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			Paid In Full

			

			Has UK Hip-Hop’s Moment Come?

			

			

			“You feel you could set the world on fire

			If you had a deal

			But let’s be real about this

			It ain’t what you know, it’s who you know

			It’s all a game and we’re all part of the show

			What’s the role that you play?

			Can you do it your way?

			You need a hell of a lotta luck - being from the UK”

			

			A decade ago left-field British MC Blade rapped the above lyric on the title-track to his album with Mark B, The Unknown. When he did so, he could surely never have foreseen UK hip-hop’s current ascendancy, with grime artists staging a sit-in on our domestic charts and being subject to ‘come hither’ entreaties from the grandees of the music’s originating nation, America. It has been a difficult journey in every sense; a story of music industry indifference, artistic misfires and more than anything else, the struggle to forge an identity. 

			

			***

			

			Hip-hop originated as an African-American art form, and while each country it colonises moulds the culture in its own image, Britain’s struggle to do so is unique. If only because, as it is often said, America and Great Britain are divided by a common language. For more than two decades, conventional wisdom held that, while the UK’s embrace of hip-hop was enthusiastic, it singularly failed to generate indigenous records of a stature and calibre sufficient to rival those of imported American artists. The truth is more layered and complex, and populated by its own set of diverse characters and vibrant stories, than that simple conclusion might suggest. While no pure hip-hop act was able to command the respect or sales afforded imported stars until recently, the success story of the British hip-hop variant lay with artists who took the genre to new stylistic territory; from the Streets and Dizzee Rascal to the Ninja Tunes label and Massive Attack.

			No UK MC prior to the middle of the new millennium came close to experiencing the wealth of a P Diddy or the notoriety of a Tupac, and few had such expectations. The commercial success of Hip-Hop USA led to a specialist infrastructure for distribution and promotion that could never be replicated in such a comparatively tiny market as the UK. British MCs were unable to leapfrog into the charts by guesting on a popular R&B artist’s single, as the UK lacked the depth of urban artist rosters, ala Diddy’s Bad Boy or Irv Gotti’s Murder Inc. A ‘hot’ new artist could not expect to see all his homeys sign deals either, as again was the case Stateside. Add to that a dearth of media outlets, especially press and radio, and UK hip-hop came to resemble a subculture by default as much as design.

			There was a further intractable conundrum. It was impossible for UK MCs to sound compatible with their American brethren without compromising authenticity. One of the reasons why French hip-hop was successful in its own terms, but also gained critical recognition in America, is because of the transparency of linguistic and phonetic variance. Others have argued, militantly, that the early UK hip-hop community was complicit in rejecting success on any commercial level. So while some decry the lack of respect afforded homegrown talent, a counter view, puritanical and insular, maintained that it was unwanted, rather than unwarranted. 

			Many of the issues around ‘authenticity’ are common to both American and British artists. Bogus ‘street’ affectations were historically prevalent in both, but more specifically for UK hip-hop artists, a far greater percentage of performers were white. Just as ‘class’ operated as a symbol of authenticity in rock ‘n’ roll and pop – Joe Strummer’s Pygmalion-in-reverse Cockney aphorisms living on in goddaughter Lily Allen’s commoner’s canon – pigmentation was clearly a complex issue for UK rappers despite their frequent, and usually heartfelt, denunciations of racism. Some were guilty of over-compensating – notably in their embrace of African-American street slang and vernacular. In sleeve art, white MCs often cloaked their faces with hoodies, as if to obscure their ethnicity – an idiosyncratic reverse cultural hijab. 

			Yet the tradition of despising the term ‘Brit hop’, principally because of the baggage of under-performance it carried, gradually receded from the start of this century. Increasingly there was a sense of pride in home-grown achievements, and a more playful acknowledgement of the number of white, middle class contributors. 

			American hip-hop was warmly received in Britain, at least in some quarters, from the outset. By the time ‘Rapper’s Delight’ became a global hit, pacesetters in the UK were acquainted with the format through the circulation of Bronx block tapes. Some important contributions came from the punk fraternity, notably Mick Jones of the Clash, who subsequently brought sampling to rock music with Big Audio Dynamite. The Clash’s 17-show stand at Bond’s in New York’s Times Square in 1981, where support acts included Grandmaster Flash and the Sugarhill Gang, was an important moment of cross-pollination. When Futura 2, another Bond’s veteran, came over to spray backdrops for the Clash’s UK shows in October 1981, a clutch of graffiti artists around West London’s Ladbroke Grove were inspired to follow his example. Cool Lady Blue, an associate of Sex Pistols’ manager Malcolm McLaren, was a pivotal figure at the Roxy (the venues that would cradle both the London punk scene and New York hip-hop shared a name if not a musical culture). McLaren himself, alongside the World Famous Supreme Team, enjoyed chart success with ‘Buffalo Gals’, a Top 10 UK hit as early as December 1982 – its video the first time Britain was introduced to the four-cornered concept of hip-hop (deejaying, emceeing, graf and break-dancing).

			The Art Of Noise’s ‘Beat Box’ was the nearest the UK came to an artistically meritorious hip-hop-pop composite along the lines of Blondie’s ‘Rapture’. Though it only reached number 51 in Britain, the single was the first time an established UK act had taken elements of hip-hop and used them with a degree of finesse and intelligence. They would also secure a degree of American success, with ‘Hey DJ’ reaching #15 on Billboard’s Hot R&B chart in June 1984. Alongside ‘Buffalo Gals’ in March, it comprised a one-two punch for UK hip-hop on the American R&B charts, a breakthrough it would struggle to consolidate. Several other mainstream acts, including McLaren’s one-time protégé Adam Ant (‘Ant Rap’), Captain Sensible (‘Wot’) and Wham! (‘Wham Rap’), simply aped the ‘talking lyric’ approach, forsaking any of the musical culture that attended it and represented nothing approaching a legitimate UK hip-hop presence. 

