BACK STREET BRIT FUNK COMPILED BY JOEY NEGRO

TRACK BY TRACK NOTES BY JOEY NEGRO

CD One

01 Mirage “Summer Grooves”
London based Mirage put out their slightly Chic–ish debut, the feel good disco of "Summer Grooves" in the middle of 1980 on Flamingo, the UK label which normally licensed most of their releases from America. Mirage were fronted by two brothers Morris and Bernie Michael, the latter of whom went on to become a BBC Radio One DJ and TOTP presenter under the name Dixie Peach.  “Summer Grooves” was used as theme for Radio One’s briefly lived weekly disco profile Steppin’ Out, which was part of Peter Powell’s drive time show. A second 12” "As From Now" was released in ‘81, which, though ok, didn’t quite have the magic of its predecessor.
 
02 Freeez “Keep In Touch”
I recall buying "Keep in Touch" in Parrot Records, Colchester one Saturday afternoon after hearing it on Robbie Vincent’s massively influential BBC London radio show. My overriding memory of the experience is how bloody expensive it was - £2.49, at a time when most UK 12” sold for a £1.50. This collaboration with Incognito’s Bluey was the first we heard of Freeez, being released on the bands own Pink Rhythm label and "packaged" in a fiercely independent looking hole-less plain white sleeve. "Keep In Touch" is typical of British material of the period - fast, jazz funk and instrumental with an almost Narada Michael Walden-ish busy bass line - it would have been quite at home on Elite Records. There was a second Pink Rhythm 12” "Hot Footin’ It/Stay", followed by the first run of their break through LP “Southern Freeez” before the band were picked up for bigger things by Beggars Banquet.
 
03 China Burton “You Don’t Care (About Our Love)”
China Burton’s "You Don't Care" didn’t make that much noise when it came out on Logo records in ‘79, the label who are maybe best known for releasing The Tourists material (an early less electronic Dave Stewart/Annie Lennox outfit). However, recently China's only release has become possibly the most collectable of all UK productions from the era, regularly fetching $400 on eBay. Listening in retrospect it’s a very well made slice of discofied UK soul, with live strings and a cool little drum break. Mr. Burtons husky sounding voice sounds very strong and it's surprising that we didn’t hear more of him as a singer. What many people don’t know is that China (along with Nick Straker) co-wrote the garage anthem “Do You Want It Right Now”, originally performed by Taylor Dayne but the definitive version being released some time later by Degrees of Motion. Speaking of covers, Yam Who? released one of "You Don't Care" in 2007.

04 The Breakfast Band “L.A 14”
The Breakfast Band's debut single appeared on Disc Empire, a label based in the shortly lived record shop of the same name which was owned by DJ legend Tony Monson (who now runs the excellent Solar Radio). LA 14 is a tight jazzy, brass led instrumental with nice crisp production, the band's sound being distinguished by the presence of steel drums.  After this release The Breakfast Band became quite a fixture around London live circuit with their "Dolphin Ride" LP being quite a high profile release.

05 Hudson People “Take A Trip To Your Mind”
"Take A Trip To Your Mind" was one of the most progressive dance records to come out of the UK. An extended jazzy jam that starts off with quite subdued vocals but evolves into quite a psychedelic affair with swirling freestyle Rhodes glisses over a stomping rhythm track. Like much of this music it was originally released on the bands own label (Hit House in this case) but was licensed by Chris Hill's Ensign label and remixed by Chris along with Robbie Vincent. Hudson People later signed to Virgin but their "Boogie Downtown" lacked the jazzy spark of TATTYM.

06 Ritual "Sore Lip" 
“Sore Lip” is one of the funkier more down-tempo releases on this album. The James Brown type funk groove first appeared on the bands Mojo Funk label in 1980 backed with the equally strong "Non Stop Boogie" - the sleeve pokes fun at the then craze for gimmicky coloured wax proclaiming "Unlimited Edition on Black Vinyl".  “Sore Lip” was remixed and re-issued on Warrior Records in ‘87 to capitalize on the tracks obvious appeal in the rare-groove era.

