming a cult figure in the underground punk world, Purnell revealed to me that he’s never received more than $150 to make a record and most of his albums have been self-financed. It is a stark reality that is hard for Purnell to reflect on. ‘I would look back at my life sometimes, at the hardest parts and it was just like I was always robbing.’ He faded away, let out a short burst of a sob and quickly regained his composure before continuing. ‘I wasn’t expecting that. I probably should have cried about this years ago. It was like I was always robbing Peter to pay Paul.’35

         Purnell continued, considering what could have been: ‘I looked back at who I came up with and who had money and I feel like most of those people are weird white people who are married in the suburbs somewhere. If I had $10,000 to make those two pivotal records it could have looked very different. No, for sure, I was definitely worth that.’36 Purnell was worth that. So many other Black alternative artists were worth that and more and sadly didn’t receive what they deserved for their artistry.

         JUST SOME WHITE PEOPLE SHIT

         There is often the assumption that Black alternative music fans must be into this music because of a deep self-loathing and hatred for Black culture. It is a belief that always frustrated me as a Black punk who always felt pride in my identity both as a Black woman and as a punk, but sadly it is a perception that is not without merit for some Black alternative fans. Chicago native and founder of the Black punk band The Breathing Light, Kyle Ozero, says he has observed a self-hatred in some of the Black punks he has encountered in the scene, arguing that some Black alternative 17fans deliberately get into white scenes because they feel aggrieved about not being accepted in the Black community. ‘Their thing was, “If you all don’t accept me, then I’m gonna go over here, because these people don’t give a fuck and they’ll probably accept me more.” You had Black people that will be like, “Fuck hip-hop, Fuck that bullshit. Fuck that gangster shit.” It’d be very self-hating to appease the people that they chose to be around, whether they were Latino punks or white punks, to prove how punk they are.’37

         So why do some Black alternative music fans feel disconnected from the Black community? The stereotype of the Black kid who was bullied by other Black kids, which Ozero and Abdurraqib have both mentioned, conjures the image of someone who may look down on other Black people and perhaps want to sidle up to whiteness as a result. This presents a somewhat unsympathetic figure, one Black people might feel uncomfortable looking at directly, but this feeling of ostracisation from a community is a trauma that deserves to be explored. Laina Dawes, author of What Are You Doing Here?, a book that documents the world of Black women in the metal scene, grew up in Canada in the 1980s as a Black child adopted into a white family, and has been candid about her struggles with finding her place in the world. ‘The Black community has always been very important to me, especially as a transracial adoptee, but I’ve never been accepted,’ Dawes says. ‘As a kid, the most painful experiences I’ve had in my life have come from Black people, because I was constantly told that I was not good enough because my parents were white, or I was not Black enough because my parents were white.’38

         Though he did not have the same struggles as Dawes, Tunde Adebimpe, musician in the New York noughties band TV on the Radio, speaks honestly about coming against some negativity at school. Despite hanging out with a crew of immigrant kids like 18himself (his family migrated from Nigeria) that Adebimpe likens to a ‘Benetton ad of misfits’, he still feels he was told he was acting white by other Black kids in his school. ‘There’s always this sort of, “Well, you talk white and you like rock and roll and all of this, so you’re trying to act white.” I was like, “I’m not trying to act anything …” There’s no animosity, but I just wouldn’t hang out with the football players.’39

         Having open conversations about these topics was difficult for many of my interviewees. Talking about racism from white communities flowed freely in all of my conversations, but when I brought up whether they had received negative reactions from Black people in regard to their choice in music, the conversation often jolted to a halt. Sometimes they would mention experiencing this in their youth, but would stress it wasn’t something they carried with them and made sure to highlight they were proud of their identity as a Black person. The many pauses I captured spoke to a deep discomfort; a discomfort with being critical of the Black community they so clearly relied on, but also a fear of being criticised by that group as well. When I question why this pause occurs, Maureen Mahon, author of Black Diamond Queens, takes her time and ponders before offering a simple explanation. ‘It could be very painful to talk about it. Now they’re at a point where, whatever was happening there, they’ve moved to another place, so why go back over those difficulties?’40

         These conversations all lie in the strange reality that in Western society we have chosen to define music genres racially. The guarding of these racial genres is taken on just as stringently by white communities as it is by Black communities, though, as Mahon argues, the reasons for this behaviour in Black communities could lie in the way they have been forced to adapt to survive racist Western societies. ‘We define race relationally, so we know what 19Black is because it’s the opposite of white, and I think that does come into play with defining music.’41 Mahon argues that, as hip-hop began to emerge as a defining genre for the Black community in the 1980s and 1990s (one that spoke to the inequalities in the Black community and could exist as an example of Black pride and entrepreneurship), the divides between the genres – with pop and rock being seen as white – became more stark.