			At the outset, received wisdom stated that the real stuff came only from America; that the cultural and economic conditions that forged hip-hop could not be replicated on foreign soil. Native artists were marginalised as inauthentic, just as UK reggae acts had been in comparison to their Jamaican counterparts a decade earlier. Birmingham’s Steel Pulse or London’s Misty In Roots were rarely given equivalent kudos, while the mixed-race UB40 were shunned completely by grass roots reggae fans. UB40 remain vilified to this day and it’s hard not to see that as partly a function of reverse racism. When a UB40 compilation CD was recently given away free with the Daily Mail one wag felt compelled to point out that “there’s going to be trouble when their readers find out that reggae stuff was originally made by black people”.

			Early UK hip-hop was most popular in urban areas with a large black populace, often living in reduced circumstances. Inner-city London proved especially receptive and the initial breeding ground was Notting Hill and Ladbroke Grove, whose squat culture, coincidentally or otherwise, had been such a factor in punk’s rise. The first domestic release came from DJ Newtrament and the Krew (whose Mister Mix would later relocate to America and join 2 Live Crew). By the advent of their ‘London Bridge Is Falling Down’ single of 1983, an overly busy adaptation of the Sugarhill sound, their logo was a familiar sight in West London through prodigious tagging campaigns. The Krew also had the first recognised body-popping/breakdance troupe, organising warehouse parties around London’s Old Street and collaborating with Bristol’s Wild Bunch. 1983 also saw the first recognised hip-hop show when (US record label) Tommy Boy and Language Lab club promoted Whizz Kid at Acklam Hall. Hip-hop couture, signified by the presence of baseball caps, tracksuits and trainers, was a visible challenge to dreadlocked Rastas at that year’s Notting Hill Carnival. 

			Initially it was hard enough to access imported American records, though shops like Soho’s Groove began to build a small catalogue, and fewer outlets still existed for indigenous releases. 1984’s UK Electro album, released on Morgan Khan’s Street Sounds label, ostensibly featured domestic UK artists. These were, however, predominantly the invention of Greg Wilson and mixer Herbie The Mastermind, who cooked up a bunch of different names in an effort to create the appearance of a thriving domestic ‘electro’ scene. From 1982 onwards there had been interest in electro-funk, as it was originally titled, which favoured synthesized percussive funk (liberally borrowed from Kraftwerk, via Afrika Bambaataa’s ‘Planet Rock’), often accompanied by robotic vocal lines. Khan would also release Harlesden duo Faze One’s debut album, the first single-artist UK hip-hop LP, in 1987. 

			DJ Tim Westwood, who hosted pirate radio shows from 1984 onwards, became the pivotal advocate of hip-hop in the UK. It prompted slights at the expense of his privileged background and B-boy accent, largely believed to be the template for Sacha Baron Cohen’s Ali G character. Cohen would later tell Rolling Stone: “We used go to these hip-hop happenings, and even then he [Westwood] was kind of laughable. Once I found out that he was actually the son of a bishop, it became even more absurd. He was so keen to be presented as a gangsta.” Westwood is a divisive figure. Plenty of UK MCs thank him in the small print of their vinyl and CDs, while others have slated him as “the world’s most annoying wigger”. Though he has undoubtedly helped the cause of hip-hop in the UK, Westwood’s contribution to UK hip-hop is more problematic. He has repeatedly pointed to the quality threshold in UK hip-hop being the principle reason it has failed to attract broader acclaim: “Basically, the game’s up when MC Blade is racked up next to Dr Dre in record shops,” he once posited. It didn’t help when the most public media figure associated with domestic UK hip-hop, which struggled for recognition for years, was so dismissive. In turn, Westwood attracted an inordinate amount of censure. In 1996 MC/DJ/shop owner Rufmouth’s Mindbomb and Jeep Beat Collective projects were overshadowed by the notoriety surrounding the former’s ‘Westwood Is A Twat’ 12-inch. The latter was a direct attack on the DJ for his perceived neglect of UK hip-hop - “deny your culture with sad fake slang/And cling on, on American arses you hang”. 

			Given issues of language and authenticity, it was no coincidence that the UK was traditionally venerated for its DJs rather than its MCs, as accent and diction have no part to play in turntable battles. The inauguration of the first DMC DJ contest in 1985, won by English DJ Roger Johnson, then Chad Jackson two years later and Cutmaster Swift in 1989, served notice that, on the decks at least, Brit-hoppers could punch above their weight in international competition. It’s a tradition of success that’s been maintained by 2001 victor Plus One, whose mother group, the Scratch Perverts, with numerous collective and individual titles behind them, remain among the world’s finest turntablists, though they have retired from active competition.

			In the face of large-scale media dismissal, mid-80s victories were sporadic and fleeting. The Family Quest appeared at the UK Fresh 86 Festival alongside Grandmaster Flash, Afrika Bambaataa et al, after their ‘Sleepwalking’ single was co-produced by David Toop, author of the influential and engaging early hip-hop study Rap Attack. The Dizzi Heights Quartet’s ‘The Gospel (Tell It Like It Is)’, meanwhile, was released through Parlophone, one of the first UK hip-hop alliances with a major label, though it did not chart. Generally, however, the majors remained sceptical about UK hip-hop throughout the 80s. The notion that MCs and rappers could sustain careers and benefit from long-term development remained anathema in most major label British boardrooms. An indication of this can be seen in the way they’ve handled what little catalogue they have accrued. Many classic UK hip-hop tracks were until recently almost impossible to find on legitimate CDs, while the majors’ rock back catalogues – even for their more obscure and unsuccessful acts - were continuously remastered and re-released.

			Until Westwood’s regular broadcasts from 1988 onwards on London’s Capital Radio, interested parties were glued to pirates, although legendary BBC DJ John Peel played many hip-hop tracks, often to the unbridled disgust of regular listeners. Peel later recalled in his autobiography how he had been approached by a BBC producer and told “that I shouldn’t play it [hip-hop} on the radio because it was, and I quote, ‘the music of black criminals’. This, I felt, told me more about the individuals concerned than it did about hip-hop.” Later, his widow would recall the occasion on which a listener was so incensed by his advocacy of black music that they despatched “a box of turds” by post. Like many of the broadly liberal left persuasion, Peel was alienated by gangsta rap lyrics, their fixation with money and disdain for women and gays. However, he did embrace the UK ‘grime’ scene at the turn of the century (despite this sub-genre, that we shall come to eventually, not being bereft of its own illiberal views).