07 The Warriors “Destination”
The Warriors were a collaboration between Incognito mastermind Bluey and Light of The Worlds now sadly deceased bass player Paul “Tubbs” Wilson. Featuring many Stalwarts of the scene, the duo released one album called “Behind The Mask”, which strangely no singles were taken from. However, this was the track everyone was playing both in clubs and on the radio, a slap bass pushed vocal cut which like many breaks into an instrumental second half giving room for various solos.  Many of the UK bands had quite a specific sound, with American cuts like Mass Production "Cosmic Lust", as well as jazz funk hero’s like Lonnie Liston Smith and George Duke providing the blueprint for up-tempo jazz influenced dance floor friendly tracks. You can hear that influence in many of the tracks on this compilation.

08 Stikki Stuff “The Wiggle”
 When writing these sleeve notes it can be hard to know what to say about several of the tracks contained, as in so many cases they are one-off releases on the bands own label often with very little information. This is certainly true of “The Wiggle” which was the flip to the vocal track ”School” and the only release on the Floppy Discs label. It was picked up by Carrere and received a second, better-distributed release some time after. With its upfront sax riff “The Wiggle” definitely has a fusion sound to it, but thanks to its beefy drums and funky clav it doesn’t stray too far into wine muzak territory. Back in the day some purists dissed the UK releases and it was true there was definitely some weedy bland Brit Funk released, which gave the whole genre a bad name. This track however, is certainly not one of those…
 
09 Nigel Martinez “Better Things to Come”
Midlands based Nigel's first break into the scene was as the Real Thing’s drummer. For this collection we've taken 2 of his productions - the Earth Wind & Fire-ish “Better Things To Come”, which was the title track of his 1978 debut album and quickly established itself as a bit of a cult favourite on the UK scene. Martinez wrote and produced Billy Ocean’s American club hit "Nights (Feel Like Getting Down)” as well as working with other Brit funk luminaries such as Light of The World and Total Contrast. Now based in L.A Nigel’s most recent release was on the UK soul label Expansion Records.
 

10 Savanna "Never Let You Go" 
Hailing from North London Savanna always came across as being one of the more accomplished of the era's UK soul/funk acts. Members having met via our strong club scene with venues like Lyceum, Crackers, and Zero 6 all hosting happening nights with a loyal following of regular attendees. Initially inspired by other Brit acts such as Light of the World, F.B.I and Heatwave, Savanna started out playing instrumental jazz funk with the vibes taking centre stage. It wasn't until they discovered guitarist Leroy Osbourne’s warm rich tones that their material shifted to a more vocal direction. When putting this compilation together it was a difficult to decide between this and the first single "I Can't Turn Away" as both are excellent. “Never Let You Go” was released on the R&B label, which was home to the highly successful Imagination and mostly housed the work of super producers Steve Jolley and Tony Swain. Savanna sadly never released any more records, though there was more material recorded that never made it to vinyl. Two of the original members, Sammy Jacobs and Jeffery Durrant, formed LW5 who released a few singles and an LP on Virgin, this time more on the 80’s soul tip.
11 Surface Noise “Zero One”
Chris Palmer’s Surface Noise scored one of the pop crossovers of the Brit Funk scene with their Shakatak-ish "The Scratch". The Palmer empire was located in Soho's Groove Records, one of London’s top import and upfront record shops. Chris’s mother Jean was regularly seen behind the counter and sister Linda provided the vocals on many of his productions released on the Groove Records label (including her own LP). For our compilation we've chosen "Zero One", a more obscure mid tempo B side with an almost War style latin inspired groove under a resonant synth lead. 