         Dawes feels similarly, adding that, for some Black folks, listening to heavier music genres can be akin to betrayal, a feeling that she believes makes sense, in hindsight. ‘We are dealing with systemic and institutional discrimination, the erasure of our Black identity, the co-option of our music, and watching other people create our music, and make more money than Black musicians do,’ Dawes explains. ‘We’re seeing all this inequality, so there is a viable reason for a monolithic approach to Black music and identity. What you’re seeing now is more young people really trying to create art that speaks to them as individuals. So, they can say, yes, I am pro-Black and I’m down with the cause, but I also want to do this music, too.’42

         I always rebuffed the idea that Black fans of punk, metal, indie or alternative music are somehow secretly self-hating, because it relies on a false premise. One that suggests that Black alternative fans are gaining something by their proximity to whiteness and in turn whiteness is rewarding them for participating in ‘white’ culture. My time in alternative music subcultures surrounded by white people has shown me that, although there is a small contingent of radical white people, many of those I met often don’t want to be around Black people who are similar to them. They prefer to experience Blackness as a distant other that is wildly different to them, occupies another part of the city or country, and possesses different vernacular and cultural cues. Blackness, for many white people, is a concept that needs to be far removed 20from their world so they can wear it occasionally and drop it when needed. If a Black person is in their space, doing the same things as them, it is too close to home and, in my experience, rather than being rewarded for being close to whiteness, Black alternative fans are held in suspicion.

         From my experience of being an alternative music fan for two decades, along with the many interviews I conducted with Black alternative fans and artists from a variety of backgrounds, a disconnection from our race is not the common theme among Black alternative fans. Ozero describes growing up in a pro-Black household where he was raised to see through ‘white people’s bullshit’, as he puts it.43 Osa Atoe, creator of the zine Shotgun Seamstress and member of the Portland, Oregon, noughties art punk trio New Bloods, describes her journey of being interested in alternative music and ‘stuff that was below the surface’ as starting with finding underground hip-hop through the Sunday Flavor Hip-Hop show, showing how underground alternative culture and the more mainstream idea of Black culture were not so far removed.44 The acceptance of alternative music does not equate to a rejection of Black culture. Rather, it is an attempt to see more eclectic versions of Blackness that bring our individual idiosyncrasies into play. As Skin told me, she was ultimately drawn to alternative music because ‘I wanted to feel comfortable. I wanted to be seen. I wanted to feel like I was home, because I didn’t feel like I was home when I was home.’45

         WE WERE ALWAYS HERE

         I decided to write We Were Here to demonstrate three things in particular. Firstly, that Western popular alternative music would not exist without the input of Black artists. This is a point that has been ceded by journalists and artists over the years, not only 21because there is so much evidence proving that Black artists were there, but also because white rock artists got a kick out of clinging on to a rebellious link to Blackness by naming their inspirations. Secondly, that Black artists have continued to play a key influential role in alternative music over the decades and have never focused solely on ‘Black’ music styles all together. The stories of these key players over the years were not simply hidden, but deliberately buried by a music industry that refused to give the same level of financial and vocal support to Black alternative artists as it did to their white contemporaries. Thirdly, that the future of alternative genres lies in the hands of Gen Z Black artists who are experimenting with the boundaries of what punk, metal, hardcore and indie can be, thereby breathing new life into alternative music.

