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  Intro...


  In April 2012, music industry magazine The Music Network asked Australian hip-hop pioneer Urthboy to write about the state of hip-hop in Australia. Instead, the Herd member and Elefant Traks boss wrote this: “I was asked to write about the state of hip-hop in Australia. I’d prefer to shine a light on what may be the future of it: Indigenous Hip-Hop. Indigenous artists carry a profoundly engrossing and intriguing story for international audiences, yet it’s barely understood by many Australians.”


  This free ebook aims to be an introduction to some of the Aboriginal hip-hop artists out there. From the better-known players like The Last Kinection and Sky’high, to those who have huge online audiences but get no media coverage, such as Sesk, and those who are probably too radical for the establishment to handle, such as Darah - all have stories that demand to be heard.


  This ebook is by no means comprehensive - there are about 50 Aboriginal hip-hop artists pumping out quality tracks at the moment, and it speaks to only 18. But it aims to be a live document, updated at the start of each year. Hopefully it will become more comprehensive as the years tick by. At any rate, readers are encouraged to seek out the artists and follow them in their own, unedited, words.


  Fully annotated versions of these interviews were first published at www.greenleft.org.au. The multi-award-winning journalist John Pilger says: “Without Green Left Weekly, freedom of press and public truth-telling in Australia would be gravely ill.” Christine Assange, mother of WikiLeaks founder Julian Assange, says: “Without this little paper with the big heart and lots of guts, Australian people don’t know what’s going on.”


  The author, Mat Ward, is a journalist who lives in Sydney. His writing has been published by Truthout, Counterpunch, The New York Times eXaminer, SocialistWorker.org, Red Wedge and others. He also runs Facebook.com/AboriginalRap, where Munk’s weekly radio show can be downloaded for free and where links for all the artists can be found.


  Vanessa Morris photographed Darah. Mat Ward photographed Izzy N The Profit, Jpoint, Native Ryme, Sesk, Sky’high, Yung Nooky and Yung Warriors. Cover and book design by Mat Ward. Due to image resizing problems with the epub format - the subject of endless online forums - this book is best read in the mobi format.


  Please send comments, criticisms and corrections to AboriginalHipHop@gmail.com.


  Big Luke
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  When Aboriginal rapper Darah Morris uploaded his first music video, “Aboriginal Style”, to YouTube, it became an instant hit. Then it got deleted.


  “After 15,000 views on YouTube it got removed for ‘inappropriate content’, which I find really ridiculous,” he says.


  It’s a familiar story. South Australian Aboriginal rapper Caper recently had the video for his song “How Would You Like To Be Me?” banned by Facebook after a complaint, despite the song gaining high rotation on daytime radio.


  A video recently uploaded to YouTube for Aboriginal rapper Little G’s song “Invasion Day” was also reported by one viewer for “inciting hatred against white Australians”. This is despite the fact the song had been played on Triple J for years.


  But Morris, known simply as Darah to fans, was undeterred. He uploaded his video again and went on to record a whole album in the same vein. This included another radical video clip explaining Australian Aboriginal history to newcomers.


  “’Australian History 101’ is my favourite song on the album,” he says. “It was really important for me to do this song because the history of Aboriginal people in Australia since colonisation was never taught in my school. I find that a lot of people have opinions but don’t actually know the history. So I am really trying to present a brief overview of the history so that people can be in a better position to really start to engage in dialogue.


  “It’s not about pointing fingers or dwelling on the past ― it’s really about understanding the present. The first step to any type of conciliation is for people to understand exactly what has happened to get us to the current situation that we are in.”


  It’s a history that so appals Darah that he feels no attachment to the Australian accent. Instead, he uses an American vocal style he picked up after he spent some time living in the US.


  “The English language and the Australian dialect was forced on our people,” he says. “So it really doesn’t hold a special place in my heart like it does for some people.


  “For me, the Australian dialect, much like the Australian flag, serves as a constant reminder that my people have been dispossessed, displaced and forced to follow the culture of our invaders.


  “If I could rap in my native language I would, but aside from a few words, which I do use in my rhymes, my language no longer exists.


  “The United States is definitely another colonial imperialist country with its own history of mass genocide and oppression both of the indigenous people and of the African peoples brought to the country as slaves.


  “I would also note that Aboriginal people have had a long history of identification with the struggles of African-American people and also embraced transnational cultural exchange, long before hip-hop.


  “So as far as the accent, while the African-American dialect may signify a loss of their original cultures for African-American people, for Aboriginal people embracing the accent along with the music is a way of embracing their struggle as part of our own struggle, while at the same time rejecting the immediate colonial culture present here in Australia.”


  However, he holds nothing against Aboriginal rappers who use an Australian accent, and has produced and released a storming album by one who does just that. Message From A Black Man by Big Luke sets biting, incisive Aussie vocals to Darah’s heart-melting soul samples.


  “Luke Edwards is my cousin,” says Darah. “We have known each other our whole lives and we grew up together in Shepparton, Victoria.”


  Big Luke’s height and looks resemble that of his father’s famous brother, Kutcha Edwards. A tower of soul power, the award-winning Kutcha was chosen by journalist John Pilger to sing at his Sydney Peace Prize lecture at the Opera House.


  But Luke had not developed his own talent, spending a couple of years “working down the mines in Perth”, before his skills were picked up by Darah when he got him to help out with the chorus on “Aboriginal Style”.


  “At the time he didn’t have any intention of rapping,” says Darah. “But after I did the video for the song we started getting a lot of really good feedback.


  “I got Luke to do a couple more verses on the Aboriginal Style album that I was working on and, just getting more positive feedback, we went ahead and put together Luke’s album.


  “For Luke, it wasn’t really like he was trying to get into the rap game. I just always wanted to hear him on a track ‘cause he has such a strong voice and I know he has a lot to say. We just sat down and went through the beats and he picked out the ones for the album.


  “I had one beat that I specifically wanted to show him for a song he had written and it was funny because when we were going through the beats he chose the same one. The song came out to be ‘This Is A Message’, and it was such a powerful song we did a video for it and everything really just took off from there.”


  On the song, Big Luke spits:


  



  Look at these convicts selling our land, making it bank


  We should roll over parliament in a motherfucking tank


  I’m sick of seeing our people getting treated like shit


  So you punks that are racist just get back on the ship


  What do we want?


  Land rights!


  When do we want it?


  Now!


  What do we have?


  Fuck all


  I’m gonna shout it loud


  



  Luke, who also raps about having friends of all races, says: “I was just getting some stuff off my chest, like blacks fighting blacks, being proud of your culture, racism, tribes fighting over land. Just a wide range of what goes on in the black community.


  “It’s just my views on things, just my outlook on life as I see it from where I’m standing.”


  Like Darah, Big Luke often references the black, red and yellow of the Aboriginal flag in his songs. Darah cites the flag’s co-creator, Gary Foley, as one of his heroes.


  “I would have to say Gary Foley is definitely a personal inspiration for everything he has done and for maintaining such a strong voice speaking out against the oppression of Aboriginal people,” says Darah.


  “There are so many people who have played such significant parts in our history, but you won’t learn about them in your high school history class.”


  High school history classes also won’t teach that Big Luke’s main inspiration, his uncle Kutcha, was named Indigenous Person of the Year at the 2001 NAIDOC Awards. He also won a Deadly Award for Male Artist of the Year the same year.


  “He has been an inspiration to me since I was a little boy,” says Big Luke of his relative, who was removed from his family as a child. “I have looked up to him not only as a singer but as a role model for all Aboriginal people. A lot of our elders paved the way for us and I am really thankful to them.”


  He pays tribute to them on his track “Elders”, which also features Darah’s other cousin, Cappa AK of The Egoz. That band was among the founding artists of Payback Records, the Indigenous hip-hop label started by Aboriginal AFL player Nathan Lovett-Murray.


  But despite their elders teaching them life’s lessons, Darah and Luke have forged their own path in music. The pair have a real DIY ethic, putting together both albums on only a laptop and a USB mike in a no-frills approach that British political rapper Speech Debelle has called “Studio Backpack Rap”.


  They have also bypassed labels by releasing them straight onto the web as free downloads.


  Says Darah: “It’s really important to me because a lot of times the voices of Aboriginal people and definitely Aboriginal youth in Australia are marginalised and filtered by the media and misrepresented to support the views of whatever writer or reporter is telling the story. So with the music we make, you are getting our voice straight from the source.”


  And there’s plenty more to come.


  “Right now I’m putting together a compilation/group album, South Side Kings, with some of my friends and family from Melbourne and Shepparton,” says Darah.


  “After that, myself and Big Luke are working on some new projects. The aim is really to constantly improve and just keep on moving to higher levels with each project. The first album, Aboriginal Style, was kinda like a warm-up and now we are ready to really get out there and represent and just take over.”


  Caper
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  Fans of Aboriginal rapper Caper may see his failure to secure a record deal as a mystery.


  After all, he has made global news headlines, got his promo videos on national television, become a daytime radio favourite and even had an award-winning documentary made about him.


  But Caper, also known as Colin Darcy, sees plenty of reasons.


  “Man, it’s hard to make it as a rapper and it’s harder to make it if you’re a rapper who is Aboriginal,” he says.


  “I think sometimes we have to prove ourselves more to be taken seriously, which annoys the hell out of me. Hip-hop came from black American culture but it’s dominated by white rappers here in Australia.


  “There are a lot of talented rappers who are Aboriginal, but don’t get given the chance. Why?


  “I even got my video for ‘How Would You Like To Be Me?’ on national TV all by myself without a deal, plus gaining commercial airplay, so how much more dues do I gotta pay to be given the chance?”


  Caper hit headlines worldwide in 2011 when that video, which confronts anti-Aboriginal racism head on, was banned by Facebook after a few complaints. Caper saw it as just another example of prejudice that has dogged his fledgling career.


  “But it’s also like this: Record labels won’t sign a rapper like me because they believe my sound is too American,” he says.


  “I roll my R’s and that sometimes can be mistaken for an American accent. I talk different than a lot of other people and that’s how us Narungga people do in South Australia.


  “I mean, really, it’s young, narrow-minded thinking. It’s like primary school shit, like a cool kid saying to a outsider, ‘Oh, you can’t hang out with us ’cause you look different and talk like a retard.’ Now, to me, that’s discrimination.


  “What I’m bringing to the table lyrically is so different and it’s reality ― real-life shit. I believe the corporate world and today’s listeners don’t find it fun and the industry don’t find it marketable and they turn their back on it.”


  DJ Rudeboy of Fresh 927 radio in Adelaide has featured Caper on his Fresh Air show.


  “He’s a strong, proud Aboriginal who says it the way he sees it,” he says. “This doesn’t add up to big dollars for the music labels. In fact, it probably scares them off. Caper is hungry for success and I’m sure he will get there. I have no doubt that Caper can easily become a star. But is he willing to censor his views, sing a pop song with an Australian Idol or record nice little happy songs about being in love? I personally hope not. Caper is an awesome talent who has an important message for all.”


  Caper’s failure to be signed can’t be because the music is non-commercial. His productions are pure, polished pop and catchier than the clap. He attributes his radio-friendly feel to the engineering skills of prolific producer Darren Mullan.


  “I’ve been producing Caper for a few years now and I know real raw talent when I see it,” says Mullan. “He has a rare focus and professionalism in the studio because he takes his art very seriously. His music and video releases have shown - to the world - that he is a unique and honest character with an important message of hope and drive. It’s just a matter of time before he ‘gets up’.”


  Caper says the respect is mutual.


  “Darren mixes everything I do once the tracks are recorded and that’s where I get my clean sound from,” he says. “I try to have melodies as much as possible ’cause you want your sound and feel to be catchy ― I think it separates me from a lot of other rappers.


  “I produce a lot of my own beats. Doing it yourself means you’ll find your own style and sound ― it’s actually made me a better rapper.”


  Caper’s rapping is grittier than his sound. The 31-year-old’s life of hard knocks is reflected in his lyrics.


  His song “Scarred Memories” charts the slow breaking of his heart, from never meeting his father and growing up on welfare, to losing his mother to heart disease when he was just 15. He lost his brother the same way seven years later.


  The song moved Adelaide filmmaker Shalom Almond so deeply she decided to make a documentary about Caper and his former band, S.H.A.D.O.W.S.


  “I first met Shalom through her husband, Osker Linde, who I work with,” says Caper, who has worked as a native title field officer for the past 10 years.


  “Osker played her ‘Scarred Memories’ and she said it touched her and made her shed tears. That’s when she approached me. Since then, Shalom and I have been like a brother and sister.”


  Almond is still mystified that Caper hasn’t got a deal.


  “To be honest I’m not sure why Colin hasn’t been signed to a label as yet,” she says. “It seems in Australia that hip hop music is a currently a very competitive genre, but with limited recording contract opportunities. Caper has done incredibly well in terms of having his music played and publicised, but like any creative pursuit it takes time, often years of hard work, to establish oneself - I have my fingers crossed that Colin’s big break is just around the corner.”


  Her film, Chasing Shadows, was broadcast by the ABC and went on to win Best Documentary at the South Australian Screen Awards in 2011.


  In it, Caper’s sole surviving sibling watches him perform for the first time as he lays down “Scarred Memories” in the studio. The raw emotion, as he raps about her falling pregnant at 16 to a “bastard” that left her, makes for intense viewing.


  Caper is the film’s clear star, with a footballer’s physique honed by an AFL career cut short by injury. The tenderest takes are of him playing father figure, sports coach and musical mentor to his young nephew. The film is made all the more compelling by Almond urging Caper to track down and meet his own father for the first time.


  “Not having a father around meant I never had much confidence as a kid,” he says. “I didn’t have that role model to show me the way a man should carry himself.