CD Two

01 52nd Street “Express” 
This is the 1982 debut release from the Manchester act who were slightly out of the loop due to not only being based tup’ north but also by being signed to the mainly indie/new wave Factory label. I worked at Rough Trade (their distributor) sometime later and realized some great music on labels like Factory hadn't really been promoted or even made available to many of the shops and dj's who would have been into it. 52nd Street released three singles on Factory, all quite up-tempo and experimental for their time. Where as the later "Cool As Ice" and "Can't Afford To Let You Go" releases were more electronic and drum machine driven, "Look Into My Eyes/Express" was quite organic in its sound. I think it's safe to say these Factory releases did better in the USA than back home with “Express” being a fave in Chicago, while Jellybean Benitez remixed "Cool As Ice" for an American release on A&M. It wasn't until Virgin/10 signed the act in ‘85 and drafted in super producer Nick Martinelli that they really broke into the soul scene, though for me this was at the expense of their originality and identity as under Nick's guidance they sounded like many other 80’s soul acts, particularly label mates Loose Ends.

02 Incognito “Parisienne Girl”
The longest running of all the UK jazz funk acts is undoubtedly Incognito, having now released 17 albums. It all started in 1980 with this double A sided single released on Chris Hill's Ensign label. Incognito main man Bluey had been involved with several of the British jazz funk acts especially Light of The World and many of the members of LOTW played on the first wave of Incognito material.  It was tough to choose which side of the single to use for this album, as both the moody “Parisienne Girl" with it's many changes and low key vocals and the flipside’s flute led "Summers Ended” are wicked. Obviously Bluey has managed to keep the jazz funk flag flying high 30 years later. Well done mate!!!
 
03 MBT “You Know Too Much”
MBT was originally promoted as being by J.J. Belle (real name Roger Elvidge Belle), a top session guitarist whose main gig was with the Pet Shop Boys but he also played with George Michael and even on Grace Jones’ classic “Slave to the Rhythm”. Helped out by producer Martin Jay and bassist D Chai “You Know Too Much” was released on MBT Records in 1985 (it’s one of the later recordings included on this album) and sounds quite housey. It did very little on release and was actually quite a hard record to track down even when new. Even now it’s still a relatively unknown record but still sells for decent money whenever it crops up on eBay. Sadly J.J. Belle died in 2004 of cancer. RIP

04 Elixia “Soho Phaze”
Soho's Record Shack music shop started off their label in a jazz funk mode with acts like Touchdown and Index, as well as several white label only releases from Galactic Funk and the Americas…as well as the first Shakatak release ”Steppin” – naming the band in the process. Over the following few years the label (and shop) veered more into Hi-NRG territory with many Ian Levine productions, though to be fair several of the Barbara Pennington and Evelyn Thomas songs were still aimed at, and popular with, the soul crowd. Record Shack ended up having a few pop crossovers in the mid 80’s; mainly with pop electro act Break Machine. Back onto Elixia - probably one of the most dubbed out tracks to come out the British jazz funk scene, “Soho Phaze” is the flip of the poppy vocal "Soho Nights", produced by label boss Jeff Shack (real name Jeff Weston and now a manager of premier league footballers). The original pressing is severely lacking in the bottom end (though we've tried to rectify that in the mastering) and almost comes over like a dubby Haircut 100.

05 Intrigue “I Like It”
Middlesex based trio Intrigue had a number of small-label releases, of which the highly sought after "I Like It," their debut, is probably the pick of the bunch and has always been near impossible to find – even in London. Intrigue later signed to Music Power Records (based in the Haringey record shop of the same name) for another goodie “Let Sleeping Dogs Lie”, which had a great bass-line. The sound of “I Like It” is exactly the style boogie collectors from mainland Europe go for, hence it has been bootlegged on more than one occasion.

