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Norman Jay is unquestionably one of the most respected and popular DJs in the world today. Co-founder of the legendary Good Times Sound System and London dance music station KISS FM, Jay fostered the ‘Rare Groove’ scene pushing the boundaries of the UK’s emerging club culture. Awarded an MBE for services to deejaying and music, he recently compiled his most eclectic compilation to date, ‘Good Times Skank & Boogie’. He is currently taking his legendary Good Times parties to selected venues around the UK, continuing to convert generations of clubbers to the cause, championing new sounds, yet never forgetting his musical roots, thus guaranteeing nothing but ‘Good Times’.
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To all my Good Time fans across the globe. Every time I have stood on a stage in front you, be it on the Good Times bus at Notting Hill Carnival, aprés-ski in Alpine snow or on Bondi beach in the blazing hot sun, you continue to be my inspiration to play good music.

Your open mindedness, boundless enthusiasm and non-stop dancing to (nearly) every tune played, even when I have turned ‘left’ or simply been too ‘upfront’ in my selections, your positive response serves only to reaffirm a lifelong love of quality music which motivates to me to play on to this day.

To the eternal memory of my brother PAUL and my sister PAMELA.
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part one:
the notting hill carnival


chapter one: my first carnival

I looked up at this big old house, number 37 Cambridge Gardens, and just knew this would be the place for us. The road was in a turning off Ladbroke Grove just up from the Westway, so we’d be in the heart of the action, and looking at the front garden I had it all pictured in my head: set up my decks there; the amps could sit just there; speaker boxes on each side; run the power line into the house through the front window . . . it was perfect, so I knocked on the door. Three white guys answered. I immediately thought they’d be up for it. This was 1980, before gentrification, so a lot of the big houses were squats or low rent properties, where residents had a more open attitude to people like us doing our own thing. I was so sure they’d be amenable that I didn’t ask them, I told them. I said, ‘I’ve got a sound system and we’re going to set up out here for the weekend.’ They didn’t really think about it, they just stood there smiling and one of them said, ‘Sure! No problem.’

As confident as I thought I had been, I had to work to stop the surprise showing on my face. I maintained this calm demeanour, but inside I was punching the air and screaming ‘Yesssss!’ I got so excited I told these guys, ‘Of course we’ll pay you. We’ll give you ten bob – 50 pence – to cover the electricity.’ They actually looked surprised, and I realised I could have done it for free, but that didn’t matter at all. I’d put my flag in the ground. My sound system, Good Times, was going to play the Notting Hill Carnival.

This was massive. I was totally aware of the importance of playing the Carnival, but not as somebody who had been taken there since they were a little kid and had its traditions in their blood: the significance for me was as an aspiring black deejay looking to make my mark in London in the 1970s. I had no name as a deejay at that point – the biggest gigs I’d played were my birthday parties at my mum and dad’s house – but I was a dedicated clubber and knew the only place that we black deejays could properly express ourselves was the Carnival. It was our platform, somewhere we could make statements that we could truly call our own. At that time it was the only place we could play to a big audience on our own terms and be properly creative with our music. I knew what a big deal it was, I felt ready for it.

Cambridge Gardens was right on my manor, too. Although I’d lived in Acton since I was a baby, I’d actually been born in Ladbroke Grove and spent my first few months there. I still looked on it as where I was from because I had a lot of uncles and aunts up there so I was around there all the time – my dad spent his first night in England, in 1955, in a house on the corner of Blagrove Road and Acklam Road, number 1 Blagrove Road, W11. I’d always felt a powerful connection to the area.

Playing the Carnival with so little experience wasn’t just a mad idea. I knew I had the music, my brother Joey’s equipment was second to none in terms of quality, and my birthday parties were big affairs, so I was mentally prepared to do this. Setting up our sound system to play there was, I realised, a moment I’d been building up to for four or five years.