  “Unlike middle-class kids who can rely on financial support from their parents before becoming self-reliant, I couldn’t even have that ’cause my mother passed away when I was 15, so there was no foundation left. My brother passed away with nothing to show also.


  “Both I found really hard to deal with and it affected me in a huge way. Having to deal with those losses at a young age changed me. If I wanted a better life, I knew I had to go out and get it myself.


  “I didn’t want to struggle my whole life like my mother did and I know if I work hard enough hopefully I can build my strong foundation.”


  Caper has already helped build a strong foundation for others. In 2011, he was approached by eye doctor James Muecke to write a song for his Sight For All Foundation, which tackles blindness brought on by diabetes in Aboriginal people.


  The medic was clearly bowled over by the resulting song, “Eyes”, saying Caper had done a “fantastic job”.


  “Not only is Caper a talented songwriter and artist, he is also a wonderful humanitarian,” says Muecke. “He wrote and helped produce the Aboriginal eye health awareness song ‘Eyes’ completely pro bono for Sight For All’s health promotion work in the Aboriginal communities of South Australia. He deserves to be signed up.”


  Health and diet are subjects close to the rapper’s heart.


  “Heart disease has been hereditary in my family,” says Caper. “My mother’s father also passed away from a heart condition and so did one of my uncles. So now, I do what I can to avoid this by living a healthy lifestyle, exercising and eating right as much as possible.”


  It’s just one more degree of separation that distinguishes Caper from many regular rappers.


  His recent song “Super Sarcastic” took a humorous swipe at such empty emcees. The accompanying video, featuring award-winning Aboriginal comedian Kevin Kropinyeri, showed Caper could lighten up at the same time as making biting commentary.


  “I’m just sick of hearing the old ‘shake they ass’ — type of watered down hip hop music that’s on the radio these days,” says Caper.


  “Man, hip hop came from the struggle and was about telling stories and I think it should be more about that. I remember when it was cool to rap about being poor, but now it’s only cool to talk about having girls, money and partying.”


  It’s a sentiment he laments on his debut EP, Believe:


  



  Sent my demo out to every damn label


  They passed up, weren’t willing and able


  To ride with the black stallion out of the stable


  So they mustn’t have believed


  



  The result is that he eventually made that eight-track EP, originally released on iTunes, available as a free download on Soundcloud. Along with a swag of other free songs, it makes up an incredible introduction to an artist that puts most signed singers to shame. Just don’t call it an album.


  “I won’t release an album ’til I have a platform to do it on cause I want it done the right way,” he says.


  “I actually have a lot of material just sitting ready to put out. I’ve got, like, 40 tracks recorded and even more to do. But I believe my music deserves more justice than to just put it out and nobody even knows about it or doesn’t even want to buy it ‘cause I’m not famous enough with a deal or whatever.


  “It’s funny how people will only embrace your shit once you get on bigger platforms. So until that day comes, if at all, I’ll just keep releasing singles and videos to those singles to work up my fan base online. My best work is yet to come.”


  Desert Pea Media
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  Mulrunji Doomadgee died in custody at Palm Island police station on November 19, 2004. His liver had been cleaved almost in two.


  Nearly three years later, senior police sergeant Chris Hurley told Townsville Supreme Court he had come to terms with the fact that he caused the death.


  But more than eight years after it happened, no one has been convicted of Doomadgee’s death.


  The story has dropped in and out of the headlines, but it is being kept in the nation’s conscience another, more innovative way.


  Week after week, right across the country, an infectious slice of tropical hip-hop is played on radio stations that keeps Doomadgee’s name alive. The name of the record is “Aboriginal Justice” by the PI Boyz.


  



  This is for my brother that was taken away


  From his family, I wish he was alive today


  We’re looking for justice Aboriginal way


  Not just locking up my mob for starting a fray


  Yeah it starts today, no more of this


  Listen to the rap scratched on this disc


  



  The record, which hit the No. 1 spot in Triple J’s Unearthed Chart, is a collaboration between three young Bwgcolman men from Palm Island and a remarkable arts workshop by an organisation called Desert Pea Media.


  “‘Aboriginal Justice’ was massive,” says Desert Pea’s director, Toby Finlayson. “Not only for the community on Palm Island and the PI Boyz who recorded the track, but all of Australia. The song helped bring an incredible injustice to light, and we like to think that it helped the community with their grieving process.


  “To have the opportunity to honour Mulrunji Doomadgee and his family was a humbling experience.”


  Finlayson helped form Desert Pea Media after completing a BA in Communications, Theatre and Media in Bathurst, about 200 kilometres west of Sydney, and working with disadvantaged and remote communities in Asia.


  “My time in Thailand and Sri Lanka was really the foundation for my work with Desert Pea Media,” he says.


  “I lived and worked with an amazing organisation called The Makhampom Foundation, who have a long history of running sustainable community theatre programs in remote Thai villages, child prostitution-drawing areas, HIV-affected areas and Burmese refugees, among others.


  “They use a process where participants create a dialogue through image and theatre around social and cultural issues, looking at finding possible solutions to real problems and advocating awareness through contemporary media.


  “It is this model that inspired me to work with disadvantaged communities back home. I figured it makes more sense for me to be a part of effecting change in my own country.”


  Desert Pea Media has been travelling to remote communities across Australia since 2002. It holds workshops lasting up to three weeks in which locals learn to express themselves through circus skills, theatre, music and film.


  “We’ve been to so many places and met so many amazing people,” says Finlayson. “Every community we have been to has been awesome in its own right. Palm Island, Collarenebri, Boggabilla, Dubbo, Bathurst, Moree — these are where some of our closest friendships and relationships with community are, and of course we love working out there, but the list is growing every month.”


  It’s been quite a leap for a non-Aboriginal kid who grew up in the suburbs.


  “My childhood was a normal sort of childhood,” says Finlayson. “My parents are both psychologists and I grew up in Sydney and moved out to Bathurst when I was 15. I went to a public high school in a housing commission area.


  “I think my relationship with Aboriginal communities comes from a strong sense of family. My family is incredibly close, and it’s the friendships and relationships I have made out there that built a foundation for Desert Pea Media’s work.


  “When I got back from Thailand, I started volunteering with a few community and cultural development organisations. I was working with BigHart on a project in Sydney when I met the principal artist, Matthew Priestley, a Gamileraay man from Boggabilla, New South Wales. We got on really well and Desert Pea Media ran our first program out in his community.


  “We are now as close as you can get to family without being related. We are brothers and we have a shared vision for Australian cultural sustainability that informs our work to this day.”


  It seems the feeling is mutual. Priestley told the Sydney Morning Herald: “Toby gets the bone pointed at him when we are with the blackfellas. When we go into a new community I say, ‘Now, sit back bro until everyone is real comfortable.’ But he’s one of those energetic, outspoken little fellas. That’s what gets him in trouble. My mob used to get a bit offended if we were sitting around in a group and he was bouncing all over the place, but they understand him now. He’s one of us.”


  Building relationships and sustaining them is essential for Desert Pea Media. Sustaining the momentum left by the workshops is another matter, says Finlayson.


  “Sustainability is always a challenge in this kind of work,” he says. “We don’t have infrastructural funding and work on a project-specific basis. We emphasise maintaining grassroots, ongoing relationships with young people and communities based on the principles of friendship and brotherhood.


  “Social media and mobile phones keep us in contact with our young brothers and sisters where possible. Desert Pea Media is an organisation founded on family. Proper way.”


  Since “Aboriginal Justice”, the Desert Pea family has gone from strength to strength.


  Its work with Collarenebri Central School in far north-west NSW has spawned “The Colli Crew”, a diminutive bunch of razor-sharp rappers who boast a level of political maturity that puts far older city-dwellers to shame.


  “I think if you are born Aboriginal, you are born political,” says Finlayson. “Kids in communities live and breathe politics, poverty, trauma and the list goes on. They have an acute level of awareness and capacity for critical thought and observation that isn’t found in most adults.”


  Their skills have not gone unnoticed. The Colli Crew soon found themselves being played on the radio, winning awards, performing at the Schools Spectacular and spitting out their conscious lyrics from the steps of Sydney Opera House to a crowd of 10,000 people at the Aria Awards.


  It’s obvious that hip-hop is the aspect of Desert Pea’s work that garners the most attention. But Finlayson, who cites Australian crews TZU, Mantra, Muphin, Pegz, and The Herd among his favourite artists, shows little concern that the rapping might overshadow the rest of the work.


  “We focus on multimedia performance,” he says. “Live performance, circus and puppetry combined with hip-hop and film frames a story — we create holistic community events.


  “Theatre and performance is more relevant to younger participants and, to some extent older community members. It’s about catering for all age groups.


  “For us, hip-hop, film, circus and theatre are all just tools to engage young people in dialogue and critical thought. Hip-hop is an incredibly relevant storytelling form, and enables stories to be presented in a language that is understood by young people. It’s about talking to people in their own language.


  “Historically, hip-hop comes from African American culture in a low socioeconomic context, and I think First Australian communities relate to the struggles that are addressed in the rap and hip-hop genre.


  “Tupac, Biggy and many other artists talk about some of the same struggles that face Aboriginal people, and I think young people respond to that.


  “I do love hip-hop. I love story, and Australian hip-hop is my language. It’s my native tongue and it’s an interesting and vibrant social commentary in Australia. I don’t like the arrogance and belligerence in hip-hop culture, but I love our Aussie flavour.”


  Desert Pea’s work is up there with the best Aussie flavours. But the songwriting is not as painful or time-consuming as might be assumed from judging by the quality of the end product.


  “The whole process takes only a few hours,” says Finlayson. “We have a unique ‘peer to peer’ mentoring process. It’s about creating dialogue around local social and cultural issues.


  “The young people or the communities identify an issue and together we explore the impact of this issue on young people and community. Our artists then help the group craft this into a story, workshop rhyme structure and poetry, then put it down.”


  But it is perhaps Finlayson who has learnt the most.


  “Where do I begin?” he says. “Working and living in communities, sitting around fires, listening, learning — I can’t even begin to explain the lessons I have learnt about myself, our country, respect, relationships and responsibility. The gifts I have been given are immeasurable and I am eternally grateful.”


  It’s an education few Australians could ever hope to get.


  “I think there are a whole range of gaps in the way Australian people are educated about culture,” says Finlayson. “From language to spirituality and even basic history. In my opinion, the misinformation and ignorance that plagues our country is unforgivable.”


  Darah
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  Darah says it was a fellow Aboriginal rapper who inspired him to take a more radical direction on his latest album, I Believe In Revolution.


  “This whole album was largely inspired by Big Luke’s album Message From A Black Man,” says the Victorian emcee.


  Just as Big Luke took a no-holds barred approach on that album, so Darah has come out with both guns blazing on his latest effort. But Big Luke is not just an inspiration to Darah.


  “Big Luke is my cousin, we grew up together in Shepparton,” he says. “He’s also my right hand man when it comes to the music.”


  Darah wrote I Believe In Revolution while he was producing Big Luke’s album. But it was that album’s titanic title track, “Message From A Black Man”, that really ignited the spark.


  “Specifically in that song, when he said, ‘sick of these convicts selling our land, making a bank, we should roll on parliament in a muthafuckin’ tank’ - it just resonated with me,” says Darah.


  That spark ignited the sonic petrol bomb that is Darah’s “City On Fire”. Soon, the rest of his album caught ablaze.


  “’City On Fire’ was the first song I wrote for the album and every other song sort of grew out of this one,” he says. “The song centres around the idea of burning down all the ideologies that are built on corrupt foundations.”


  Over a surf rock twang and chest-thumping chant, he raps:


  



  (Light ‘em up) set the city on fire


  (Yeah yeah) set the city on fire


  Where I’m from, politicians don’t come around


  Molotov parliament house, we gon burn it down


  



  Tired of being greeted with years of disrespect


  Need to move the politicians to a housing project


  Put ‘em on welfare and make ‘em work for the dole


  Put their kids in public schools with hand-me-down clothes


  Where they get kicked outta class for interruptin’ the session


  But they can’t focus ‘cause at home, everybody’s stressin’


  And police profile, target, harass and arrest ‘em


  Till they got a chip on their shoulder for anyone who test ‘em


  



  Burn down cities, slums, commissions and prisons


  Burn down mansions where rich folk living


  Burn down government legislations and policies


  Burn down the military, the courts and the police


  Burn down banks set fire to currency


  Burn down corporate greed and mining companies


  Burn down mainstream media telling you lies


  Burn it all down to the ground and free your mind


  



  Darah’s mistrust of the mainstream media also comes to the fore in “Blame It On The Poor”.


  “I wrote ‘Blame It On The Poor’ because a lot of times in the media you see these sensationalised stories painting poor people in a negative light, and people internalise it and they repeat it and they blame all the problems in society on people who have no power instead of holding the government accountable,” he says.


  “They say that us blackfellas are criminals and alcoholics, but they refuse to acknowledge the institutionalised racism within society that alienates people and in turn cultivates that behaviour.


  “They say poor white people are all dole bludgers, but a lot of times they don’t have the education to get high-paying jobs.


  “They say migrants and refugees are taking jobs and resources and culture away from everyone, but refugees are not in a position of power to take anything away from anybody. So while we are all busy fighting each other, those who actually have power continue to profit off us.”


  



  The system’s got us all trapped, struggling to survive


  Everybody’s stressed, people barely getting by


  While the rich get richer, taking advantage of us all


  They try to tell you, ‘Just blame it on the poor’


  



  No money coming in, man, times is hard


  My cousin out there every day, tryna find a job


  But he keeps getting knocked back, can’t help but think that


  Maybe it’s the fact that his skin is jet black


  And he never finished high school, had problems with his teachers


  Treated like a bad seed, they said they couldn’t reach him


  Racism’s still alive, institutionalised


  While the ignorant still try to deny and justify


  



  And I don’t blame white people at all


  Most of those I know came up poor


  Exploited and abused, too, by their own government


  Treated like dirt by their own countrymen


  Their own people don’t acknowledge ‘em


  Too poor and uneducated and never been to college, man


  The system is designed to keep us all divided


  But we gon need each other to survive it


  



  It hurts me to see how we treat refugees


  Who left their whole life behind overseas


  In hopes for something better, but instead what they get?