			Simon Harris and Derek Boland’s Music Of Life, after initially licensing American imports, was the first label dedicated to indigenous hip-hop. The most notable beneficiary was Boland himself. As Derek B he enjoyed pop chart success before being snapped up by Rush Management and Phonogram’s Tuff Audio imprint. But his faux American accent dismayed many, sparking probably the single biggest debate in UK hip-hop’s early development. Those hits, as a result, sound like period pieces now, rather than genre classics. More to the liking of dedicated hip-hop fans in the UK were Music Of Life labelmates the Demon Boyz (whose rapid-fire tongue-twisters predated Das EFX), MC Duke and, later, Brixton’s Hijack. The latter released arguably the first de facto UK hip-hop classic, ‘Style Wars’ – “The money ain’t the matter, it’s the principle, that makes us invincible!” Its anti-materialist sentiments were in stark contrast to the unfolding swag and swagger ethos of gangsta rap. The belated follow-up, ‘Hold No Hostage’, with its racing BPM count, would be a huge influence on home-grown artists including Gunshot, and helped birth the term ‘Britcore’ to describe a particular brand of hard ‘n’ fast emceeing. Like so many notable Brit hip-hop singles, however, its influence was not reflected in a chart return (though Hijack would later achieve a minor hit with ‘The Badman Is Robbin’’ in June 1990).

			There seemed cause for optimism at the close of the 80s. The all-female Cookie Crew would go on to collaborate with Stetsasonic. London Posse blended Cockney vernacular with Jamaican patois, while Overlord X released three Afrocentric albums for Island subsidiary Mango. MC Mell ‘O’s debut album, Thoughts Released, from 1990, is among the finest early UK hip-hop long players, though he would lose impetus when his deal with Jazzy B’s Motown-backed Funki Dred imprint soured. Mell ‘O’, a veteran of the graf and sound system scenes, would provide Americans with a snapshot of the British hip-hop dimension when his ‘Open Up Your Mind’ cut was licensed to The Rebirth Of Cool compilation in 1991. “‘Open Up Your Mind’ sounded as fresh and as slick as the rest of the album’s playlist,” Ray Douglas would write. “The song proved British rap wasn’t a bland offshoot of US hip-hop; it was an equal, credible force.” Mell ‘O’s one-time associate Monie Love, meanwhile, would finally get her props by teaming with Queen Latifah for 1989’s ‘Ladies First’. Like many, she’d been inspired by watching the Sugarhill Gang and Grandmaster Flash hit the charts and Top of the Pops. “We used to go into Covent Garden,” she recalled, “the square where the mime guys are, and we used to spread our vinyl and breakdance and bodypop. We had our spot and people used to come and watch us and be amazed. It was especially good being a girl doing it, because it was a predominantly male thing. We all knew each other - everyone that was interested in hip-hop - even if you didn’t know someone personally. ‘Oh, that’s such and such from Turnham Green or such and such from East Ham. Oh, he’s a Lewisham guy.’ Whatever. We were like a community amongst ourselves.”

			Love was just one graduate of that Covent Garden scene. Others would include MC Duke, the aforementioned MC Mell ‘O’, DJ Bizznizz and dancer turned rapper Torro (The Black Britannicus). The latter would note that “the UK has talent, but people feel more secure coming across as Americans and forget about their own experience, which is a weak position to be in.” However, it is worth noting that Love, who had family in New York and attended high school in Brooklyn, was largely dependent on a network of American friends and accomplices in achieving her breakthrough. Slick Rick, another Brit-born rapper, remains one of the most influential MCs of all time. But his story is rooted firmly in the American idiom. It’s also worth noting that his debut album, rarely left out of any discussion of hip-hop’s greatest milestones, was all but ignored in Britain at the time of its release. There was further female representation via the Wee Papa Girl Rappers, although their actual recordings were feeble, and the She-Rockers; the latter’s career blighted by their label’s attempts to mould them into a pop group.

			Representing Manchester, a hip-hop community served by the Eastern Bloc shop/collective and DJ Stu Allen, came MC Buzz B (later of Lionrock), MC Martey and MC Tunes, who would briefly infiltrate the mainstream charts after collaborating with 808 State. Other hot spots for UK rap were, predictably, urban centres. Hence 1st in Command from Liverpool, First Down and their Ill Gotten Gains label in Brighton, RME in Birmingham, Represent Records in Nottingham, etc. However, almost all would complain of regional isolation and the London-centricity of the music business, although that was by no means a concern unique to hip-hoppers. 

			Back in Clapham, London, the Stereo MCs, who themselves had relocated from Nottingham, helped set up Gee Street Recordings (alongside DJ Richie Rich, who had his own show on KISS FM as well as solo hits). They subsequently enjoyed substantial crossover success, including four Top 20 singles and a number two album. Never ‘pure’ hip-hop despite the branding, they drew influences from jazz, reggae, funk, soul and electronica, as co-leader Nick Hallam would recall. “We loved Hendrix, Bowie, Zeppelin. When we moved to London, hip-hop turned our heads and changed everything. We thought about turntable music, making new stuff out of the old stuff. We were listening to Chuck Chill-Out, Tears for Fears, Kraftwerk and Yello and we amalgamated all of that. The English dance scene was young at the time. Massive [Attack], Happy Mondays, Stone Roses were just making their sound. It all seeped into the scene and started putting out a different vibe.” They are worthy of note as an exemplar of the commercial potential of UK hip-hop, albeit a singular variant. Their name-checking of indie-rock bands like the Happy Mondays and Stone Roses is pertinent too. Alongside Primal Scream and others, these ‘guitar bands’ would increasingly incorporate dance and hip-hop beats into their compositions, leading to the oft-stated and lampooned cliché of the early 90s that “there has always been a dance element to our music”. Bandwagon-jumpers (from which category the named parties our excised) are useful in proving one thing in this context; the changing perceptions and gravitas afforded black musical cultures. At the turn of the decade the Stereo MCs were among the strongest live draws in Britain, yet despite massive promotion from their record label, they failed to break through in America.