It was when I went home that the hard part was about to begin. I had to sell the idea to my brother Joey. It was his gear, he’d built the sound system about five years previously as Great Tribulation, a full-on roots reggae sound system, and that day he was anti the idea from the moment I charged in shouting ‘Joe! We’ve got a spot!’ and I could understand why. With Great Tribulation he was very much a part of the traditional reggae sound system world and knew all the risks, especially at an event like the Carnival where there were hardly any regulations, meaning sound systems could set up where they liked and it was survival of the fittest. Joe was very aware that any newcomer, especially a small sound like ours, was easy pickings and could have been pushed off their patch or, worse still, taxed, which is essentially getting mugged and having equipment or records taken. He was right to be worried, and I’m sure that only my enthusiasm carried it through – there was no way I was even contemplating not doing it.

Back then Carnival used to run all through the bank holiday weekend from Friday evening until Monday night with no curfews. I didn’t want to wait a minute more than I had to, so on Friday afternoon we borrowed our dad’s old Mk 2 Cortina to get the gear down there. This car was terrible – it kept breaking down, you could start it with a hairpin or a front door key, and it had been nicked so many times that Dad had put this massive chain through the steering wheel, round the brake and clutch pedals and fastened with an enormous padlock. Not that this mattered to me, as once we took the back seats out there was a huge space, and, wary of Joey’s concerns, we took the bare minimum of gear, meaning myself, my brother and Percy Henry, our great big mate who was our muscle, could all pack in. It was raining, Joey was still moaning, but nothing was going to bring me down.

We got there and found other sounds were already playing, so we set up in that front garden, plugged in and we were off. I could hardly believe it, this was a serious dream realised: Good Times was at the Carnival, blasting the best soul and funk in London. I was so caught up in the moment I told my brother that we weren’t going to take it down that night, that I was going to stay there all night, sleep there, outside in that front garden, so there’d be no risk to the gear.

It was a good thing we stayed because the next morning, from practically first light, it was a free for all as loads of sounds turned up, driving up and down Cambridge Gardens looking for spots and plugging in anywhere they could. Although our place was secure, a few of them did try to intimidate us, telling us to move, and I had to front them down. With Percy standing next to me I was all, ‘Nah, we’re here and we ain’t moving!’ Or if they looked too much for us to take on I’d tell them it was my mum’s house, that my parents live there so they can’t set up there. Essentially any old cock and bull story so we could hang on to that spot.

As Saturday afternoon went into the evening and things were getting into full swing, with more and more people coming down, I realised how much we’d got away with it on Friday. Now, as a new sound system and one playing jazz/funk, we were getting a baptism of fire, as we were at the sharp end of that time-honoured London soul vs reggae rivalry. How it worked on a day-to-day basis was we, the soul ’eads, saw the reggae scene as backward-looking and unimaginative, we would talk about their blues dances as ‘dungeon sessions’; in turn the reggae boys reckoned our clothes and dancing were effeminate and our music not black enough – which is putting it far more politely than some people were that afternoon. This is what made the idea of Joey and me sharing a rig all the more remarkable, and I’m sure it would never have happened if we hadn’t been brothers. The soul/reggae rivalry was usually harmless, good natured even, but through some of the elements they attracted rather than the sounds themselves, large reggae sound system events too often ended in violence. Now, at the biggest reggae sound system event, that traditional hostility was intensified by Carnival being essentially a Caribbean festival with the music on offer being soca, reggae and calypso, with hardly any American soul or funk. My music wasn’t what a lot of people expected or too many of them wanted.

When it really got going, it was madness along Cambridge Gardens, you could hardly hear your own music because it was a cacophony of sound and noise – there was a sound system opposite us, another two doors down the road . . . there must have been a dozen sound systems playing on a hundred-yard stretch of Cambridge Gardens. They’re all playing reggae, and I’m banging jazz/funk and a little bit of disco! People are coming up asking ‘Have you got any soca?’ and I’m telling them ‘Nah, we don’t play that. Ever!’ I was adamant! My logic was if they wanted any of that they could go practically anywhere else in the entire Notting Hill Carnival. Then there were those who treated it as an affront and stood there cussing us: ‘Wha’ dis shit?’ . . . ‘Tek off dis batty bwoy music!’ We got booed down a few times, but a little crowd did start to gather, with hardly any white people.