         Throughout We Were Here, I centre Black artists in the alternative music history narrative to showcase the deep impact they have made, and continue to make, on alternative genres. We Were Here highlights the key players in metal, indie, punk, post-punk, grunge, new wave and classic rock to establish the theory that some of the most revolutionary, game-changing developments in alternative music came through Black creativity. I also spend time with those who didn’t gain the fame or popularity of other acts but were still either highly influential or representative of the barriers that Black artists who didn’t fit a particular mould faced at different periods of music history. Throughout this book I use the term Black to refer to people from Africa and the African diaspora. At times I use more specific terms such as African American, Black British or Caribbean to refer to Black people from different parts of the diaspora. With this book, I’m aiming to tell a thorough history of the Black alternative experience, yet I do not claim it is the definitive stance on this topic. The simultaneously positive and disappointing finding I made was that, when looking for examples 22of a Black alternative history, I found more information than I could ever cover in one book. Regrettably, that means there will inevitably be names and stories that will be missed out: they exist here in spirit and deserve to be told in full in a separate book.

         There has never been a better time to explore the topic of the Black alternative experience. The topic has already seen something of a reawakening. The gospel singer and guitarist Sister Rosetta Tharpe, known as the Godmother of Rock and Roll, was largely forgotten in the decades following her death in 1973, but in the 2010s a new generation rediscovered her legacy. The renewed interest in Tharpe led to her 2018 posthumous induction into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame and helped revive conversations about other Black female guitar pioneers like blues guitarist Memphis Minnie, Lady Bo (who performed with R&B legend Bo Diddley in the 1950s), and folk and blues musician Elizabeth Cotten. In 2025, the documentary Goodbye Horses: The Many Lives of Q Lazzarus shone a renewed light on the singer Q Lazzarus, real name Diane Luckey, whose cult classic 1988 song ‘Goodbye Horses’ soundtracked a pivotal scene in the 1991 film The Silence of the Lambs. Copious magazine spreads and online blogs were dedicated to reassessing previously forgotten Black alternative music history, from the all-Black band Pure Hell that ran riot in the 1970s New York scene to nineties shoegaze act The Veldt. Publications that previously rarely touched on the topic of race now ran pieces where Black and brown people were able to tell their own story, creating space for other narratives to flourish.

         One of the most important steps forward in the push for Black representation in alternative scenes has been the colossal increase in the number of Black artists and bands. This could be due to the somewhat egalitarian nature of streaming platforms. Artists may not even be making enough money to pay for the fuel needed to 23keep their tour van on the road, but this imperfect model does allow them to reach an audience without having to get signed.

         It is one thing to note down the many changes that have occurred, but you’re probably wondering, why does this all matter? Why should a book documenting the history of the Black presence in alternative music exist if there are more Black artists and more Black stories being told every day? The simple answer is that Black people deserve to have our contributions acknowledged. We deserve to be seen as the originators of rock and its subgenres, alongside everyone else. We deserve to feel validated in making alternative subcultures a part of our expressions of Blackness, to give younger generations role models to look up to when they’re told they don’t belong. What’s more, if the Sex Pistols and The Clash can get a new biopic, photography book or archival exhibition made about them every other year, then there should definitely be space for the Black weirdos to do their thing.

         As a project that attempts to reclaim a forgotten or overlooked version of Black history, We Were Here can act as a political tool in itself. As punk writer and author David Ensminger insightfully explains in his essay on Black punk power, centring Black narratives ‘can become a way to unmask, understand, and destabilize [the] “wall” of ambivalence and racism’ in alternative scenes.4624
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            1: BACK TO THE ROOT

            THE MULTICULTURAL ORIGINS OF ROCK AND ROLL IN TWENTIETH-CENTURY AMERICA

         

         The debate over who can lay claim to the title of founders of rock and roll is fraught and complex, fuelled by the inherent confusion and melding that occurs at the formation of any new genre. Rock and roll became the foundation of the majority of Western popular music, which is why the origins of the genre are so fiercely fought over. Such ownership is a level of clout and a source of pride few would be willing to give up. While it is difficult to determine the true root of a genre, what is clear is who has been left out of the story. Time and time again, that is Black people.