  Treated like criminals and constant disrespect


  Just for being different, born somewhere not here


  Propaganda in the media spreads irrational fear


  Some seek asylum and get thrown in detention centres


  No trial and indefinite sentences when they enter


  



  The corporate media’s role of “normalising the unthinkable”, in the words of media critic Edward Herman, means refugees fleeing countries on which Australia is waging war are demonised. It means well-meaning people who once protested against the international crime of the Iraq war have now internalised the liberal media’s refrain that the war was simply a “mistake”. It means that after the FBI found that money lenders had committed widespread fraud in the sub-prime mortgage crisis that brought the world’s economy to its knees in 2008, none of the perpetrators have been jailed. Instead, the unthinkable has been normalised, by letting them walk free, blaming the poor for the crippling debts instead and punishing them with brutal austerity.


  The mendacious manipulation of the mainstream media also comes bubbling back to the surface in “They Tellin’ Lies”. The song is “about the growing distrust for government, media and the education system, as a result of years of manipulation and exploitation”, says Darah.


  “It’s also inspired by the fact that we are now living in the information age and you have people like WikiLeaks and Green Left Weekly and other independent media fighting to bring the truth to the people while the governments are attempting to suppress that information. It’s not a new thing that governments are trying to keep the truth from coming out. However, in recent times we are seeing a full display of the extent to which they will go to keep the truth hidden.”


  Intellectual and activist Noam Chomsky is well-known for his criticism of the media in his seminal work with Edward Herman, Manufacturing Consent. But he is less well-known for arguing that the education system is probably worse as a form of indoctrination. Chomsky says: “The main point I think is that the entire school curriculum, from kindergarten through graduate school, will be tolerated only so long as it continues to perform its institutional role.”


  Darah draws the same parallels - from government, to media, to education - in “They Tellin’ Lies”:


  



  (The government) they tellin’ lies


  (The media) they tellin’ lies


  (The school system) they tellin’ lies


  Tryna keep the people blind


  



  Don’t believe everything you read


  Or everything you see on your TV screen


  They mislead, they misconstrue


  They twist the truth to try to keep us all confused


  The mainstream news, it’s propaganda


  See they don’t want to see the people stand up


  Fill your head with lies, so we can’t see


  



  They say it’s all good, but nah, we ain’t free


  They exploit the masses just to make a profit


  They keep us down to make some money off us


  And when they run for office, they say believe in change


  But we don’t see no change, everything just stays the same


  They ain’t tryna share the wealth, nah, see, they tryna hold it


  All to theyself, so that they can control it


  But they won’t tell you that, they say we’re all equal


  They call it capitalism, I call it exploiting the people


  



  The Australian Labor Party came to power in 2007 promising to scrap legislation that had required the suspension of the Racial Discrimination Act. The Northern Territory Emergency Response, otherwise known as the Northern Territory Intervention, had used discredited evidence to label Aboriginal people paedophiles and alcoholics and force them off their remote communities into “hub towns”. Some, such as multi-award-winning Australian journalist John Pilger, labelled the Intervention an old-fashioned land grab. The government’s own figures show the Intervention has failed. But Instead of scrapping the legislation, the Labor government extended it in 2012 for a further decade, under the Orwellian name “Stronger Futures”.


  “There is so much wrong with the NT Intervention and the Stronger Futures legislation that I don’t even know where to start,” says Darah. “It disempowers Aboriginal communities by taking away our autonomy and our ability to achieve self-determination. The Stronger Futures legislation is made possible because at the end of the day many Australians see Aboriginal people as nothing more than criminals and alcoholics who will abuse the system and who are incapable of taking care of ourselves and need to be policed.


  “It’s a continuation from the idea of the noble savage that is embedded in the Australian psyche. Aboriginal people are portrayed as savage natives, unable to survive in a modern world, who need to be broken down and subsequently Aboriginal children need to be saved from our communities by white people. But instead of strengthening the people they are supposedly saving, they punish them.


  “This is the reason that community consultations have very little effect on government policies, because they see no value or merit in Aboriginal culture outside symbolism and tourism. This is not a new theme in Australia, it’s just the latest manifestation.”


  The stuttering offbeats of “They Tellin’ Lies” are the sound of a producer not afraid to push boundaries. Darah’s compositions have grown to the point where they can be compared to the stupendous soundclashes of Public Enemy’s production team, the Bomb Squad.


  “It’s funny that you mention the Bomb Squad because they were definitely a large influence when I was making this album,” he says. “I was definitely influenced by that hectic, hard pumping sound that they created. When I first started working on the album I really just started thinking about what it was that first made me fall in love with hip-hop and I really kinda miss the music that was socially conscious and at the same time very much in your face and just thumps when you play it. So I really wanted to create something with that feel, where it just hits you.”


  But there are also moments where Darah loosens up the aural tension, such as on the flutey loops of “It Starts With You”. The song was inspired by a group of righteous rhymers who arose from the late 1960s African American civil rights movement.


  “’It Starts With You’ was my version of a Last Poets song,” he says. “That’s why the beat is very minimalist and my rhyme style might be a little different. I feel that if you are a hip-hop fan and you like music with a message you have to check out The Last Poets, especially since they kind of invented rapping in the form we know it.


  “In the chorus I say, ‘revolution ain’t nothing but change’, because I believe that change starts within each of us, so if you look around and don’t like what you see, you have to make a change internally in order for that change to manifest externally. You can’t expect the world to become a better place if you are unwilling to become a better person.”


  



  I know it might sound strange


  But revolution ain’t nothing but change


  It’s on you now, what you gon do?


  You wanna change the world, it starts with you


  



  It’s time for change, but we’ve gotta stand together


  Hold it down through all types of weather


  Be each other’s strength working side by side


  To overcome that which stands against us


  Unified we rise, alone we die defenceless


  



  That solid feel for solidarity is laid in the foundations the album on its strong-as-concrete opener, “All In It Together”.


  “When I wrote ‘All In It Together’ I knew it was going to be the first song on the album,” says Darah.


  “I wrote it as a way to bring people into my frame of mind. I wanted to show that although the album is told from an Aboriginal perspective and a lot of the content is centred around my experiences as an Aborigine living under an imposed colonial culture, at the same time, I’m not trying to exclude anyone, because at the end of the day we’re in this together and we gotta work together if we really want to make a change.”


  



  No matter the time, no matter the weather


  We gon rise up, we all in it together


  Black or white man, I spread love,


  For my people I’ma ride, yeah I shed blood


  



  In that spirit, there are many collaborations on the album, with artists such as Dubbzone, Buddy Blair, DTA Mob and Antwon, with whom Darah has rebuilt firebombed bridges.


  “Antwon is dope,” says Darah. “It’s funny though, a couple of years ago Antwon actually had a beef with my cousin, Cappa Ak from The Egoz. But, you know, I’m all about working with each other, not against each other. So when I first connected with Antwon, we had spoken on it and agreed that what’s in the past is in the past, so we linked up.


  “As artists - and especially Aboriginal artists - we are passionate people and sometimes we bump heads or rub each other the wrong way. But at the end of the day, we’re all coming from the same place. I can definitely feel where he’s coming from and the music that he makes. It’s street, but it’s political at the same time, and I feel like we need that. He’s got a strong voice and he knows how to use it.”


  Antwon has made some of the most radical and uncompromising hip-hop in Australia. He is not readily given to compliments, but when asked about Darah, he says: “Yeah, I admire that brother. He’s got talent and a good head on his shoulders. I give props when it’s due.”


  The video for “All In It Together” was made on location in Fitzroy - Melbourne’s equivalent of Sydney’s Redfern - by Darah’s sister, Vanessa Morris. The photography graduate also filmed Darah’s “Never Back Down” at the 2011 NAIDOC march in Melbourne and is already developing a distinctive style, as seen in the split-mirror rhythmic zooms and sans serif fonts of Darah’s “On The Set”. She also plugs straight into the rhythm of “All In It Together”, with strobes that shake with the breaks.


  “The straight up rawness and honesty of Darah’s work, and this song in particular, was something I wanted to illustrate,” she says. “Having more so a background in art and photography, I’ve always had the thought that it comes back to the audience – in that an effective video, or artwork for that instance, can spark some type of emotion, whether that be happiness, sadness, anger, or whatever.


  “I find Darah’s music raw and honest. It has a passion and energy that’s unique and something you can’t force. It’s natural and not artificial. The work he’s doing in representing and telling the stories of our people through music is pure and sometimes overwhelmingly powerful.


  “The video was filmed at a few spots around the Fitzroy area in Melbourne. Location plays a massive role, which could be considered as the backbone of the video. Darah wanted to shoot in this area, because when our elders were first moving off the missions and into the city, Fitzroy was a central location that people would come to. It’s also where a lot of early Aboriginal political movements came from.


  “Although the commission flats seen in some shots weren’t there in the early days, they now symbolise the area and also house people from a lot of different backgrounds – tying in with the theme that we are all in it together.”


  Among the most prominent names associated with Fitzroy is academic and activist Gary Foley, one of the many freedom fighters to whom Darah pays tribute on his track “My Heroes (Salute)”.


  “I would say that Gary Foley is probably my biggest influence,” says Darah. “He has been a part of so many important moments and movements for Aboriginal people, from his role in the Tent Embassy, to the Aboriginal Legal Service in Redfern, to helping organise protests against the 1982 Brisbane Commonwealth Games and the 1988 Australian Bicentenary. I have also seen him speak a number of times and his ability to express the nature of racism embedded within Australian society against Aboriginal people is second to none.”


  Foley, who lectures in history at Victoria University, is impressed by Darah’s bid to teach history through hip-hop, and has even gone so far as to hail him and Big Luke as “the next generation of freedom fighters”. But Darah is standing on the shoulders of previous generations, as he attests in “My Heroes (Salute)”:


  



  One time I dedicate this song to those who paved the way


  Came from the bottom, never had nothing, but made a way


  Stood up for the people, a voice for the unheard


  In the face of adversity, they stood undeterred


  They was treated like dirt, battered and brutalised


  Told that we was primitive, but they saw through the lies


  Had the whole world against ‘em, but they still stood up


  It wasn’t easy, but they did it for us, so I salute


  



  William Cooper, Doug Nicholls, Jack Patten, (Salute)


  William Ferguson, Pearl Gibbs, Bill Onus, (Salute)


  Fred Maynard, Tom Lacey, Marge Tucker, (Salute)


  Kath Walker, Bruce McGuinness, Bill Cragie, (Salute)


  Michael Anderson, Tony Coorey, Bertie Williams, (Salute)


  Chicka Dixon, Robbie Thorpe, Alf Bamblett, (Salute)


  Bob Maza, Gary Foley, Paul Coe, (Salute)


  These are just a few of my heroes


  



  Asked to talk about those heroes, Darah offers a short answer or a long answer. Since Foley places great emphasis on telling and re-telling the stories of Aboriginal activists, it’s a no-brainer to opt for the long answer.


  “These aren’t government-appointed ‘leaders’,” replies Darah. “These are individuals who took the charge and gave their all to improve our condition. You won’t learn about them in school textbooks, but they are very important and deserve to be acknowledged. So while schools are teaching our kids about bushrangers and white Australian explorers, we have to teach our kids about the Aboriginal freedom fighters.


  “Early leaders like John Maynard, Tom Lacey, William Cooper, Doug Nicholls, Jack Patten, William Ferguson, Pearl Gibbs, Bill Onus and Marge Tucker inspire me through the courage and strength they displayed in standing up in a time when Aboriginal people were considered wards of the state and being treated as an inferior race of people soon to be extinct. They also made many important connections between different Aboriginal communities, unifying people in support of common aims.


  “The next generation, Kath Walker, Bruce McGuinness, Bill Cragie, Michael Anderson, Tony Coorey, Bertie Williams, Chicka Dixon, Robbie Thorpe, Alf Bamblett, Bob Maza, Gary Foley and Paul Coe inspire me in the way that they lead a strong charge towards self-empowerment and self-determination. They shifted the aims to be not just equal to whites within Australian society, but to be strong on our own accord and by our own strength. They brought land rights and self determination to the forefront of Aboriginal discourse and showed that we don’t need permission to raise ourselves up. Each of these people also played a part in mobilisation of the Aboriginal political movements and aims for Aboriginal self-determination and inspire me to continue to seek to improve things for my people.


  “The first Aboriginal political organisation to begin linking up communities together was the Australian Aboriginal Progress Association in 1925. It was led by Fred Maynard and Tom Lacey, who were largely influenced by the ideas of the Sydney chapter of Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement Association, of which they were also members. Along with calling for the cessation of the state-sanctioned removal of Aboriginal children, they also saw the importance of freehold land ownership to economic independence for Aboriginal people. It was this beginning that helped inspire many future generations of Aboriginal activists.


  “William Cooper was the founder of the Aboriginal Advancement League in Victoria, and with the help of Doug Nicholls and Marge Tucker, was central to organising Aboriginal political movement and connecting up communities across Victoria and also helping communicate with other political organisations interstate.


  “Jack Patten, William Ferguson and Pearl Gibbs were the founding members of the Aborigines Progressive Association in Sydney, helping to mobilise the New South Wales movement.


  “Bill Onus worked with the Aborigines Progressive Association and later became the president of the Aboriginal Advancement League, and worked in building support for local Aborigines both in Sydney and Melbourne, but also helped provide support for movements in Western Australia and South Australia.