It was quite a funny situation because Joey was at the front of the sound, he’s a Rasta with dreadlocks and all the red, gold and green, so every Rastaman that walked past him gave him a nod. Then there’s me at the back of the front garden, proper soul boy, nobody knew me, I’m playing this jazz/funk and the same people are cussing me! I’d come back from New York a few days before and I’d brought a suitcase full of tunes back with me – it seemed like a million records, all brilliant, all for Carnival and I was completely buzzing. I was such a militant soul boy and so excited I wasn’t going to have anything else, these were the tunes I was going to play and I will admit there were a couple of weird ones in there. Or that was how I planned it, but the reality of the situation was that it was too much of a culture shock for so many of the black people who were there. They wanted to hear their reggae; they wanted to hear their calypso and so on – in fact some of the tunes I’d brought back with me were so upfront even the soul fans around us weren’t ready for them! Once we realised the soul thing wasn’t really going down too well, Joey and I shared the deejaying. We alternated, he would play for about an hour, playing reggae, with quite a lot of Studio One, then I’d come on for half an hour or forty-five minutes.

It hadn’t quite turned out how I imagined, but I don’t think I even noticed, I was totally on cloud nine! All I could think was ‘We’ve made it! We’re here . . . we’re in the Notting Hill Carnival!’ It didn’t matter about some people giving us a hard time because I’d put my flag in the ground! Joey, too, was secretly enjoying it as he harboured the same ambitions for the sound, and now he’d set up on the street and played the Carnival. For a sound system it doesn’t come any bigger than that.

This was why it was so important for us to play there: to establish our credentials. Good Times had arrived.


chapter two: the significance of carnival

The funniest thing about how determined I was to play at Carnival was that not too long before that I used to hate the idea of Carnival. As a black kid trying to make my way in London I was an anglophile and I’d always figured that there had to be a way to be black and British, as this was where I was born and was going to live. Because of that I used to pretty much reject Carnival thinking, ‘A bunch of old people following a steel band. What does that mean to me?’ I was a young teenager so there was a fair bit of inter-generational rebellion involved, which was particularly acute among so many young black boys and girls of that time because we felt much more London than we did Caribbean. This isn’t to say we were disrespectful of Carnival or would have been rude about it, we completely got how it was important to so many people, it just wasn’t for us – I’d rather have gone to football or played football than gone to Carnival. In fact I probably did.

When I was a little kid, my mum and dad used to take me, although I honestly thought they could take or leave it. Up until recently they went to Calabash the night before, which was a traditional celebration for people from Trinidad & Tobago and Grenada – they’re from Carriacou which is one of the Grenadines – but I always got the impression they went to Carnival itself more out of a sense of duty than being particularly devoted to it. Maybe if they’d still lived in Ladbroke Grove like my uncles and aunts, they’d be more into the whole thing, because they were actually a part of Carnival history: they’d been at the event that is often hailed as the first Carnival. It was organised by the black activist Claudia Jones in St Pancras Town Hall in January 1959, it was London’s first Caribbean carnival-type event and it was so spectacular part of it was broadcast on the BBC.

Even if the Carnival tradition was lost on me at that young age, there was a lot about it I did enjoy. I liked going out with my parents as a family, and loved going to Ladbroke Grove from where we lived in Acton, because that was where my aunts and uncles and cousins all lived. I’d get together with my cousins and their friends and play football in the street, but if my mum and dad were with me it usually meant I could stay out later.

At the Carnival itself I loved street parades. I was a Cub Scout and sometimes we’d march down the High Street with a little band and people would stand along the side of the road watching. I’d always find the Carnival exciting because it was the first time I’d seen so many people in the streets, and predominantly black people – in other parades we were mostly onlookers, here we were the parade. That left an impression, particularly as these were the first times I’d seen so many black people of my mum and dad’s age out there enjoying themselves. All the same, ten minutes or so of that was usually enough for me. I’d get bored with it, let them do their thing and sneak off to play football.