06 Ed Bentley “Bentley Boogie”
Pianist/organ player Ed is regular face on London's live jazz scene (and in fact worldwide) and has released several albums over the last 30 years in a variety of styles. The up-tempo funky organ led disco instrumental “Bentley Boogie” is from a three track EP released on SR Records in 1979.  I must give props to Sean P for turning me onto this and MBT. The parent LP Discafunk Injection is certainly a tricky one to track down as there is virtually no mention of it anywhere on the internet, quite an achievement nowadays. Apparently Ed has some new dance floor aimed material due imminently.

07 Style X “No Secret Affair”
Style X were formed by Mike Barrington, the bass player from another Brit Funk act - Cloud, who had UK club hits with “All Night Long” and “Take It To The Top”. We’ve used the brassy instrumental flip of “No Secret Affair”, which only ever got released as a white label. Coming over like a cooler Haircut 100 record.

08 Adrenalin “Feel The Real”
This intriguing U.K. cover version of Canada-based David Bendeth's 1979 jazz-funk favourite, 'Feel The Real', was an all-too common sight in London's second-hand basements as a white label, 20-odd years ago. But times change and now it's a rather desirable item, seeing some action at internet auctions and the like. Adrenalin's interpretation is heavy on bass and percussion and whilst neither polished nor disciplined to the Bendeth extent, packs a punch and still sounds good in a contemporary setting.   

09 Leiah Ikafa “Disco 2000” 
Released in 1979 on the Hobo label the frantic “Disco 2000” is an obscure slice of UK afro disco that been a bit of a secret weapon for many of the dj’s lucky enough to own a copy…check out that break!!!  Vocalist and keyboard player Leiah is still very active and performs live regularly having worked with Shakatak, Chairmen of the Board, Labi Sifri and Jamie Cullen over the course of her career. If you live with 25 miles of Bishop Stortford you might want to consider booking her for your next party.

10 Ransom, McKenzie & Friends “Orange Grove”
Another white label only release that came and went very quickly. I recall hearing “Orange Grove” on Essex Radio back in ‘82, and it reminded me a little of the Freeez sound from the same era. It took me a while to track a copy down and it’s actually the B side of the poppier vocal “Keep On Workin’”. 

11 Underground “Doin’ It” 
"Doin It" first appeared as the flip of the Nigel Martinez Band’s "Behind Your Back" on the now defunct distributor Pinnacles own label. Some time after, New York's long established Sam Records licensed it, renamed the act and brought it to a slightly bigger audience, rightly making "Doin’ It" the A side. Only a few UK productions got a prestigious US release – Touchdown “Ease Your Mind” and Powerline “Journey” are two others that spring to mind. Nigel also had the honour of having the song covered by Norman Connors on his excellent MR. C album.
12 The Cool Notes “I Wanna Dance”
Formed in South London during the mid ‘70’s, The Cool Notes started off as a reggae act, releasing several popular singles on that scene with maybe the Lovers Rock of “My Tune” standing out. In ‘83 the band changed their style quite drastically going more in a straight-ahead soul dance direction. Released on the obscure Sour Grape label “I Wanna Dance” was the first fruit of this new sound but thanks to poor distribution it never really got the attention it deserved. Before long the band signed to Abstract Dance and had built up a strong following thanks to a great live show and a quick succession of strong singles. They ended up having several pop crossover hits with tracks like “Spend The Night” and “In Your Car”. “I Wanna Dance” has become yet another collectable record, especially in Europe and still fetches 3 figures when it occasionally appears on eBay.

13 The Antilles “Latin Dream”
I was first aware of The Antilles when I saw them support Kool & The Gang in London’s Rainbow Theatre in 1981. Recording under the capable wing of Alpine Grant, who released his own tracks, as well as producing various British acts like UK Players and Splash. Antilles put out just two singles, their debut “Lets Shake”/”Simon’s Melody” in ‘82. While ‘83’s follow up “I’ve Got To Have You” has become a very sought after collectors record. “Latin Dream” was the flip of this second single and despite the title the flavour is maybe more Caribbean than Latin, but a very nice track none the less.