  “Kath Walker - also known as Oodgeroo Noonuccal - was a poet, artist and activist who used her art to educate people about the external conditions and inner feelings that Aboriginal people face every day.


  “Bruce McGuinness was one of the founders of the Black Power movement among Aborigines, which saw Black Power as a means to achieve self-determination.


  “Bill Cragie, Michael Anderson, Tony Coorey and Bertie Williams were the four individuals who established the Aboriginal Tent Embassy on January 26, 1972, on the lawn of parliament in Canberra, in response to the government’s refusal to recognise Aboriginal land rights. The Aboriginal Tent Embassy would go on to become one of the largest, most important demonstrations in Australian history and one of the most successful in bringing land rights to the forefront of Australian political discourse.


  “Chicka Dixon was another leader like Bruce McGuinness who helped bridge the gap between the generations and inspire action among the new generation of activists. He also worked in drawing help from trade unions in supporting equality for Aboriginal people and further helped show parallels between Aboriginal people in Australia and the native peoples of America and Canada.


  “Robbie Thorpe is an Indigenous activist in Melbourne who has remained active at the front of protests regarding the current plight of Aboriginal people and was central to leading the Black GST protests which call for recognition of Genocide, Sovereignty and Treaty.


  “Alf Bamblett is the current president of the Aboriginal Advancement League and has committed his life to improving the lives and outcomes for Aboriginal people in Victoria, with specific regard to education, housing and social justice. He was also the lead singer for the Aboriginal country band Stray Blacks.


  “Bob Maza is one of the most important historical figures in Aboriginal performance art, setting up Black Theatre in Redfern and continuing work in both theatre and film. Having been both the president of the Aboriginal Advancement League and a part of the Aboriginal Tent Embassy prior to moving towards performance art, his works contain strong anti-colonial themes and social commentary, which is something I aspire for with my works.


  “Paul Coe was an important member in developing a lot of early programs in the Redfern community. He led calls for the 1967 Referendum, was part of the Aboriginal Tent Embassy protests and in 1979 he took a case to the High Court challenging British sovereignty over Aboriginal lands.”


  But Darah isn’t just continuing the legacy of his Aboriginal heroes. “The Revolution Will Be Live” is his tribute to one of his African American heroes, the recently departed Gil Scott-Heron. Darah picks up Scott-Heron’s legacy and runs with it.


  “’The Revolution Will Be Live’ is a continuation of Gil Scott-Heron’s classic ‘The Revolution Will Not Be Televised’,” he says. “People often quote that phrase without quoting what comes directly after it, which is ‘the revolution will be live’. So I’m just exploring that idea that revolution takes place in real life and I think today we are seeing a lot of things changing in societies all over the world and we can either sit back and wait for change or we can get up and be active in making change.


  “I’m also exploring the idea that people want to feel safe in society, but that ‘safety’ is not really for our benefit - it’s to keep us under control so that we can be exploited. We aren’t taught survival skills, we are only taught enough to keep us contained.”


  



  Live, in the streets where the drama don’t cease


  And it’s bigger than just beefing with the police


  Who really runs the government? Politicians is puppets


  Rich companies pull strings, the vote means nothing


  The people sick and tired of being victim


  Class division inequalities upheld by the system


  And you can hear it if you listen, the streets is talkin’


  The temperature’s rising, no escaping, no hiding


  



  The time ticking, the final minutes, the earth spinning


  Shorter days, cold summers, hot winters


  Things are spinning outta control now, so where we heading?


  Watch your back, man, I’m ready for the Armageddon


  They try to suppress the masses and keep you caught up


  Focused on the mundane while your days are getting shorter


  They abuse us and use us, try to tie us down


  ‘Cause they know the power is in us to change it all around


  



  One time y’all, we gotta fight to stay alive


  Survival of the fit and only the strong survive


  They tryna break you down, I’m just tryna help you rise


  Gotta keep your eyes open to their ways and stay wise


  It’s time to separate the truth from the lie


  To see through the deception gotta use your third eye


  The revolution will not be televised


  The revolution will be live


  



  Revolution is a theme that returns again and again as Darah’s album spins. But it practically leaps off the record and grabs the listener by the throat on the tracks “Rebel”, “Revolutionary Mind State”, “Blackfella Revolutionary” and the album’s closer, “I Believe In Revolution”.


  “’Rebel’ was inspired by two of my favourite artists, Bob Marley and Fela Kuti,” says Darah. “That’s why I gave them a shout out in the lyrics. I feel that music isn’t just for entertainment - music is a powerful art form that allows you to deliver your thoughts straight from the artist to the listener. So this song is about taking that charge and standing up for what you believe in and if that means standing against the establishment, then that’s what you gotta do. I’m also saying that I’m only one of many, and even if they stop me another will take my place.”


  



  Rebel to the system man, I speak fire


  Fight for my people no doubt, see I’m a rider,


  If it go down I’ma ride for my brothers,


  Die for my sisters, regardless of colour,


  



  Now they saying I’m cold ‘cause I only roll with a chosen few,


  But I ain’t anti-social, just anti-colonial,


  Keep an eye out for the jacks, they settin’ traps


  Blackfella raw anti-government raps


  



  Recognise I’m a rebel for the cause


  Fight to the end, I put it down for my squad


  Never back down man, you know I stand tall,


  Cause they can stop one, but they can’t stop us all


  



  In that pulsing vein, Darah assembled a full squad of Aboriginal rappers to guest on “Blackfella Revolutionary”. The track was mixed by Felon of the DTA Mob after Darah initially had problems with it. “He gets major props for that,” says Darah.


  “’Blackfella Revolutionary’ was important to me because it shows that the things I’m speaking on throughout the album aren’t just limited to me. There are others out there who are feeling the same. I also feel that it’s important that we, as Aboriginal people, present strong positive images of ourselves to counter a lot of the negative images portrayed by the mainstream media.”


  



  Blackfella revolutionary, militant minded


  Far too long, the people been blinded


  To the systems of control we remain defiant


  Never back down, I stand on the shoulders of giants


  My elders and my ancestors, uncles and aunts


  Give us strength to overcome whatever’s in our path


  One time for the youth, the future leaders


  Stand up for the cause, the people need ya


  



  Brave and strong, I fear none


  Fight back, get free, and run


  Stop and breathe, think and move


  Plan and plot, talk and do


  Live, strive, my people go hard


  Aim up high, reach so far


  Be upright, take time and plan


  Blackfella revolutionary I am


  



  “Someone once told me that the education provided by the system will not teach you how to overcome the system,” says Darah. “That’s what ‘Revolutionary Mind State’ is about. I open each verse by saying, ‘In school they taught me the theory of evolution, in the streets they taught me theories of revolution.’


  “It’s about the fact that we don’t really need to be validated or authenticated by the state or the constitution or anyone else if we can find value in ourselves. And it’s not a slight against education - I love education - I’m just saying education is not limited to the confines of a government institution. Knowledge has no master.”


  



  In school I learned the theory of evolution


  In the streets they taught me about theories of revolution


  Aboriginal born raised we don’t need your constitution


  You say we are the problem, I say we’re the solution


  



  Revolutionary Mind State,


  It’s time my people get your mind straight,


  They say the music increasing the crime rate,


  I say the system tryna keep us trapped, you gotta stay awake


  



  Of the album‘s closing song “I Believe In Revolution”, Darah says: “It was the final song written for the album, but I had the idea for a long time. I already had the album title in mind when I began the album, so when I was finishing I felt that I wanted to end on a high note and show that although the album itself is kind of aggressive, I’m actually optimistic about the future.


  “It’s like, when I look around society and I see so many things that I don’t agree with, it can really weigh you down and be heavy on your heart, but I find that I’m often inspired when I meet people out there actively working to make the world better.


  “It’s those people out there who are consciously creating a better world that reaffirms my belief in humanity and it shows me that revolution is not something that is abstract or something that will occur one day in the future. Revolution is happening in the present day, and that inspires me.”


  



  To all the revolutionary thinkers we must stand tall


  Because success means nothing if it’s not for all


  And you are much more powerful than you realise


  Don’t believe what they’re selling you, you gotta use ya third eye


  ‘Cause deep down inside, we all know that we ain’t free


  And we can do better, if we work together


  Forever, ain’t got time to waste fighting each other


  Black, brown, yellow, red or white, we’re all brothers


  



  I believe in revolution


  I believe in revolution


  I believe in revolution


  I believe in revolution


  Eskatology
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  What’s in a name? Everything, for Eskatology. His music has his name written all over it.


  The rapper also known as 26-year-old South Australian Jonathan Stier first came across the term “eschatology” through studying religion.


  “Religion does play a part in my life, and I was doing a bit of religious studying and came across this word and it intrigued me,” he says.


  “So I found the meaning to be ‘an end or talks of a world end’ and thought it matched well with my stories, about preparing for an end, and righting wrongs before the end, as well as me turning over a new time in my life.”


  Eskatology’s latest album, Eskape Reality, tells how he has made a new start after a tough upbringing marked by absent father figures.


  The rapper, who is a heavyweight in stature as well as stanza, was raised in the small town of Crystal Brook by his Ngarrindjeri grandmother and her husband. He never knew his grandmother’s previous husband, a German who fathered his mother. He also did not know his own Yugoslavian father.


  “I grew up knowing more of my Aboriginal heritage than any of my other mixed blood,” says Eskatology, who was baptised Lutheran. “My grandma was full blood and I didn’t know my German grandfather and my dad wasn’t around. So I guess that’s all I knew.”


  It’s a sentiment that calls into question the views of Bess Price, the former chair of the Northern Territory Indigenous Affairs Advisory Council. Shortly after Eskape Reality was released, she chided fair-skinned Aboriginal people for identifying as only Aboriginal.


  Her comments led radical artist Richard Bell to retort: “I have been a blackfella all my life. I don’t know any of my white relatives. In fact, I have never met even one of them. So Bess Price, or any other idiot non-friend, don’t tell me to be proud of those fuckers.”


  Such issues are never simply black and white. In fact, Eskatology identifies as Aboriginal, German and Yugoslavian.


  “I struggled to find myself a lot of the time,” says Eskatology. “I grew up mainly with my grandparents, until I was 10, then went back to my mum. I have only just come in contact with my father. Haven’t had anything to do with him.”


  The rapper’s eschatological beliefs also come to the fore in “2012”, a track that addresses the end of the Mayan calendar on December 21 of that year. Bolivia’s indigenous president, Evo Morales, predicted that the date would mark the end of capitalism, ushering in a new era of equality, and vowed to eject Coca-Cola from the country on that date.


  Speaking in August 2012, Eskatology is not so sure about the outcome.


  “’2012’ I feel will be an end,” he says. “But not as everyone sees it, where the whole world will fall to bits, but more of an old cycle entering a new one.”


  A key to what it means for Eskatology lies in his album’s artwork. “In the middle it is the ‘all-seeing eye’, which is a symbol of the New World Order,” he says.


  New World Order theorists believe the world is headed towards an eschatological event in the formation of a one-world government. They have been dismissed as conspiracy theorists - but “conspiracy theorist” is a term that has perhaps become too narrowly defined.


  As intellectual and activist Noam Chomsky has pointed out: “Every example we find of planning decisions… where some people got together and tried to use whatever power they could draw upon to achieve a result - if you like, those are ‘conspiracies’. That means that almost everything that happens in the world is a ‘conspiracy’...


  “The developing needs of this new international corporate ruling class - it’s what has sometimes been called an emerging ‘de facto world government’. That’s what all of the new international trade agreements are about... These are all efforts to try to centralise power in a world economic system geared towards ensuring that ‘policy is insulated from politics’ - in other words, towards ensuring that the general populations of the world have no role in decision-making.”


  Eskatology’s song “Mr Wolf” intones, “without a democracy there is no solution”. Asked to elaborate, the rapper says: “A democracy would allow the people to stand up and control the affairs of people, and without this, who is going to keep control of this world and its affairs? The same leaders that brainwash us, the same ones that give praise to the US leaders when they are in need of war.”


  But for Eskatology, eschatology is as personal as it is political. His album tells of three deaths in his family in three years as well as his close friend dying.


  Chris Graham, managing editor of Aboriginal rights magazine Tracker, says one of the main differences he sees between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal Australians is the fact that Aboriginal people deal with death far more often.


  “I would have to agree with Chris Graham,” says Eskatology. “It usually comes in three deaths with Aboriginal people. I lost my uncle in ‘96 to pneumonia, my aunty who was 26 died in ‘97, and my nana died in ‘98.”


  Dealing with such grief has led him to substance abuse. “I started drinking heavily in Port Augusta,” he says. “I suffered bad anxiety from a young age.”


  In “Thousand voices”, Eskatology raps about taking Prozac to help him with that anxiety. Some psychologists say the anxiety suffered by conspiracy theorists arises from a combination of them holding strong individualist values and lacking power.


  In The Return Of The Public, author Dan Hind suggests a general rise in anxiety over the past 30 years has come about as a result of the rise in inequality, and the real underlying issues are not being addressed. He says drugs such as Prozac are addictive and only marginally more effective than a placebo.


  “Well I would agree and disagree,” says Eskatology. “I would say it doesn’t have a placebo effect because I have noticed changes a few weeks after taking it, which I didn’t really get from others, but it is addictive.”


  However, he has quit his other addictions, so the concept of eschatology has arisen again in Eskatology turning over a new leaf, health-wise.


  “Eskatology also symbolises the old me,” he says. “I slowed down drinking, I quit the weed and cigs, so it was like a new start.”


  Eschatology can be taken to mean rebirth or resurrection, and the release of Eskape Reality - Eskatology’s album number two - marks the second coming of a fine rapper.