It was when I got to my mid-teens that Carnival started changing: not only did it suddenly make sense to me, but I also came to understand what it meant to my parents’ generation. This was around 1973 and 1974, when the sound systems made their mark on the event and it became as much about them as it did the parade and the steel bands – maybe more so. That was something I and so many black kids of my age could understand: this was our thing, playing our music in a way we could relate to! Which was brilliant – it was like going to a club but it cost no money! Bring your own drink or smoke a spliff and it was completely free. Now the Carnival made sense to me. Although I had thought I knew what it meant to the older people, I didn’t really until then: it wasn’t just about hearing your own music, it was about taking over part of London and celebrating yourselves in a way that the rest of the city couldn’t ignore. This was the thinking behind Claudia Jones’s original Caribbean Carnival in 1959, to show what we were really about in the face of all the racism and problems black people faced. It was a tradition that had continued, and now we were taking up that baton with sound systems and reggae and soul blasting out on the streets of Ladbroke Grove over the bank holiday weekend. Previously, I just couldn’t connect to it because there was no element of it I could properly connect to.

It was also particularly significant to me in the mid-1970s. Although I wasn’t really deejaying at that time, I was going to clubs all over London and the suburbs, which, particularly out of town, were adopting door policies that stopped black boys getting in. I believe that whole racism thing in the clubs contributed to the way Carnival evolved so rapidly, as we all felt it and we were all pissed off about it – me in particular. I really was an angry young man and my thinking was, ‘You know what? Fuck you! Keep your clubs! Keep your Caister Weekenders! This is how we enjoy our music, this is how we do things on our own terms.’ In many ways that attitude wasn’t unlike the spirit of Claudia Jones, who was basically saying, ‘Try as you might, you won’t hold us down.’ Then if black boys weren’t getting in as punters, you knew there were never going to be any opportunities for black deejays, in spite of these places billing themselves as soul or funk clubs. Or never going to happen anywhere other than the Carnival, where we controlled the environment.

The Carnival was just a chance for the prospective deejays to show themselves off early – what you saw and heard over that weekend, the rest of the country saw the next year. Practically all of the emerging street trends in music, street fashion, or dance begin there, because for ages the Carnival has been London’s largest catwalk. It’s the one platform for all the creatives because it’s free, and those showing off down there know the international news crews and tourists will take what they see all over the world. The first jungle records made their first public appearance at Carnival. Up until then jungle was just a localised idea on pirate radio and raves up in Edmonton, but it was at the Carnival before the music media and the music industry picked up on it. The first house records in the UK were played at Notting Hill Carnival by unsung black deejays well before the Summer of Love happened. It was the same for hip hop, the same for electro – I know because I was there when each of those styles showed up.

As the first platform for so much black culture, it has become a conduit to the mainstream. The first time I saw jazz dancing was at the Carnival. All those boys had their new styles and moves they’d been doing all through the year in clubs to tiny audiences of like-minded people, but they were all peacocks, they wanted to perform and they knew at the Carnival the whole world could see them. There’s a picture on one of my album covers of a guy break dancing and popping and locking outside our sound system and the whole of the street is standing and watching. That was the sort of attention black culture could command down there every August bank holiday.

I owe my whole professional life to the Carnival, because when we took Joey’s sound system down there that was my first big gig – I didn’t start deejaying in clubs because those clubs wouldn’t give me a squeeze, I started on the street because the Notting Hill Carnival gave me my squeeze. I learned all my skills there, I learned everything about how to be a soul sound-system deejay there, about how to entertain crowds or how to play different sorts of music at different times. By the time you’ve played the Carnival for a few years, you don’t need ten different deejays to come and play ten different styles because you learn how to do it for yourself.

I knew years before we actually took the sound system down there that I had to play down there – that’s what I meant when I said earlier that I’d been building up to it for about five years. Once I started playing I was a complete convert, as evangelical about it as the older people had been about the steel bands and floats. I’d live for Carnival inasmuch as my whole year would be arranged around it. It was like my homecoming, then as soon as it finished we’d be thinking about the next one and spending the following twelve months getting ready for it. I’d do some amazing gigs during the year and travel to some amazing places to play, but Notting Hill was my Cup Final.
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