			Hip-Hop Connection, founded in 1988 by Chris Hunt, was the world’s first dedicated hip-hop magazine, beating The Source to the punch by six months. In its prime it was one of the most respected specialist music titles in Britain, hosting the work of most of the UK’s established hip-hop journalists, including editor/publisher Andy Cowan, Angus Batey, James McNally and Pete Lewis alongside photographers such as Paul Hampartsoumian and later TV presenter Normski. It provided a supportive forum for domestic UK hip-hop, though its choice of lead features reflected the market it operated in (and readers’ chauvinism about ‘inferior’ British hip-hop). In consequence when, in 2006, it listed its writers’ favourite albums from 1995 to 2005, no UK artist made the Top 50. That said, under Cowan’s stewardship a higher percentage of UK acts received cover features. Other contemporary writers of note providing coverage of domestic hip-hop include Peter Shapiro (author of the Rough Guide To Hip-Hop), Elle J Small, Chantelle Fiddy and Hattie Collins. Prior to which Dele Fadele and Neil Kulkarni were isolated voices flying the flag in the traditional music ‘inkies’ as were, when conventional wisdom still held that putting black faces on the front cover of your magazine was box office poison. Indeed, a 1995 opinion piece – one that really lived up to its billing - in Hip Hop Connection railed at the perceived latent racism at work. The NME and Melody Maker were lambasted for, among other things, “claiming to be multicultural while churning out a monotonous glut of nerdy, white, trivial, bland, pathetic, lame, foppering, unthreatening dolts on their generic covers – for fear a black face may risk sales.”

			Blade is one UK MC who consistently set out to prove that he didn’t bend to anyone’s will, setting up his own label – with releases pre-paid for by fans - to distribute his gnarly, socially-themed rhymes. “You’re not a Major, you’re a Minor,” Blade would harangue PM John Major in ‘Fuck The System’ (1993); “Old timer, puppet on a string.” From Black Radical MkII came KRS-1-inspired declamatory rhymes, while Krispy 3, Outlaw Posse and Merlin all had some degree of success, and High Wycombe’s Caveman inked a deal with Profile, long-time home of Run-DMC. Another UK band to gain a US sponsor was Hijack, who landed at Ice-T’s Rhyme Syndicate. Misfortune awaited them. Warner Brothers decided American audiences would not ‘get’ a UK hip-hop group, due to both style and accent. Though it received excellent reviews in other territories, their album was never released Stateside. Son Of Noise also persevered until similarly tiring of record label hold-ups, Nottingham’s Subsonic 2 also arrived in 1991, with a sizeable push from CBS. But despite some of the best rhymes in town, including the outrageously funny ‘Dedicated To The City’, they quickly added to a growing legacy of unhappy attempts by majors to market hip-hop. One of the UK’s first ‘hardcore’ rap groups, Leyton’s Gunshot released ‘Crime Story’ the same year. Ferocious and urgent, it was little wonder that Gunshot’s knuckle-hard rhymes emerged on a label – Vinyl Solution – previously associated with hardcore punk. Indeed, their ‘Mind Of A Razor’ cut (from their groundbreaking 1993 album Patriot Games) would feature extreme noiseniks Napalm Death’s guitarist. But their ‘Children Of A Dying Breed’ single of the same year acknowledged how British hip-hop had begun to stall, mourning the loss of their late 80s peers Overlord X, Demon Boyz, Mell ‘O’, Hijack, et al. 

			Marxman, committed socialists, signed to Phonogram’s dance imprint Talkin’ Loud, caused a stir by advocating support for the Republican struggle in Ireland, and toured with U2. Rebel MC (Michael West) was the most commercially visible UK artist of the period, scoring a Top 3 single with ‘Street Tuff’. But although his subsequent album Black Meaning Good daringly blended techno and dub, he was largely dismissed by hip-hop fans – regardless of credentials running the Beat Freak sound system and the Tribal Bass label – because ‘Street Tuff’ was, to put it charitably, kinda naff. Speaking of which, as in America, there were a clutch of bands starting out under the banner of ‘Christian Rap’, in an effort to defy perceived prejudice against the amorality of the gangsta rap creed, including The Gifted, Set Free and N’Daze. Nobody took much no mind. But the charts did resonate to the dulcet tones of Birmingham ingenue Matty Hanson, aka Credit To The Nation, and his Nirvana-sampling ‘Call It What You Want’. At a time when few openly criticised gangsta rap’s excesses, he was happy to puncture the egos of Ices Cube and T and their ilk, while playing shows alongside anarcho punks Chumbawamba.

			Despite the first nationally broadcast pure hip-hop radio show (Jeff Young’s National Fresh segment on Fridays from 1990 onwards, though Dave Pearce’s Sunday GLR show, which launched the careers of Silver Bullet amongst others, was just as influential), the momentum of UK hip-hop was slowing. Many fans and practitioners were seduced by the burgeoning dance culture. There were crossovers with techno and rave, and with the advent of jungle from 1992 onwards, artists such as Shut Up And Dance and the Ragga Twins found mainstream chart success using breakbeats. The interchange with other urban and dance genres continues to be central to the story of UK hip-hop. While American rap has cross-pollinated with myriad associated genres, the artists involved had generally already succeeded on their own terms as pure hip-hop MCs. Also, American gangsta rap was lurid and violent in a manner that UK hip-hop could never hope to compete with, for fear of being laughed out of town. It is not the case that the UK does not have its own crime, drug and gang-related problems (some studies put recorded crime in London as opposed to the similarly populous New York as seven times more frequent). It is more a reflection of the fact that gun crime – the modus operandi of most gangsta rappers – is largely still alien in a country where even the police usually don’t bear arms.

			A bright light in the early 90s was Kold Sweat Records, founded in Shepherd’s Bush, grooming artists including Korperayshun, Unanimous Decision, Point Blank and the furiously raw Katch 22, whose HuntKillBury Finn (aka Andrew Ward) was among Brit-hop’s most articulate and thoughtful spokesmen. Their ‘Diary Of A Blackman’ single was banned by the BBC for using samples of the National Front despite the obviously satirical intent. Other notable independents included Liberty Grooves, which operated out of a shop of the same name in Tooting. But by the mid-90s Kold Sweat had closed its doors, and support and interest from the majors had largely dried up, though Island would sign MC D’s Silent Eclipse, while Asian rappers the Kaliphz, from Rochdale, joined first London Records then Jive. Major label interest had swelled to the extent that a few subsidiary imprints were started, like Polydor’s Wild Card, which released Darkman’s ‘Yabba Dabba Doo’. Inspired by the murder of Stephen Lawrence, it was heavy on pride in black British youth’s Caribbean heritage and dismissive of those who aped New York or Los Angeles vernacular. In any case, America, by and large, wasn’t listening. Albee, head of marketing at famed New York hip-hop independent Tommy Boy, surmised the problem at the time. “American ears aren’t ready to hear a British accent rapping.”