  Izzy n The Profit
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  It’s midnight in midwest Sydney and Izzy n The Profit are whipping a crowd into a full-blown frenzy. The audience is tiny, but the rappers are leaping around the Rooty Hill RSL like they’re ripping the roof off a stadium.


  Emptier emcees would have been dispirited by the sparse turnout. Ropier rappers would have been put off by the soulless venue. But this dynamic duo are bounding all over the stage, spitting out the lyrics to their searing single “Rattle Ya Cage” like they’re shaking up the Superbowl.


  



  We’re not here to battle, we’re here to rattle ya cage


  Izzy n The Profit make no mistake


  You know we’re raising the stakes


  You get put in your place


  Our punchlines will kick in like a foot to the face


  



  It’s the kind of swaggering bravado that suggests they know no fear.


  A few months later, I spot the stout, stocky frame of Izzy marching through the crowd at the Platform 5 Hip-Hop Festival near Redfern, and pull him aside for a chat. It is here, huddled under a tin awning to shelter from the pounding beats and the drizzling rain, that Izzy reveals the unexpected way in which he came to lose his sense of fear.


  “It’s kind of a bit of an out-there topic for some,” he begins, a little hesitantly. His hair, which is slicked back from a finely sculpted hairline into a Japanese plait, shimmers with the faint remnants of rain. “In my early childhood,” he continues, “probably somewhere between the ages of three and six, I lived in a house that was possessed.”


  He pauses, a faint smile playing across his angular features.


  “Yeah man, pretty crazy. So for three years as a kid, I witnessed a lot of spiritual stuff happening. My mum was a Christian and she still is, so I was raised knowing all that side as well. But as for the dark side of things, I witnessed quite a bit from a young age - just a lot of really nightmarish things happening in my room as a kid. You know, voices, figures, things moving, all sorts of stuff, you know, the whole kit and caboodle.”


  The house was in Penrith, 50km west of central Sydney. Most of the local Indigenous Mulgoa people were killed by smallpox shortly after the arrival of the First Fleet in 1788. Did Izzy find out if there was any story behind the strange goings-on in the house?


  “No, we didn’t end up finding out,” he says. “It was a funny thing with that house. Just before we moved, mum got pastors to come in and pray over the house and then it went. Then we moved and every time I’d go past that house, people would move in. Not even a week later, they’re out. We were just the ones dumb enough to stay there for three years.”


  He laughs.


  “Mum didn’t realise how much it affected me, but it did because it ended up instilling a lot of fear in me from being a young kid up until early teenage years. Then that fear, I thought it got squashed or whatever when I was about 14, I thought I’d got rid of it, but I think it just reversed into, like, extreme anger. Like, ‘I’m not going to be scared of anything, whether it’s physical, spiritual, nothing can scare me.’


  “Even as a teen living in different houses and that, even when I was living on my own, my mum would come over and she’d be like, ‘Make sure you lock your door.’ And I’d be like ‘Nah, I’m not locking my door, if someone comes in, they come through me.’


  “That was my mentality, because I just didn’t want to fear anything, I just became really angry against fear. If anyone was trying to instil fear in me, I would fire up. So obviously it hadn’t been squashed, it was just expressed in another form.”


  When he was barely in his teens, Izzy also found out something that most kids would fear: that his father was not who he thought he was.


  “My last name on my birth certificate and everything is Ballard, which is English, but biologically I’m a Beale. I was 14 when I found out that I wasn’t English, but I was Aboriginal, and then I met my dad.


  “Our mob is quite big, I’m still meeting people and run into people all the time that are, like, family and stuff like that. It’s funny. Kamileroi is the mob.”


  Indigenous Australians have had an uneasy relationship with Christianity, to say the least. The missionaries’ mission to “civilise the Godless” - despite Aboriginal people already having their own gods - provided a useful cover for Britain’s imperial ambitions. But for the persecuted Indigenous people, the missions then became a refuge from the murderous pioneers and pastoralists.


  John Harris, who wrote the book One Blood: 200 Years of Aboriginal Encounter with Christianity, notes: “Scientists were telling people that Aborigines were subhuman, didn’t have the same level of evolving as European races. So there was this view among the population that it wasn’t so bad to kill Aborigines. And it was only the missionaries who said, in their, you know, 18th century way, ‘These people are descended from Adam. They are children of God and they have souls and we shouldn’t be shooting them. God has made of one blood all nations of the earth.’


  “Missionaries did protect and give life to Aborigines where they would not have had it. Missionaries were educating Aborigines and saying, ‘We’re going to show that they are the white man’s equal.’


  “The problems came when there was no longer any need to protect Aborigines but now they were all locked up in institutions and churches wanted to maintain those institutions and maintain their hold over Aboriginal people when they no longer needed to do that. And that was when something that began as a good thing, because it was a reaction to great evil, became a bad thing.”


  Christianity maintained its hold over Izzy. If anything, his faith deepened after he found out his Aboriginal heritage. He is a warm, engaging person - solid in character as well as build. Those meeting him for the first time may get the impression that he would not need the steadying hand of religion had he not been introduced to it. But for Izzy, his faith has been a great source of strength and redemption.


  “In my early teens, probably 15 or 16, I started getting involved with gangs and stuff like that out west, Penrith, just the western Sydney area,” he says.


  “I always believed in God as well, so I always had a strong faith, but I kind of just ignored that and ran with what I was doing. At about 18, I got sentenced to prison, not for long, it was eight months, it was a string of offences, like breaking and entering, theft and a few other things. But the judge overruled it and turned it over at the last minute and gave me a suspended sentence.


  “I think if I’d gone in at that time and in that frame of mind that I was in, it wouldn’t have done me good. I think I would have come out a frigging psycho. So things happen for a reason. I think I was favoured there.”


  It was that lucky escape - or divine intervention - that set him on his musical journey.


  “Me and my good mate, we’d hang out the front of this youth centre, you know, causing trouble and that. But this guy, a dude from Vanuatu, nicest guy ever, he was a youth worker. He kinda took us both under his wing and just started mentoring us and getting us involved in things and whatnot.


  “Next minute, we were volunteering at a youth drop-in centre out in Penrith and that was, I guess, my introduction to youth work. Even though we were, you know, shifty, we were mentors.”


  He laughs.


  “So that led me, I guess, to want to be primarily focused on young people and youths - I guess a ‘been there, done that’ type thing, but not just that. It was that I had a guy who took the time out of his life to come and do that for us, so I feel like, it’s not that I just owe that, but it’s something that I’m passionate about as well.”


  Since 2008, Izzy has been working with Christian “hip-hop church” the Krosswerdz Krew. His faith now runs through almost everything he does, from his music to his moniker.


  “I’ve got my solo album I’ve been recording, Snake Eyes - The Art Of Deception,” he says.


  “It’s a bit of a mixture of a play on words. For instance, my name being Jacob or Jake - Jacob actually means ‘supplanter’, deceiver. In the Bible, the character Jacob, when he wrestled with an angel, wrestled with God, God changed his name to Israel. So Jacob, Jake; Izzy is short for Israel, which means struggle with God.”


  Absent-mindedly scratching behind his right ear, where a small crucifix is tattooed, he stresses that Izzy n The Profit do not write religious music.


  “Our music isn’t like Christian hip-hop or anything. I mean, like, we don’t stray from talking about God but we don’t overly preach or whatever. I mean, if anyone asks us, like, what our music’s about, it’s life in general, basically. But we just write from our hearts and that’s the way it comes out. Our music is positive.


  “You know, there’s a lot of misdirection and a lot of bad teaching in hip-hop, a lack of morals in a lot of it. Not all of it, you know, there’s heaps of great stuff, but at the same time what the mainstream media portrays is mostly not what young people should really be taking into their lives and living, you know, which is a shame.”


  Hip-hop has strayed far from its radical roots. The former Minister of Defence of the Black Panther Party, Geronimo ji-Jaga, had a great insight into the attempts of the establishment to subvert the genre. He was also the godfather of the late legendary rapper Tupac Shakur, so ji-Jaga saw at close hand how Tupac’s hip-hop, like most at the time, changed from angst to gangsta.


  Ji-Jaga noted: “Hip-hop is indigenous and it’s powerful and it scares the hell out of these people, right? So, they have to get control and employ Cointelpro-like tactics.


  “After the leadership of the Black Panther Party was attacked at the end of the ’60s and the early ’70s, throughout the black and other oppressed communities, the role models for up-coming generations became the pimps, the drug dealers, etc.


  “This is what the government wanted to happen. The result was that the gangs were coming together with a gangster mentality, as opposed to the revolutionary progressive mentality we would have given them.”


  As radical hip-hop producer Agent of Change puts it: “The music industry has been busily trying to turn hip-hop from a tool of freedom into a tool of oppression, projecting an image of black people that the white supremacist ruling structures are entirely happy with (that is, an image of simple, primitive, hyper-sexualised people only too willing to kill themselves with drugs and guns).”


  Izzy agrees. Is that why he is trying to push a more conscious brand of rap?


  “Yeah, you know and it doesn’t get as much attention,” he says. “It takes a lot more work I’d say. I can’t lie, we all like some sort of attention at some point.”


  His latest project, with fellow Aboriginal rapper 21 Monks, should garner plenty of attention, not least from its attention-grabbing name, taken from the year the First Fleet landed in Sydney Cove. “The two of us together are called 1788,” he says.


  So it‘s all about the invasion?


  “Yeah, which was awesome really because for me, like I said, only finding out that I was Aboriginal when I was 14, I mean, I’m in my late 20s now, but I’m still learning more and more about my culture and about my family and about our heritage and our history. But I did research for some of this stuff and, yeah, it was killer, it was really good and in the aspect of research I really found out a lot of things that I didn’t know.


  “I freestyle a lot, I write quite quick, but with this stuff we’re being purposeful and strategic, you know. It’s not that it doesn’t come so easily, but it’s more about being patient and not rushing it and not just, you know, not going with the first thing that comes out.”


  The first record to come out, however, should be Izzy n The Profit’s debut album, Pulling Strings. The video for the next single has just been completed, a controlled explosion of colour featuring reformed US gangster Sevin. The ex-member of the infamous Bloods gang approached Izzy n The Profit after sharing a stage with them in Sydney.


  “I was honoured,” says Izzy. “It felt good to be asked by, not just an emcee but one of my favourite emcees who’s just a dope lyricist and a dude who’s international, from the States. He’s got, like 25, 26 albums, plus mixtapes, so the dude’s got some old stuff and it’s real street too. I love it, personally.


  “He did a track not long ago that had everyone from the West Coast scene in it, like from - not everyone rapped on it but everyone was in the video - from Ice Cube to Ice-T to Snoop. Snoop rhymed on the track as well and Sevin was on the chorus - it was a massive track. So he’s known throughout the joint. And yeah, the track turned out dope. The video looks pretty cool man, I’m happy with it.”


  He feels just as blessed - if not more so - to have met The Profit. Izzy crossed paths with the non-Indigenous emcee, from Gosford, New South Wales, through the Krosswerdz Krew.


  “I said, ‘We should do a track on each other’s albums, you know’,” says Izzy. “It started with that, so we started writing a track and the first track we did was ‘What We Love’. Koori Radio played that a lot, too, which was off Profit’s album.


  “Then we said, ‘Let’s do an eight-track EP together.’ Because everyone was, like, ‘Oh, you two sound really good together, you complement each other.’ That eight-track EP turned into doing an album. Doing an album tuned into becoming a crew and, yeah, the rest is history, so it’s been good.


  “I’ve worked with many different dudes over time and, you know, for whatever reason, things hadn’t worked out in the long run. But with Profit it’s been … it’s been magical.”


  A bromance?


  “A bromance,” he laughs. “Exactly.”


  Jimblah
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  If James Alberts hadn’t discovered hip-hop, he could well have ended up serving time in prison.


  Instead, the Adelaide-based rapper, who is better known as Jimblah, now serves prisoners in prison - by teaching them.


  “In my early teens, I just wanted a place to fit and I looked up to the older lads who were [committing crimes],” says the 28-year-old Larrakia man.


  “They showed leadership and a courage that I really admired when I was younger. I would’ve done anything to gain their acceptance.


  “Sadly, for many of the younger generation, this is how it starts for them. Then, before they know it, it’s all they know and it becomes a very hard cycle to break.”


  For the past seven years, Jimblah has been trying to break that cycle by running hip-hop workshops in detention centres across the country.


  “I love it,” he says. “Hip-hop has changed my life in such a positive way - it got me away from the streets, it got me away from getting into the wrong things.


  “It’s such an incredible medium to express yourself through and I just want to pass that on to anyone else who is willing enough to open up their minds to it.


  “Many people still think it’s all about cars, drugs and ‘gangsta rap’. They don’t know about its humble beginnings, the four elements [rapping, DJing, breakdancing and graffiti] and how it was born out of struggle and oppression.


  “It was only a matter of time before I would step into a detention centre and run some workshops on hip-hop and its positive benefits.”


  A positive role model like Jimblah - who was signed up by leading Australian hip-hop label Elefant Traks in 2012, a year after releasing his self-produced debut album - is sorely needed.


  “From my experiences, our younger fellas don’t have many fatherly figures or decent role models,” he says.


  “Society doesn’t accept them and they often come from broken down families, suffering from drug abuse and neglect. Usually the only place they feel comfortable and actually a part of something is with their ‘boys’ or ‘brothers’, their friends. This becomes like a family to them.


  “Many feel angry at the world and feel like they can’t get jobs or a decent education and so on. They see crime as an option for an easy income and many of their friends are also offenders.”


  The fact Australia jails Aboriginal men at a rate far higher than apartheid South Africa jailed black citizens does not help.


  Jimblah also tries to stop juveniles falling victim to the criminal justice system early on, through his work as an Aboriginal Community Education Officer at Woodville High School.