         For decades, the birth year of rock and roll was said to be 1954, when Elvis Presley’s first single ‘That’s All Right’, ‘Rock Around the Clock’ by Bill Haley and His Comets, ‘Sh-Boom’ by The Chords, ‘Shake, Rattle and Roll’ by Big Joe Turner, and ‘Earth Angel’ by The Penguins were all released. Of course, it is overly simplistic to condense this tangled web of a genre into this specific time and place of birth. As Guardian journalist Alexis Petridis found in 2004 when he was trying to uncover the first rock and roll record (spurred on by 2004 being the supposed fiftieth anniversary of rock and roll), handing Elvis and Haley the rock and roll origin crown is ‘a triumph of marketing over the truth’.1 As Petridis knew all too well, neither Elvis nor Haley could truly claim the sought-after title: due to their Black predecessors in the 26genre, their singles were, in his words, ‘simply the first white artists’ interpretations of a sound already well-established by Black musicians almost a decade before’.2

         Rock and roll began long before 1954. It started back when Haley and Elvis were but babes running around in the yard. Elvis knew this: ‘That’s All Right’ was a cover of blues singer Arthur ‘Big Boy’ Crudup’s 1946 single, which used many traditional blues verses. Presley himself dispelled the rock and roll origin myth in a 1957 Jet magazine interview. ‘A lot of people seem to think I started this business. But rock ’n’ roll was here a long time before I came along. Nobody can sing that kind of music like colored people. Let’s face it; I can’t sing it like Fats Domino can. I know that. But I always liked that kind of music.’3 To discover the true lineage of rock and roll, and all alternative music that emerged from its embers, we must go back in time. Whichever route we take, it will always lead back to the birth of recorded music and to the blues.

         ROCK MY SOUL

         The blues emerged in the late nineteenth century in the Southern United States, although it is difficult to determine an exact date due to the lack of written evidence. It was developed by descendants of enslaved Africans, often sharecroppers working on the same fields as their ancestors who sang field hollers, work songs and spirituals while performing back-breaking labour. The songs often involved a repeated line or call-and-response structure that spoke to the feelings of despair, pain or loss the singer was trying to evoke.

         In the early days of the blues, Black women were the face of the genre. In 1920, the blues was brought to national attention 27when veteran Black entertainer Mamie Smith released ‘Crazy Blues’. The frenzy that surrounded the release led to the record selling a reported 75,000 copies; it was considered the first breakthrough hit for blues, sparking an appetite for more blues records in the music industry. This moment helped kick-start the recording careers of the Mother of the Blues, Ma Rainey, who recorded over a hundred records for Paramount Records between 1923 and 1928, and Rainey’s mentee Bessie Smith, the Empress of the Blues, who became an even bigger star than Rainey. These three were the pop stars of the prosperous jazz era, taking to the stage in their finest pearls and furs.

         Following a downturn in the economy after the stock market crash of 1929, record companies began looking for a cheaper option than the expensive troupes the blues women were used to performing with and found it in solo, guitar-based music performed primarily by Black men. As a result, in the 1930s and 1940s the blues would become better associated with the Delta blues, by way of Chicago, heard in the work of influential folk and blues artists like Muddy Waters, Howlin’ Wolf, and Huddie ‘Lead Belly’ Ledbetter. All of these artists epitomised the trope of the solitary blues man who travels the world with just his guitar and his sorrow, a theme that would become most commonly associated with blues musician Robert Johnson. Despite being little known during his lifetime, Johnson rose in popularity posthumously during the 1960s blues revival when the myth that he sold his soul to the devil at a crossroad to become a great musician was popularised.

         The gender divide may seem clear-cut, but it is important to note that there were many women who also played guitar. One of the most prominent was Memphis Minnie, who was a key player in the Chicago blues scene in the 1940s, known for her intricate finger-picking guitar style and skilful songwriting. Her 1929 28record ‘When the Levee Breaks’, written with her husband Kansas Joe McCoy, would also go on to be adapted by British rockers Led Zeppelin in 1971 to critical acclaim. Other female guitarists at the time included the Harlem performer Bea Booze who recorded a version of Ma Rainey’s ‘See See Rider Blues’ in 1942, which reached the top of the Billboard R&B charts. In these early blues female artists, we can see examples of proto-rock and roll motifs: the hard-living and hard-drinking, road-weary stars. We can also hear the beginnings of the classic rock motif of singing frankly about pain and loss, emulated everywhere from rock, to grunge and even modern-day pop-punk.
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