			Solid records like those from Kool DJ Maxi Jazz (later MC with Faithless), Killa Instinct, Brighton’s First Down (forerunners of Morcheeba) and the Guttersnypes, who transferred from Kold Sweat to Liberty Grooves, failed to gain the attention they merited. The Brotherhood briefly flickered after being picked up by Virgin (after starting out on Trevor Jackson’s then fashionable Bite It label). It was another case of a major failing to break a UK hip-hop band, though according to Virgin PR rep Duff Battye, it wasn’t for the want of trying. “At the time Virgin was really, really into the project. They put a huge amount of resources into the band - from artwork to videos and everything beyond. The press campaign put together by Muff Fitzgerald [who was also working the Spice Girls] was amazing. The band had Radio One play. As people, the band were really popular within the company and it was one of the hardest worked campaigns I have ever seen. I think, ultimately, it didn’t work because British hip-hop didn’t sell to British audiences. Why that is the case, I don’t know. Perhaps at that stage only US hip-hop was seen as authentic in the UK. A strange phenomenon as French hip-hop was and still is massive in France. A record company can be 100% behind a project but the bottom line is that if it doesn’t sell the relationship will end. That’s how majors work.”

			The mid-90s were indeed grim times for British hip-hop. Reviewing a package of UK rappers playing the Garage in London, including Katch 22 and 11:59, Hip Hop Connection writer Stephen Worthy couldn’t conceal his frustration. “It’s not surprising, really. US artists are the staple diet of the radio, on MTV, on The Chart Show, in all the other music magazines and, yes, HHC. If it’s a battle . . . then it’s one we are all losing. God help us, we’ve tried – there’s not a day when you don’t think about it. WE HAVE THE TALENT! SHOUT IT OUT LOUD! But if the people who matter, and this means the major labels in the UK, don’t want to risk signing OUR acts, and YOU and I, then what are we to do?”

			British hip-hop’s redemption would lie, ultimately, in its ability to draw on the potpourri of musical influences, connectives and dichotomies which are at the heart of much of the island’s greatest music. As good as the records Gunshot, Katch 22 and The Brotherhood and others made, as genuine as the accents and sentiments were, they were arguably just too indistinct from American rap. The mid to late 90s would see that change.

			Coldcut’s Ninja Tune label, specialists in abstract electronica and hip-hop, came to the fore with releases from a coterie of likeminded artists, including several aliases. 20 years on the label remains hugely significant, not least for the subsequent development of trip-hop, the spaced-out, dubby variant on hip-hop beats that would briefly become a world phenomenon. “I think we certainly, among others, set a blueprint for what went on to become trip-hop,” Coldcut’s Jon Moore noted recently. “‘Beats ‘n’ Pieces’ [their 1987 single, composed using spliced tape edits melding hip-hop rhythms with classical music] formed the basis of big beat, and so forth. There was not a rigid confinement of a blueprint, but there was a certain aesthetic. People were drawn to that, and those people became the artists on Ninja.” In fact, much of the trip-hop aesthetic can be directly traced to Coldcut’s 1987 remix of Eric B & Rakim’s ‘Paid In Full’ with its loops, dialogue samples, snatches of flute and Ofra Haza’s floating vocals. The love of samples and breakbeats was born of hip-hop, but the results were mood rather than lyric-orientated. 

			Many pop artists had dalliances with the genre, but its true champions were Massive Attack, Tricky, and Portishead, all of whom had connections to Bristol’s Wild Bunch. Nellee B’s hugely influential collective was also a key factor in the rise of Roni Size’s drum and bass project, Reprazent. Somewhere in the mix too were Jazzie B’s Soul II Soul – a sophisticated and highly contemporary soul troupe whose roots in the reggae sound systems were often embossed with a hip-hop sensibility. The output of Tricky, aka Adrian Thaws, was possibly the closest approximation of a hip-hop aesthetic within the trip-hop generation – if for no other reason than the diversity of sources drawn upon reflected the mentality of the original hip-hop crate-diggers. Maxinquaye (1995) was an instant hit, expanding on his earlier work with Massive Attack by jackdawing everything from David Cassidy to Smashing Pumpkins samples while containing a ferocious cover of Public Enemy’s ‘Black Steel In The House Of Chaos’. 

			The arrival in the late 90s of Blak Twang and his occasional partner in rhyme, Roots Manuva, as well as beats maker Skitz, signalled UK hip-hop’s brightest new dawn since the turn of the decade. Some have taken to using the term ‘new school’ to provide a chronological rather than stylistic demarcation. 1998’s ‘Fingerprints Of The Gods’, which featured all three artists as well as Tony Vegas of the Scratch Perverts and Phi-Life Cypher, remains the closest thing to a Brit-hop national anthem. “Hip hop’s my life an’ hustle/Lyric skills be the muscle/They’d be brand new like the heavies not like some old fossils/I meditate on Bible scriptures not Porno pictures”. Other newcomers of note included Lewis Parker, Taskforce, Numskullz, MSI + Asylum and Braintax, whose Low Life label was financed by a Prince’s Trust grant. 

			In the summer of 1999 Westwood was shot in a drive-by, as some of the violence routinely associated with Stateside hip-hop made its grisly presence felt in the UK – a link noted, and in many cases exaggerated, by a bewildered mainstream media. Sporadic outbreaks of violence began to cast a shadow over UK hip-hop and inspired several tabloid scare stories. A reputation for violence and terrible organisation led the UK’s biggest selling monthly music magazine Q to blast ‘Why are our rap gigs such a shambles?’ after problems with concerts by Jay-Z, Busta Rhymes and others. The conclusion was that the violence was a vicious cycle. Promoters, wary of crowd problems, over-charged on ticket prices to compensate, upsetting artists who put in sub-par performances which duly enraged fleeced and frustrated customers. UK hip-hop closed the millennium in a parlous state – the demonisation of rap gigs afforded no distinctions between home-grown shows and visiting American talent. 