  “I am a mentor as well as a friend,” he says. “I’m someone to go to when the kids don’t feel like they can talk to the teachers. I liaise with the wider community as well, a contact point between the school and the kids’ families. It’s really good work and very benefiting for myself.


  “I’ve always enjoyed working with our youth. They’re our future. We need to instill within them the confidence and knowledge to know that they can make a difference for our people, that they can be successful with whatever they decide to do with their lives.”


  Hip-hop’s connection to youth work is nothing new in Australia - acts from such workshops get lots of radio airplay - but it is not without its critics. Indigenous rapper Yung Nooky has dissed the practice of hiring non-Indigenous facilitators to work with Aboriginal youth. In a scathing invective, Sydney blogger Ren Won claimed some projects were paternalistic, unsustainable, exploited young people and their focus on juveniles continued to portray Aboriginal Australians in a childlike way. What does Jimblah make of her analysis?


  “Ren Won hit it on the head,” he says. “I feel exactly the same way. I would like to see more programs being run by Aboriginal artists. This will empower the younger generation even more so.


  “Many of these organisations and workshop tutors are only in it for a quick buck. Funding will be much better suited going back into the communities, rather than out of it. This will be much more sustainable.


  “I would like to see more workshops that teach some of the older generations, within the community, to be able to run their own workshops, so that when us city folk leave, the positive benefits are ongoing.”


  Jimblah knows all about the city-outback divide, having been born in the West Australian pearling port of Broome and raised in the Northern Territory town of Katherine.


  “Broome is a beautiful place,” he says. “I only stayed there for a couple of years after I was born, so I don’t have many memories growing up there.


  “I have been back only once since, on a holiday with my family when I was seven or eight. I am lucky enough to be going there to run workshops, with [Aboriginal events management agency] Vibe.


  “I remember Katherine being kind of tough. At such a young age you are kind of oblivious to the racism and the hardship of growing up in the smaller outback communities. I remember being very puzzled as to why other kids would call me half-caste or quarter-caste and other names I hadn’t heard before. So I would ask, what’s a half-caste? After finding out what it meant, I started calling myself ‘half-caste’. It wasn’t until my mother told me off for using it, so I stopped saying it.


  “From what I remember of Katherine, it seems to be like a lot of small rural towns - very divided, racism is everywhere and there is a lot of hate within the community. I used to get teased for being Aboriginal at school - not a lot by the younger kids my age, more so by the older kids. It’s not until I go back there now that I see what it’s really like.”


  He retraces his steps, all the way from Broome to Adelaide, in the rolling, laid-back narrative of “My Life”, the song that opens his highly original album.


  “’My Life’ is a story of my journey from when I was born, up until the present day,” he says. “The feel I was going for was a dark kind of vibe, and very raw. It highlights some of my struggles, ups, downs, and is pretty much an insight to what I’m about and where I have come from.”


  In 2007, Jimblah won a $5000 grant in an initiative set up by veteran Adelaide rappers the Hilltop Hoods. He has since gone on to play festivals all over the country and has often pumped up Indigenous hip-hop duo Karnage N Darknis as their on-stage DJ and hype man.


  He also works in remote communities in a broad sweep north of Adelaide, from the barren and beautiful Flinders Ranges to Ceduna, Leigh Creek, Marree, Copley, Iga Warta, Swan Hill, Port Lincoln and Port Augusta.


  “I have been to many different and wonderful places and feel very privileged to be able to do so,” he says.


  When asked to describe each place individually, he replies: “Out of all of the rural remote towns I have visited, one thing they all have in common is the high level of racism within the community.


  “Not all, but the majority of outback towns are very divided, with racism being very out in the open. In the city it is more swept under the rug and you don’t see it that often, whereas out there, it’s a different story altogether.”


  You don’t have to be sensitive to see that, but Jimblah’s sensitivity is like a sixth sense. On his album, his antennae seem to pick up on the nuances of everyone and everything around him and tune in to his deepest emotions.


  If, as film director Anthony Minghella once put it, “there’s one prison you can’t escape from, and that’s the prison of your own mind”, then Jimblah is freeing himself, bit by bit.


  The album’s title track, “Face The Fire”, perfectly embodies his quest to reveal the most fragile and fraught feelings of himself and others as he pours the pathos onto the page and breathes raw emotion into the mic.


  “’Face the Fire’ was written for one of my close friends who took his own life,” he says. “After I found out, I just began writing, as If I were writing a letter, and it really helped in coping with the situation. The verses are pretty much directed to him, but the chorus is directed more at myself and other people who are struggling with situations in their life, especially the young Indigenous youth out there.


  “Suicide is such a huge issue within the Indigenous community. It’s for the times when you just feel like giving up, and it feels like there’s nowhere to turn. You’ve just got to pick yourself up, dust yourself off, and deal with your problems and issues head on. Giving up is not an option.


  “After I wrote and recorded everything, I got in contact with some of the family of my friend and I caught up with them. I showed them the demo version and they were really moved and touched, so I asked my friend’s sister, Rhanee Lester, if she wanted to write something for the track, like a spoken word piece.


  “She was all for it. It was a very moving time during the recording process, as you could only imagine.”


  Such unvarnished intensity is matched by the album’s artwork - a gritty, charcoal portrait of the unshaven musician fixing the onlooker with his gaze.


  “My friend, Sebastian Humphreys, did the artwork,” says Jimblah. “Seb and myself have been close friends since primary school and street art is his passion. It felt only right to get him on board my first project. The theme for the artwork was, obviously, ‘Face The Fire’. I wanted something very rough and not too flashy.”


  His music also unfolds like a loose sketch drawn by an expert hand. The sparse soul of Jimblah’s measured, moving productions has seduced listeners. His tempered boom-bap clap and rolling funk snares interplay with hooks as big as a butcher’s that have gained him plenty of Triple J airplay.


  All the songs retain a live, improvised feel, no doubt captured through his method of working. A mesmerising YouTube clip shows him burning the midnight oil in his dimly lit studio. The camera is focused on his slender fingers, which work the sampler’s pads live with the dexterity of a touch typist. The loops roll out with a looseness that might be lost in the clinical, linear sequencing of a computer screen.


  Jimblah’s fearless zeal for that human touch also sees him striving to go places lyrically that many would shy away from.


  “I enjoy rapping and writing about love and relationships because it is such a huge thing within everybody’s life,” he says. “I wrote ‘If We Could’ when my girlfriend was in another country. She was away for a couple of months and the hurt and pain I was feeling was intense.


  “To make things worse, she had cheated on me, so I sort of felt like I was losing her, and I just wanted to go back to when we first fell for each other, to when we first fell in love. I wrote all of the vocal parts and melodies when she was still there, but I wrote the rap section when she had returned and I was struggling to forgive her and to regain my trust in her.”


  As Black Panther leader Eldridge Cleaver put it: “In prison, those things withheld from and denied to the prisoner become precisely what he wants most of all.”


  Yet Jimblah is unafraid to break into ever more uncomfortable territory.


  “’Situations’ is about a relationship I had with a girl, who was very confused about her own feelings,” he says.


  “She always said she wanted to be with me, but I think she was always very concerned with what everyone else thought and her own social status. Also, it’s about being used, and you know you’re being used, but you still can’t walk away even when you know it’s the right thing to do.”


  And he delves deeper.


  “’Left Me Here’ is very deep and emotional. It’s about the relationship I have with my father. Growing up I saw my father abuse my mother and abuse myself. My father was a very good father, but when I was about 12, something dramatically changed within his life - he lost my uncle, his brother, to a drug overdose.


  “This began a downward spiral. It pretty much sums up my feelings toward him. I still love him, but I needed to express the hurt and pain he has left me with. The feeling of abandonment.”


  However, for much of Jimblah’s album, the personal gives way to the political.


  “’Just Another Day’ is something I wrote about Indigenous issues and the things we face as a community,” he says.


  “The pain, the struggle. I also wanted to express how many Australians say this and that, and express how Indigenous people should do [things] or behave a certain way. I wanted to express that, from where I’m standing, it’s a completely different view from where you’re standing.


  “It’s easy to judge and say whatever, but at the end of the day, you have no idea, because in reality, you have never experienced or gone through a day in our lives, you have never walked in my shoes.


  “I am reminded every day of the society I face, the struggles I have to go through being a young Indigenous man in this country. I’m constantly feeling like I have to prove my worth, that I have to prove that I am a decent person, that I don’t do drugs, that I am not a criminal and so on, and I’m constantly trying to break down the barriers and the negative stereotypes that hold my people back.”


  Such stereotypes are amplified by the mainstream media. Jimblah recalls with distaste how a fan approached him after a gig and asked the rapper if he was a member of the so-called “Gang of 49”.


  The mythical, supposedly all-Aboriginal criminal gang was invented by South Australia’s biggest newspaper, Rupert Murdoch’s Advertiser, after it got hold of a list of 49 separate offenders wanted by the police.


  The 49 people on the list, not all of whom were Aboriginal, were lumped together in headlines as a fearsome Aboriginal “gang”. The stories ran and ran.


  “It seems mainstream media would rather portray Indigenous people in a negative light, from my point of view,” says Jimblah.


  “I wouldn’t be surprised if the majority of people in Australia would rather view us in that manner, also. The ‘Gang of 49’ is a perfect example. It’s conditioning at its worst. We have young kids who now want to be a part of the so-called gang and, even worse, our youth are thinking that’s all they can ever amount to.


  “I work in a high school and I’ve got the young lads saying to me that they don’t come to school because they’re black. They talk about how it’s pointless for them because a lot of them feel like they cannot amount to anything. We need to empower and encourage our youth.”


  Jimblah is also dismayed at the media manipulation of programs such as the federal government’s Close The Gap or billionaire miner Andrew Forrest’s Generation One.


  “Things like Generation One are doing more damage than good,” says Jimblah.


  “They might have good intentions, but when I turn on the TV it’s telling me I won’t live until 50, that I’ll drop out of school by 15, statistics telling me I’m three times more likely to be unemployed.


  “What are young, impressionable minds supposed to think when they get bombarded with this every day? When this kind of nonsense is everywhere they turn, they start believing it and giving up hope, because, apparently, that’s just the way it is. Don’t get me wrong though, they are doing great stuff within the community, it’s just some aspects of their campaign I don’t agree with.


  “Living on and growing up on the missions, I would get teased by other darker skinned kids for being ‘pink’, or ‘white’. Moving to the city I would get teased for being ‘black’.


  “I always remember thinking, who am I, where do I fit? A big issue within our community is identity, and a lot of our culture has been lost. So when society treats us a certain way and the media pushes the negative issues to the forefront, many of our youth will become confused about who they are and how they should act.


  “Instead of empowering our people, we’re going backwards, because programs like Generation One and Close The Gap are claiming and teaching us that we need help and that we can’t do it on our own. They’re teaching dependency, practising paternalism rather than teaching about self-determination.


  “The media need to stop thinking about what’s going to sell and start pushing the positive stories within our community - they’re everywhere.”


  And Jimblah is just one of those stories.


  JPoint
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  JPoint is building up a strong body of work - and not just in the music world. The Indigenous emcee runs his own record label, produces music for other artists and has a string of releases under his belt.


  But he is also competing above the belt - by entering his first body-building contest. For JPoint, it’s been a transformation.


  “I was 125 kilos, so I was really overweight,” says the 33-year-old. “But I just set small goals every week, I’d go for a kilo or whatever.”


  The rapper, from Innisfail in Far North Queensland, shed nearly a third of his weight to get down to just 85 kilos.


  “Right now I’m up to 94, 95, because I’ve been bulking up,” says the emcee, who is looking a little more stubbled and relaxed than he did in his sinew-and-singlet rap performance in Sydney a few months earlier.


  “But I’m about to change my diet again and cut up so I can be ripped. I was going to compete last year, but I tore the muscle in my neck. I couldn’t move my arm for a while so it really put a halt on everything, but this time, this June, this year, coming up, I’ll grace the stage. I’ll be closer to 80 kilos, but I’ll look like 100. You end up looking bigger when you’re cut. You’ll see.”


  He chuckles quietly, but he does not take body-building lightly - it has helped lift a great weight off his shoulders. As he raps on his delectable debut album, Eklectic Methodz:


  



  Society put me in a chamber


  Threw away the key for my bad behaviour


  



  And:


  



  You can lock me up and throw away the key


  Wrap me up in chains and watch me sink to the bottom of the sea


  You can beat me till I’m black and blue


  But note this: When I’m back on my feet, I’m coming back for you


  



  The casual listener might think he’d been jailed, but he is rapping about a prison of his own making.


  “When I was in my 20s I was overweight and didn’t have a job, didn’t really have money,” he explains. “I was caring for my grandfather, which was cool, but I felt like I wasn’t really doing anything with my life and I was just wasting away. In Innisfail you just drink and when the weekend comes it’s like big benders and everyone just drinks their lives away and gets up to maniac stuff.”


  Innisfail is famous for it. When Cyclone Larry devastated the fruit-producing town in 2006, former deputy mayor George Pervan was quoted on commercial radio asking southern Queenslanders to “send up a truckload of piss so we can all get fucking drunk”. JPoint felt he was trapped.


  “I guess I was blaming society,” he says. “I felt like they had put me there and had forgotten about me. But that’s just being a young man and not really having the clarity or the vision to see what you could become. I just kind of blamed the world, you know, for being bad. I put myself in a chamber and blamed society for doing it, but it was myself, just having so much self-hate. When you’re in a destructive mode, you just feel like you’re in a dark place. There’s no light and you just can’t help anyone.”


  Now, the rapper is helping young men who are imprisoned for real, at Cleveland Youth Detention Centre.