			But there was still some cause for optimism. With the launch of black music station BBC 1Xtra in 2001 and the wider accessibility of TV stations like Channel U, an important outlet was established, leading to opportunities for a new generation of artists including Fallacy, Klashnekoff, Jeh5t, Foreign Beggars, Icepick (formerly of Hijack), Mark B, Aspects and Sway. More importantly, while media scare-mongering continued over the continued popularity in urban Britain of gangsta rap and artists such as Tupac and 50 Cent, something wholly indigenous was stirring in East London. It would eventually acquire the title ‘grime’.

			There are many, often contradictory, definitions of grime and arguments over how closely it is tethered to the comet tail of hip-hop. The invocation of the term had many precursors including ‘sublow’ and ‘eskibeat’ (in specific relation to the works of Wiley, whose ‘Eskimo’ was one of the first tracks to be labelled grime). Wiley was, alongside Dizzee Rascal and Tinchy Snyder, an intermittent member of Bow’s Roll Deep crew. While the UK’s indigenous ‘grime’ derivation shares lyrical similarities to gangsta rap, its musical heritage owes more to brutish 90s dance hybrids – rave, techno, jungle, dubstep – than ‘G-funk’. The aforementioned musical hybrids, incidentally, draw heavily on the reggae tradition, which is so much more prevalent and integral to the black British experience than that of black America. Grime built on the breakout of the speed garage scene, popularised by So Solid Crew and Oxide & Neutrino among others (who, if they did nothing else, proved that UK artists could succeed commercially as ‘rappers’). 

			Definitions remain difficult, as Wiley acknowledged on his 2004 debut album Wot Do U Call It? in which he resisted garage, urban or two-step as appropriate descriptions. Pressed on the point of whether his music constituted a new UK form of hip-hop, he was unequivocal, but also made the link with what we might term the ‘evolved’ practitioner for whom mic skills are just one aspect of the bigger picture. “It is very similar because everyone writes their beats, everyone writes their songs, it’s rapping but English. That’s the only difference. People are just talking about their lives. The other side of it is the MCs. Some MCs are big but they can’t write songs. They haven’t made the conversion from MC to artist. That’s why some of them are still just MCs. Once you make the conversion and start writing about your feelings and all things like that you make it real for yourself. You gotta make the conversion.”

			It’s not surprising there is some confusion about grime’s etymology. While hip-hop traditionally worked as a magpie or benevolent parasite culture, nicking anything that was good and throwing away the husk, grime draws on more specific, and recent, traditions. Trace elements of garage, speed garage, drum ‘n’ bass, dubstep and dancehall reggae can be found throughout. The battle structure of live events mirrors hip-hop, with frequent lyrical put-downs of competitor MCs and crews – some affectionate, others distinctly menacing – a central theme of the lyrics. Again, pirate radio (in particular Major FM, Rinse and Freeze) would prove key,

			In Ms Dynamite (two Brit Awards and the Mercury Prize in 2002), meanwhile, and self-proclaimed “angry Chihuahua” Lady Sovereign, UK hip-hop boasted authentic female voices too, undaunted by industry marketing machinations their antecedents had encountered. Well, perhaps. Lady Sovereign has endured labelling ranging from ‘Queen of Grime’ to ‘Feminem’ as well the dismissive ‘Chav-hop’ – not helped by her confession that she intended to wear a white tracksuit to her sister’s impending nuptials. But in both cases, the central musical influence was hip-hop, with distinctions thereafter drawn from their respective backgrounds and the music that surrounded them as young adults. “As I have grown up,” admitted Dynamite in an early interview, “probably around 11 or 12, I started getting into hip-hop. My lyrics, my concepts and issues that I feel it is necessary to address and talk about are definitely influenced by hip-hop. And when it comes to the vibe, it has to be ragga and dancehall.”

			While UK grime artists have touched on gunplay lyrics to an extent, firearms have never been a prevalent part of UK culture and are thus less commonly referenced. The notion that Americans can walk off the street and buy a lethal weapon from their local Woolworth’s has long been held as an exemplar of American madness. Another reason for change, then: inner city youths who wanted tales of violent excess from their rappers who dismissed local hip-hop in favour of self-mythologising mean-street American MCs saw a credible alternative. Grime lyrics spoke to ‘them’ now. Not that grime was ever for the faint-hearted. Government minister Kim Howells in 2003 would famously blame it for a culture “where killing is almost a fashion accessory”. It presented them with more realistic peers – both Dizzee and Kano were only 16 when they had their first hits – whilst maintaining the cache of remaining partially underground – grime was popularised by hand-distributed mix-tapes and DIY battle DVDs alongside the pirate stations. 

			And grime had a readymade star, too. Dizzee scored a notable victory over Coldplay et al in taking the 2003 Mercury Music Prize signalling, at last, that someone somewhere believed a UK hip-hop artist might not just have talent, but crossover appeal and staying power. Dylan Mills had endured a testing childhood, but his creative response mirrors the sort of hard knocks rags to riches story popularised by American heavyweights like Jay-Z. The following quote, Anglicisation and football codes aside, could have come straight from the Hova’s own mouth. “In the end, music was the only option open to me. It was a blessing I pursued it. I put all my energies into it. I didn’t care about no other subjects. I’d have just ended up carrying on a life of crime, I suppose. I would have done anything to get money. Where I’m from, there ain’t a lot of other options, you know what I’m saying? Entertainment or football or crime.” Luckily Mr Smith, a music teacher at his Langdon Park secondary school – the last in the line after he’d been expelled from at least four previous establishments – saw something in him. And from there his self-education was completed by immersion in the capital’s pirate culture, which also impacted on his distinctive rapping style. “When you’re on pirate radio, when the speakers are blaring and everything’s loud and in your face, you have to shout. I just didn’t sound good over garage. I had to produce my own beats, because I didn’t really fit.”

			As Jeff Chang, one of the first American journalists to note the sea change, would write for the Village Voice: “Where the futurists wanted a hermetic world of sound, grime’s voices attract the masses with sociology, biography, and the real. So Solid Crew’s members are hounded by coppers. Beefs multiply. Dizzee shows his stab wounds to interviewers, and British music writers and the global bloggerati hail him as the British 50 Cent or 2Pac. He represents the same old story told from Vallejo to Kansas City to Kingston to Cape Town, rap that talks locally and connects globally.”

			If the floodgates didn’t burst open post-Dizzie, at least they were partially wedged ajar. And not just for ‘grime’ artists. Like Dizzee scoring mainstream success was white MC Mike Skinner, under his performing alias The Streets. The NME called his debut the most important since the Sex Pistols, which wasn’t bad for a young man who had self-funded his musical ambitions from ‘borrowed’ till money at his Burger King job (the punk frontrunners had similarly acquired their musical equipment by nefarious means and would doubtless approve). His deceptively utilitarian, heart-on-sleeve narratives led to a ‘geezer garage’ billing that is both accurate and reductive. 

			Similarly, the success of Plan B (aka Ben Ballance-Drew, another East Londoner) is tricky to put into clear context, given how far from a conventional hip-hop template the ‘rapping Sinatra’ persona of Strickland Banks has travelled. It is worth remembering that back in 2005 his first vinyl appearance, produced by DJ Wonder of the omnipresent Roll Deep enclave, was on the grime compilation Run the Road, and he has frequently asserted his hip-hop lineage and convictions. Yet, when quoting said influences, as well as Cypress Hill, Xzibit and Eminem, he would also cite Radiohead, Johnny Cash and Tracy Chapman - reflective of the diversity of sounds populating the schoolyard in his home turf, Tom Hood School in Leytonstone. “I never discriminate,” he pointed out. “It’s all an expression of how someone feels and when you listen to it, it makes you feel how they feel. What’s the point of limiting yourself to one style of music?”

			Plan B aside, the turn of the decade has been most notable for grime’s take-over of the charts. In 2009 Dizzee would score three consecutive number ones. The current UK music indices routinely feature the likes of Roll Deep, Tinchy, Wiley, Chipmunk, Tinie Tempah and others. The latter’s success has been particularly noteworthy, with his debut single ‘Pass Out’ becoming the club song of 2010. Effortlessly anthemic, it’s actually an incredibly dense and adventurous work too, melding hardstep rhythms, dub chants, Woody Woodpecker-esque digi-funk and the occasional snatch of an Eminem-like aside where Tinie plays his lyrics off against sound effects (“Where’s my fucking clap, where’s my encore?” is, naturally, followed by applause). While in common with his grime peers there’s a good deal of showboating on offer, there’s a sense of modesty and astonishment at his success that further delineates UK hip-hop from the parent culture. A good proportion of the lyrics on his appallingly punned debut album Disc-Overy namecheck his mother and her worries that success is being good to her son. Rather than cataloguing his bitches and real estate, having to keep overspill designer clothes over at his aunt’s house is one wonderfully prosaic concern. Similarly, it’s encouraging to note the likes of Tinchy breaking with hip-hop convention and actually downplaying the nature of the urban jungle. “I wasn’t in that world,” he would concede, “but my friend I wrote the song about [prison diary album cut ‘Tomorrow’] wasn’t really either. In certain areas people can end up in the wrong place at the wrong time.” The fact that his patron is Liberal Democrat MP Norman Lamb – the Westminster class not previously being noted for their advocacy of domestic hip-hop - has raised a few eyebrows too.

			In recent months the tabloids have been filled with stories about the potential impact on America of these artists, with Tinie hooking up with Jay-Z, and N-Dubz with Def Jam. It’s been a long time coming. And this at the exact moment when several American taste-makers are pronouncing American rap creatively dead, its arteries clogged and vital signs fading. 

			And what are the dangers implicit in this development? There have already been mutterings from the likes of Neil Kulkarni that the mainstream success of Dizzee, Tinie et al “tells up-n-coming grime/hip-hop spitters to forget about innovation, harness the slick spirit of Guetta, find a chorus the herd can bray and hope for the best”. Kulkarni pointed instead to artists on independent labels YNR and Dented, such as Kyza, Tactical Thinking, Micall Parknsun, Jyager and Foreign Beggars, as well as nerdcore phenomenon Kashmere and comparative old-stager Klashnekoff. 

			London grabbed the headlines; it was ever thus. However, there was evidence of activity beyond the M25 aplenty. Stephen Kelly in the Guardian’s 2010 regional hip-hop feature cited the Glaswegian duo of Silibil ‘N Brains, Liverpool’s Bang On!, Birmingham’s Lady Leshurr, Stig of the Dump from Newcastle and Manchester’s Shifty And Wrigley. A personal selection would include Edinburgh’s Werd SOS, whose ‘Drive It Like It’s Stolen’ is frighteningly reminiscent of the Exploited tag-teaming with Run-D.M.C, and Cardiff’s Dead Residents, whose ‘Boogaloo’ collaboration with Optimas Prime featured a beautifully executed zombie pastiche with Them’s ‘Baby Please Don’t Go’ playing prominently in the background.

			So is it the case that, just as in American hip-hop history, the pioneers take the arrows, the settlers take the land? Some are of that opinion. Long-term observer Andy Cowan, who mothballed Hip-Hop Connection in 2008 and set up Original Dope as an imprint housing classic UK hip-hop jams, made an observation to that effect recently. “UK rappers are regularly topping the charts, yet they’ve also made huge populist sacrifices to get there that would have been anathema to the initial wave.”

			Few would deny there’s an element of commercial opportunism at work in grime, while some of the carping undoubtedly arises from those who manned the trenches when the thought of a British MC on a red carpet was as likely as, well, a black president. Hip-hop has always moved lightning fast – technical or stylistic innovation building incrementally such that stylistic ownership was ever fleeting. In two years’ time the current crop of MCs will have to prove themselves again as artists outside of the cosy, enveloping embrace of a ‘movement’. Meanwhile the UK hip-hop underground, and its coterie of DIY rappers, bedroom DJs and activists, will persevere, with a back history involving innovation, competition, spats, high drama and low comedy, where integrity is as valued as artistry. That’s the place that the grime generation sprang from, and will likely be the engine of future innovation.