  “I moved to Townsville when my grandfather passed away, four years ago,” he says. “I started making songs back when I was in Innisfail, but coming here opened up more opportunities for me. I started working at the detention centre straight away, like three months after I moved here. My mate Johnny Row, he was making tracks with the juveniles, and then I took over.


  “So that in turn helps me with my writing - my writing’s really evolved, my music and my beat-making, because I’m making songs every day with the boys, that’s my full-time job. Some of them have been there for a long time, as long as me, because there are boys who reoffend all the time. It’s sad but it’s also good, you know. It’s really rewarding to build these relationships. They’re like little brothers to me, so I end up falling in love with them, you know, like in a big brother way. So I’ve gone from being in a chamber to being an idol for young boys at my work.”


  His idol claim is no idle boast. It seems JPoint was the only Aboriginal artist to feature on Obesecity 2, the latest compilation from hip-hop heavyweight label Obese Records, with his track “Super Fly Aboriginal”. His second self-produced album is due out in May 2013 on his own label, for which he designed the eye-catching logo after professional graphic designers could not quite get it right. He is set to play Yabun, Sydney’s annual Survival Day festival on January 26, 2013, amid a national tour. He makes an ideal idol.


  “There’s a lot of little clones coming out of Cleveland, which is funny, but I try to tell them, ‘Don’t replicate me. I’m flattered, but just be yourself.’”


  As with his weight-lifting, he realises the gravitas of the graft. “I have some guidelines,” he says. “I tell them you’ve got to tell your story and even some kids will come in and use the word ‘nigger’. It doesn’t happen that much, but when it does I tell them straight away: ‘Back home, do you use that word around your family? Do you really use it around your friends all the time? It’s a terrible word and it’s not our word anyway.’


  “So straight off the bat I say back to them the words that they would use, like ‘bala’ or ‘sissy’ or ‘cuzzy’ or ‘cuz’ or ‘bruz’, you know, things that you use every day. Then I’ll go back to: ‘Do you use “nigger”? Because to be honest, that’s not a word you use.’ They kinda understand straight away. I say: ‘Look, just tell your own story, tell it how you see it and people will think that’s cool.’ And it ends up being cool and they end up changing, you know. But I’m not forcing them. I’m just letting them know it’s cool to be themselves and they don’t have to put up a front.”


  On his track “Hip-Hop’s Destruction”, JPoint gives a bum rap to rappers who put on a false front. The track brings to mind a quote from one of the founding fathers of hip-hop, DJ Kool Herc: "To me, hip-hop says, ‘Come as you are.’ We are a family. It ain’t about security. It ain’t about bling-bling. It ain’t about how much your gun can shoot. It ain’t about $200 sneakers. It is not about me being better than you or you being better than me. It’s about you and me, connecting one to one.”


  JPoint agrees. “The real hip-hop is people see a way of telling their stories or it’s a way of expression,” he says. “But then there’s the other hip-hop. So there’s the pure speaking your heart or letting people know what your story is and just telling the truth. And then there’s this other thing where people see it as a way to make money and it’s such a Catch-22. It’s not that easy - because everyone can make a song and the internet’s just blown it wide open - to kind of come back to being yourself.


  “Just tell your story, don’t try to wear a mask, like saying you’re this high-flying millionaire type. There are people who can do it, like Flo-Rida and stuff, but when there are other rappers, like, locally, who try to portray that gangster image, it just doesn’t work. People have wised up to what real is, so they respect you if you just tell your stories and what you know. They respect your music and they want to get involved in it, but if you’re going to become something that you’re not and play this role - and especially a negative one at that - that time’s kind of passed.


  “I guess it just comes back to role models and the guys who are portraying stuff - younger people want to become them and rap like them, and it’s just not viable.”


  One of JPoint’s hip-hop heroes, Tupac Shakur, reflected both sides of hip-hop. But JPoint has grabbed one of Tupac’s grittiest tracks, “Brenda’s Got A Baby” and taken the lament for teenage mothers several steps further in “Brenda Had A Baby”.


  “That’s my favourite Tupac song,” says JPoint. “It’s pretty personal and it’s pretty classic, but also because of the content, with the young girl having a baby and she’s got no help. That happens a lot. So I just wanted to elaborate, because the baby is the victim too, the mother dies.”


  



  By age four, she was abused


  The chamber was dark and she felt confused


  There were no tea parties, no kitchen sets


  Just the touch of a monster and his vile breath


  



  “I just wanted to explore it,” says Jpoint. “I don’t know if Tupac was going to go back to it, but the baby goes through some bad stuff in my version, then it comes out good, the ending is good.”


  



  She finds there are people pure in heart


  Who’ve worked through adversity and chose the path


  Of the righteous, they give her strength to succeed


  The skills and abilities to chase her dreams


  She’s a woman now and I believe she’ll survive


  She walked through the flames and came out alive


  



  “The whole thing with young mothers, that’s just a big problem,” says JPoint. “At my work in juvenile prison, even today, one of the boys, his girlfriend came and brought the new baby in to show him. And that happens a fair bit, it’s not like a one-off - these boys are fathers and they’re just kids themselves. It’s ridiculous.


  “I’m happy for them because creating a life isn’t something to be frowned upon, it’s a beautiful thing, having a child, but then you feel for these kids - do they actually know what they’re getting involved in? It is life changes and it’s fun and games, but then they’ll leave and try to get a job and then they feel like there’s no option so they just resort back to crime and then they go to jail and then the child grows up with no father.


  “I just wanted to kind of continue the story, it’s purely out of love for the song. I just wanted to see if I could make it go a bit longer and to kind of show there was a way for the little girl to get help and she breaks the cycle in a sense. They always want to try to fix these problems with the crime and youth and all that but it’s got to, you’ve got to go back a generation - or go back two if you have to - and fix the problem there. You can’t just… it’s like putting a band-aid on a big open gash, you know.”


  On the same mixtape that contains “Brenda Had A Baby”, JPoint goes back a few generations in his own family and proves that sticking to your own story can be as rich a mine of material as any.


  



  I spit words, verbs, paragraphs and pie graphs


  But that’s maths man?


  I’m just making you laugh


  But get serious


  Monster maniac hype original


  NQ born, half-Malay Aboriginal


  Terrorist! Bomb threat! Sound the alarm


  And move to the exits before you’re harmed


  



  “A lot of Aboriginals in Innisfail, they have Malay or Chinese blood in them, from the immigrants,” says JPoint. “When I grew up, when I was only a little fella, my grandfather would teach me Malay and talk about his father - his dad was full Malay, from Malaysia, and his mum was Aboriginal. So I kind of carried that one.


  “But if you come to Innisfail, the Aboriginals, you know, we have that same ‘look’, that Asian-Aboriginal look. So I like to chuck it in there because I’m proud of being Aboriginal and being Malay. I’d say I identify more with Aboriginal, but in the later part of my life I really want to learn more and travel over there and try to reconnect with family and stuff. I’m trying to get back to both sides of my roots.”


  South-east Asian trepang traders were bartering with Aboriginal people at the Top End of Australia long before they were colonised by Europeans.


  “Yeah, the East Timorese,” says JPoint. “Especially one of the tribes somewhere, there’s a strong Aboriginal influence, so our people look like theirs and theirs look like ours - and that’s from back in the day trading women and stuff, so you’re not just breeding with the same people.”


  That multicultural mix is reflected on the track that closes JPoint’s album, a showcase for the artists on his record label.


  “I just wanted it to be unique and have some totally different perspectives,” says JPoint. “Paddies, he’s a Torres Strait man; I’m Aboriginal; Paulie, he’s half Aboriginal, half Torres Strait; Tha Rash, he’s Aboriginal-Malay; Johnny Row’s Caucasian, he’s Greek; the Baptist, his mother’s English and his dad was from Tuvalu; Stevie Mitchell - PBoy - he’s Aboriginal, his brother is Anthony Mitchell of The Cowboys [The North Queensland Cowboys rugby league team]; Robbie Gore, he’s Caucasian; DB’s Caucasian; Smizler, he’s Caucasian.


  “I don’t see boundaries, my best mates are whitefellas or Filipino, everything. I personally just like to show all the guys who are on the label and they’re very diverse so that’s something very cool.”


  Like a lot of his friends, JPoint - who was born John Edwards - did not know his own father. It’s why he named his record label “Northern Orphanz”.


  “Me and Johnny Row, we created it,” he says. “In Innisfail where all of us boys hung out, we’ve got grandparents, all of us, and we have our mothers, but we never knew our fathers. So Johnny didn’t have a father, I didn’t have mine, a lot of my close mates didn’t know theirs. My cousin Joe, he just met his dad, like, three years ago. I had my grandfather and he basically raised me. I hardly dealt with my mum - I was at my grandfather’s all the time - so he raised me up, and I had good uncles. My grandfather was so awesome. He meant the world to me, you know.”


  Naturally, JPoint was devastated to lose his grandfather, but he has had plenty of loss in his life, as laid out on his track “This Is Not Goodbye”.


  



  I sit back, reminisce, think about you


  Jason Dwayne Edwards, I think about you


  Big brother, seven years senior to my age


  Role model to a boy who was naked to the flames


  Of a lifetime without you realm of the physical


  The day you went away, mum was sad and hysterical


  People are saying to me they’ve been where I’ve been


  So they must have lost a brother at the age of 14


  Damn, the whole event was a straight-up mess


  There’s been a hit and run and we have no suspects


  Police don’t care, another Murri man gone


  But I love you brother Jay, in my heart, you live on


  



  Turning pages


  And they keep on turning


  Take a moment


  And I took my moment


  Realise


  Oh, would realise that I miss you


  My heart still yearns to the day that I’m with you


  Seasons changed, pictures fade


  And they keep on fading


  This is not goodbye


  This is not goodbye


  Understand, this is not goodbye


  



  So as the years go by our family life rebuilds


  But nothing stays the same, so something’s got to give


  Then the news, three uncles lost at sea


  They’ve sent a search party, have to wait and see


  So I start to stress, consumed, anticipation


  Out at the Ramsays’ place, that’s my relations


  Silence, tears, then the phone makes a sound


  Voice on the end, uncle Tim’s been found


  That’s a miracle, feels like a state of relief


  Catch my breath for a second and I start to believe


  But there’s no second call and it never gets better


  Shed a tear for my uncle Tommy and Uncle Edsa


  I miss you, gentle and kind words with wisdom


  But I was too young to sit down and listen


  Hard head, but I grew, and I flipped my direction


  Rearranged my path and I heed every lesson


  



  Johnny Edwards, uncle, grandfather and dad


  Many titles you held, the best friend that I had


  Raised me up from birth, taught me right from wrong


  Gave me shelter and love, kept me safe and warm


  And for that I was grateful, overcome by love


  You gave me sense and a purpose and that made me strong


  A cornerstone in the family, foundation of rock


  Even though there were loved ones, you cherished the lot


  So when you needed my help, I put your life in my hands


  I carried the weight ‘cause I was proud of the man


  Who gave me a gift I could never repay


  ‘Cause your life was priceless, nothing more to say


  So when the phone call came and they said you’d passed


  And the walls came down and the world got dark


  I was truly hit hard and it made me sad


  To lose the life of a man I called grandad


  



  I’ve seen a lifetime of agony, pain and scars


  And so far I’ve carried the weight, it felt hard


  No regrets, I’ve loved and lost, but I’ve learnt


  To appreciate all the ones who turned


  This fractured husk into a man of integrity


  Stand up on feelings to the best of my ability


  And life is full of moments we hold and we cherish


  From the time of our birth to the day that we perish


  So I’ve written a ballad for the ones we remember


  Family and friends who are gone, but I’ll never


  Forget all the names, though the seasons change


  You’ve inspired my life, in my heart you’ll stay


  To the death, and when the final price is paid


  When the flowers are withered and the caskets laid


  I’ll extend my reach to the light that shines


  And we’ll meet in the heavens till the end of time


  



  “It was a very tough time for me as a young fella, losing my only brother,” he says. “It was hard on my mum, she always carried that with her.”


  But for JPoint, the pain keeps on coming. “She actually passed about two weeks ago, so I’m dealing with that right now. She had a lot of health problems. She didn’t want to stop smoking and had triple bypasses and all that.”


  Indigenous Australians experience much higher death rates than the non-Indigenous Australians across all age groups and for all major causes of death, the federal government notes.


  “Yeah, well, it does feel like I have a bad run with it,” says JPoint. “But with my mum she was diabetic, had heart problems, went for a triple bypass and then a quadruple one, she had a stroke about two and a half years ago.”


  JPoint’s mother was just 59. Life expectancy for Indigenous Australians is still far lower than for non-Indigenous Australians - 11.5 years lower in 2005-07, the latest statistics available. In some communities, such as Wadeye, life expectancy is as low as 46.


  “You know, other people around her age - Indigenous - have passed away in the last three or four months as well,” says JPoint. “So there’s been a fair few funerals. There’s a funeral that we have to go to on Friday and then a week after is my mum’s. We had to delay hers just because there were other Indigenous people in her age group who were passing away, so it’s a big problem. You know, we’ve got to get on top of this - what the hell?”


  On JPoint’s hook-laden heavy-hitter “Hip-Hop Head” he raps: “My life, I keep it simple like a bassline.” For the rapper, this is the key to health, and the key to life.


  “I like to not make goals extravagant or big - so, small goals,” he says. “The distance is far, but the goals in between, there’s heaps of them, so I set simple goals every week. Keep it as simple as I can, keep my diet as simple as I can. My family have diabetes and heart problems, so that’s another reason why I had to start working out and just eating healthy. Even my music, keep it simple.”


  He also sees the battle he had with his own health as like the battle against Aboriginal injustice - a topic he tackles to the ground in the seething “War and Rez”.