			Can UK hip-hop take over the world? Given the moribund state of American hip-hop generally, and Brit MCs’ current instinct for minting assured pop records, there’s no reason to bet against it. 

			

			33RPM - 33 Classic UK hip-hop albums

			

			Various - Street Sounds UK Electro (Street Sounds 1984)

			Faze One – Heroes (Westside 1987)

			Three Wize Men – G.B. Boys (Rhythm King 1988)

			Overlord X – Weapon Is My Lyric (Mango 1989)

			London Posse – Gangster Chronicles (Mango 1990)

			MC Mell ‘O’ – Thoughts Released (Revelation 1) (Republic 1990)

			Hijack – The Horns Of Jericho (Rhyme Syndicate 1991)

			Demon Boyz – Original Guidance: The Second Chapter (Tribal Bass 1992)

			Stereo MCs – Connected (4th & Broadway 1992)

			Katch 22 - Dark Tales From Two Cities (Kold Sweat 1993)

			Blade – The Lion Goes From Strength To Strength (691 Influential 1993)

			Gunshot – Patriot Games (Vinyl Solution 1993)

			Silent Eclipse – Psychological Enslavement (Island 1995)

			Brotherhood – Elementalz (Virgin 1996)

			Jeep Beat Collective – Technics Chainstore Massacre (Bomb Hip-Hop 1998)

			The Creators – The Weight (Bad Magic 2000)

			Mark B & Blade – The Unknown (Wordplay 2000)

			Skitz – Countryman (Ronin 2001)

			Aspects – Correct English (Hombre 2001)

			Braintax – Biro Funk (Low Life 2002)

			Ms Dynamite – A Little Deeper (Polydor 2002)

			Dizzee Rascal – Boy In Da Corner (XL 2003)

			Shystie – Diamond In The Dirt (Polydor 2004)

			Wiley – Treddin’ On Thin Ice (XL 2004)

			Roll Deep – In At The Deep End (Relentless 2005)

			Roots Manuva – Awfully Deep (Big Dada 2005)

			Kano – London Town (679 2007)

			Joe Buddha presents Klashnekoff – Lionheart: Tussle With the Beast (Riddim Killa 2007)

			Blak Twang – Speaking From Xperience (Abstract Urban 2008)

			Chipmunk – I Am Chipmunk (Sony 2009)

			Giggs – Let Em Ave It (XL 2010)

			Tinchy Stryder – Third Strike (Island 2010)

			Tinie Tempah – Disc-Overy (Parlophone 2010)

			

			Grime’s Magnificent Seven

			

			Dizzee Rascal

			Real name: Dylan Mills

			The Deal: Britain’s most celebrated MC; still maintains respect from all but the most puritanical hip hop headz for his back-catalogue, despite becoming increasingly media and celeb-friendly.

			If he was American he’d be: Jay-Z

			The Lyric: “Being a celebrity don’t mean shit to me” (Fix Up, Look Sharp)

			

			Tinchy Snyder

			Real name: Kwasi Danquah

			The Deal: The shortest male artist ever to crack the Top 40 (the Krankies don’t count, obviously), Tinchy’s meteoric career has been backed by the Lib-Dem spokesman on health, who mortgaged his house to help him. 

			If he was American he’d be: Bushwick Bill

			The Lyric: “It’s a standard ting that I keep it ghetto / Roads ain’t nothin’ like calm or mellow” (Breakaway)

			

			Tinie Tempah

			Real name: Patrick Okogwu

			The Deal: Repping for South London, Tinie announced himself with underground smash ‘Wifey’ before becoming only the second artist to reach the UK Top 10 with a song mentioning Scunthorpe - in the form of the irresistible ‘Pass Out’. 

			If he was American he’d be: Kanye West

			The Lyric: “I’m pissed I never got to fly on Concord / I’ve been [to] Southampton but I’ve never been to Scunthorpe” (Pass Out)

			

			Wiley

			Real name: Richard Cowie

			The Deal: Sometimes referred to as ‘The Godfather of Grime’, and widely credited with driving the music overground via his hit ‘Eskimo’, Has links back to the Pay As U Go Cartel as well as Boy Better Know, A List and Roll Deep. Proud of his origins (see ‘Bow E3’) he is probably the most prolific and influential MC and producer mining the grime genre.

			If he was American he’d be: P. Diddy

			The Lyric: “Coz when it’s reppin’ time, I show E3 / We made the genre everybody’s on but it’s all come from Bow E3” (Bow E3)

			

			Chipmunk

			Real name: Jahmaal Fyffe

			The Deal: Holding it down for North London, Tottenham-based Chipmunk picked up a MOBO for best newcomer in 2008 and followed it a year later by scooping the best rapper category. A frequent collaborator with JLS, he is unafraid of exposing a more vulnerable side in a generally machismo genre.

			If he was American he’d be: Posdnuos (De La Soul) 

			The Lyric: “And your arguments are why I’m here with this pen / For real, you’ve raised your kids and you’ve raised them fine” (Dear Family)

			

			Kano

			Real name: Kane Robinson

			The Deal: From West Ham, a former member of the N.A.S.T.Y. crew, Kano abandoned a promising career as a footballer to concentrate on music. His progress has been stunted by record company problems, but 2010’s Welcome To The Maadness proved he was still a strong ambassador of grime. He has also collaborated with Gorillaz and was the first British artist to feature in the Def Jam game Icon.

			If he was American he’d be: KRS-1

			The Lyric: “I don’t give a **** about your reputation / I’m the star from the top, like Christmas decorations “ (Mic Check)

			

			Giggs

			Real name: Nathan Thompson

			The Deal: Peckham’s grime evangelist, leader of the SN1 crew, Thompson took his name, originally ‘giggla’, from his propensity to find mirth in almost situation. Signed to XL, alongside Polydor the de facto major label berth for grime, he already has a well established clothing line to his name.

			If he was American he’d be: Method Man

			The Lyric: If you’re talking about the ‘ardest / Giggs better pop up in your thoughts as an artist

			

			

			Bubbling Under

			

			Lady Sovereign, Lethal Bizzle, Professor Green, P-Money, Ghetts, Doc Rotten, Bashy, Sway, Skepta, Wretch 32.
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