  



  War, resolution, conflict


  War, resolution, conflict


  Better days, mass genocide


  People shied, people fade


  War of the masses



  The outcome disastrous


  



  I’ve got 20 fucking bars to release this stress


  Panic button on the right just in case we flex


  The mental backbone


  Brainwaves travel the blaze faster


  Burn when they catch different shades like sunglasses


  Disaster we inflict to the maximum


  Compress the microphone crowd satisfaction


  Optimal, we can gauge by percentage


  Ones who’s forgotten, ones who’s remembered


  



  “You know all the Aboriginals that were killed just before the turn of the century,” he says. “Massive tribes getting killed and stuff. Even up where I’m from, there’s a national park up there called Palmerston, and the guy [Christie] Palmerston who came into the Innisfail area and explored, he ended up getting some trackers from another area. But they went in and they gave gifts of, like, meat and stuff to the tribe up there and poisoned them - a whole heap of Aboriginals over at my place - and, yeah, they named a national park after him. My uncle, he’s up in Darwin, he did a whole thesis on it and it’s documented.


  “With my family, like, my grandmother, she was under the Act. You know when Aboriginals couldn’t go from one place to another and they had to let the police know and they couldn’t have their own money and they had to be trading for rations and there was a lot of taking wages away and stuff like that?”


  The Aboriginal Protection and Restriction of the Sale of Opium Act was used to strip Indigenous people of their human rights.


  “It goes back to all that nonsense.,“ says Jpoint. “That’s in our bloodline as well, we have documents. My grandfather told me stories of people living on the outskirts of town, getting less money and all this other nonsense - expecting Aboriginal fellas to work the same, as hard, for half - even less - and then having policemen taking the money away and giving you some rice and flour or whatever and just... ah... it’s ridiculous. But we’re getting it back, we’re working on that.”


  Just as he slowly won his battle with his demons, so he believes his people can win back their rights. The key is in taking it little by little, kilo by kilo, one rhyme at a time.


  “The distance might be far, but so long as you’ve got small goals, just travel,” he says. “You get there eventually.”


  Kayemtee


  [image: Kayemtee.jpg]


  


  Jimmy Barnes is possibly the most heterosexual man in Australia - but he has now inspired possibly the best homosexual rap tune to come out of the country.


  The Cold Chisel frontman is famous for allegedly bedding more than 1000 women early on in his career. But Indigenous femcee Kayemtee has taken his band’s highest-charting song, “Forever Now”, and given it a radical twist.


  As soon as she heard the lovers’ lament played back to her by Aboriginal producer DCP, she knew she had to rhyme over it.


  “DCP showed me the instrumental he had made which contained a Cold Chisel sample that said, ‘Is this the way it’s gonna be forever?’,” says Kayemtee.


  “I wanted it straight away, because there were SOOO many things that I could’ve written about in regards to this question. But on the day that I picked up the pen, my thoughts on lack of gratitude and homophobia were the issues that I needed to get off my chest.”


  Kayemtee’s vehemently anti-homophobic stance is one that is slowly catching on in the historically homophobic genre of hip-hop, as rappers from Fat Joe to The Game have changed their tune. But for Kayemtee it was no slow realisation. Over Cold Chisel’s lilting, Hawaiian-like guitar riff, she raps:


  



  Young couple, lovin’ with a whole heart


  Inseparable from the start


  Hearts racin’ off the chart


  Parents won’t hark


  They’d rather rip their love apart


  Cos on Noah’s Ark it was boy and girl bees


  ‘N’ boy and girl dogs and cows and monkeys


  ‘N’ God created Adam with Eve


  So, ‘It wouldn’t be right for Adam to want Steve’


  But man wrote the Bible, not my G-O-D


  Cos God spreads nothin’ but L-O-V-E


  ‘N’ I know you don’t like what I’m sayin’ in this piece


  But I know God sent my last girl to save me


  So keep on sayin’ the things that you do


  That people like me don’t belong in the pews


  Cos regardless of your outdated views


  I’ll praise Him everyday ‘n’ this is the truth!


  



  Just last year there were a group of girls


  Representin’ their country of Nigeria


  Off to Germany for the Women’s World Cup


  Till the Football Federation showed homophobia


  These girls worked to achieve their dream


  Gettin’ on the world stage ain’t an easy feat


  So imagine gettin’ kicked of the team


  Cos you prefer to bed with the ladies


  Now as I speak in Ecuador


  Health care professionals, or ‘so-called’


  Dish out starvation, rape and torture


  In clinics that offer a violent ‘cure’


  For the apparently ‘sick’ lesbians


  Where the fuck is you people’s common sense?


  Some girls are admitted by their parents!


  Can’t you see that this is nonsense?!


  



  How do you sleep at night knowin’ that you do this?


  Are you not human? Don’t you feel it in your conscience?


  Do you realise how inhumane that you are?


  Or will your cruel attitude last forever?


  Is this the way it’s gonna be forever?


  Is this the way it’s gonna be forever?


  Is this the way it’s gonna be forever, now?


  



  Kayemtee - or Kaylah Tyson to her proud family - says she was lucky that her relatives were far more accepting than the people she raps about.


  “I have been blessed with an open-minded, accepting, loving and supportive family who made it possible for me to not have to ‘come out’,” says the rapper, who was raised in the Brisbane suburb of Browns Plains.


  “I had a boyfriend for a while. Then I had a girlfriend for a while. It wasn’t an issue for any of them. Of course there have been some people along the way who’ve had something to say, but those who matter, don’t care and those who care, don’t matter.”


  Understandably, not all gay people manage to be so stoic. Suicide Prevention Australia says gay teenagers are up to 14 times more likely to attempt suicide than their straight peers.


  “That is disgusting,” says Kayemtee. “People just need to wake up to themselves because it could be their brother or sister next. And if their brother or sister is copping shit from them because they can’t be accepting of matters of the heart, they should deal with their own problems instead of forcing it onto others.”


  Suicide is also up to five times higher among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander (ATSI) people compared with their non-Aboriginal peers. It might be argued that Indigenous and gay people are both oppressed for the same reason - they are not the dominant majority.


  “To some extent I would agree,” says Kayemtee. “Being in a category that is regarded as a minority group does make you a target for ignorance and all of the unfortunate things that stem from that. Us ATSI mob are statistically a minority so the odds are against us when it comes to being able to be in people’s faces enough that they HAVE to start taking the time to understand.


  “I personally don’t think that Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual & Transgender people are as much of a minority as people think. We are everywhere! But yes, I would say that ATSI & LGBT people both fall into the same category – Targets of Prejudice.”


  Kayemtee knows she’s been relatively lucky, but the lack of gratitude she sees in others is the flip-side to her song:


  



  Just stop ‘n’ take a look through my eyes for a second


  Let’s yarn about the things in my life, yeah I reckon


  We all seen some of it or heard about it, but to our first world shit it goes second


  There are little kids beggin ‘n’ starvin’


  With no clean water to drink or bath in


  Any food they find they have to be halvin’


  But they still smile and even chuck a laugh in


  Then there’s the you’s and me’s


  Who are so used to the conveniency


  Of our everyday things - our necessities


  Like runnin’ water and electricity


  



  I saw you online, you like to complain


  About them unimportant things like missin’ a train


  Cos QR’s doin’ trackworks again


  If that’s the end of your world Kat, you’re insane!


  How do you sleep at night when you complain about this?


  Real well on a queen size posturepedic mattress (Ha!)


  Do you realise just how blessed you really are?


  Or will your lack of gratitude last forever?


  



  Is this the way it’s gonna be forever?


  Is this the way it’s gonna be forever?


  Is this the way it’s gonna be forever now?


  



  That lack of gratitude can stem from multiple factors, including many white Australians being unaware of the privilege their skin colour brings them.


  “I’m not one who was raised to allow myself to use the ‘it’s because I’m black’ excuse,” says Kayemtee. “But unfortunately racism is still very much alive and it does put harder barriers in place for us. Unless you cop it yourself, you tend to be totally oblivious to what is going on. I don’t blame every white Australian for being ignorant to the matter, but we can’t make a change until everyone’s eyes are no longer blind to the fact – that goes for our own mob too.”


  Kayemtee is well-connected with her own mob - she works as a self-managed dancer, emcee and workshop facilitator in communities across the country.


  “I can honestly say that every time I visit a new place, my eyes are opened to what works and what doesn’t in regards to achieving positive outcomes through the way the community is run,” she says.


  “In my opinion, the places that have great things going and genuinely happier young people are the places that value the input and involvement from their Elders. Unfortunately, there are some places where the government or council or non-indigenous people still think they know what’s best for us and instead of making things better they are just making it worse. My proof of this is the alarming rates of suicide.”


  Kayemtee is well-equipped to help. She is a graduate of the Aboriginal Centre for the Performing Arts (ACPA), where she studied under Leah Purcell, the award-winning Aboriginal actress who most recently put in a powerful performance as an angsty aunt in the inaugural episode of the ABC’s all-Indigenous drama Redfern Now.


  “Leah expected nothing but the best from me, which in turn taught me to expect the same of myself,” says Kayemtee. “She is an extremely hard-working woman who is so passionate about what she does and she makes no excuses. She provided me with a positive role model and I will be eternally grateful for that.


  “I wish I had [time to tell] all of the lessons I learnt from my time at ACPA. Basically, not only did I learn the techniques needed to better myself as a performer but I also learnt skills that I have been able to transfer into the many tasks that life throws at me. The tools I have been given to express myself confidently and articulately are things that keep me sane in this crazy world and I will forever carry with me.”


  ACPA also gave Kayemtee her big break in music, when she met an Aboriginal rapper called Buda K who had also been accepted to join the centre. Shortly after she watched him perform with his hip-hop trio, Poetic Murriz, one of the boys announced he could no longer be in the group. Buda K and the remaining member, Justis, invited her on board.


  “When the boys from Poetic asked me to join the crew, they provided me with the opportunity to take my music more seriously,” she says. “Before that, it was really something I did ‘just because’. I also discovered my natural ability to take a lead role in the business side of things. It was a great starting point for me and I made brothers for life.”


  After Kayemtee joined Poetic Murriz, Indigenous rapper Rival MC, of the multi-award-winning Brisbane-based group Impossible Odds, signed them to his label, Impossible Odds Records.


  “I met Rival in my teenage years when I was invited to dance in a Wakka Wakka traditional dance troupe,” says Kayemtee. “As time passed, I started doing music and he was building up his record label so he began to keep an eye on Poetic Murriz. Through a lot of yarns and signing us to the label he became a mentor to me.”


  Poetic Murriz split soon after releasing the sublimely slick single “One Of Those Days”, but Kayemtee’s relationship with Rival MC endures. She appeared on Impossible Odds’ latest album, the intensely intelligent Against All Odds, and the group repaid the favour by appearing on “Forever”, with Rival MC singing Jimmy Barnes's lines. Kayemtee is planning to release a string of releases through their label.


  “Even though Poetic Murriz disbanded, Rival and I have kept in contact,” she says. “Because he has always helped me wherever he can, my loyalty lies with the Impossible Odds family. I will be dropping a few EPs through Impossible Odds Records in 2013. Following those releases I hope to spend quite some time touring and getting my name out there. I really want to try new things and grow as an artist, so I can’t tell you what to expect, but basically, I plan to take over the world one mind at a time.”


  She laughs, but she has the skills and charisma to do it. Even when she’s not on stage, Kayemtee’s style makes her stand out from the crowd - she’s like a walking assault on the senses, a riot of subtropical colour that works so well, onlookers might think Nicki Minaj took tips from her. Asked if the polychromatic US rapper stole her style, she laughs.


  “Yes! Nah, gammin,” she says, using the Murri word for “joking”. “There were a lot of amazing female emcees before Nicki Minaj, but I love her versatility and I respect her marketing plan. She brought rap into the homes of different ages, genders and nationalities so I’m grateful for her hard work in breaking down those barriers.”


  Kayemtee has also worked with the band that have probably done the most to bring Aboriginal rap into the homes of different ages, genders and nationalities, breaking down those barriers - The Last Kinection. The group approached Kayemtee when they decided to rework Local Knowledge’s Aboriginal hip-hop hit, “Blackfellas”.


  “As you would know, Local Knowledge was made up of the current Street Warriors fellas and Weno and DJ Jaytee from The Last Kinection,” she says. “MC Nay, also in The Last Kinection, contacted me and asked me if I was keen to jump on a version of the track that would be aimed at the sisters. I had grown up idolising Nay and Weno, as deadly family members and musicians, so of course I said yes.”


  The result was the even stronger “Blacksistaz”. On it, Kayemtee raps:


  



  Kayemtee on this beat


  Gonna rip this up easily


  When I step I rep Brissy


  Blood is Ngugi with South Sea


  Spanish, Indian, some Pom


  Meerooni’s where my nan’s from


  This and that Australian


  For the result switch the mic on


  And I’ll show I have a knack


  For sleekly flowin’ with attack


  Like a KO is the impact


  Stamina of a nymphomaniac


  In and Out


  Front or back


  Bounce like a hydraulic’d Cadillac


  When this black sista spits her rap


  It’s to put Murris on the map


  Not being stopped by the glitches


  Just flicking all the right switches


  Writing lyrics that’ll hit yas


  Our skill don’t kill, it enriches


  Before it was the fellas


  But right now it is the Tiddas


  This deadly track right here goes out to all the Blacksistaz


  



  “My grandfather on my mum’s side has blood that runs from India and Spain, mixed with Murri,” she says. “I’m still learning about those roots, but I believe it is important to acknowledge all of my ancestors’ origins. My mum is Superwoman. We have a very supportive family but mum raised me mostly by herself and she has made me who I am today. She worked at a number of different ATSI organisations but was co-ordinator of a domestic violence refuge for quite some time.”


  That care for community is also shared by DCP, the supercool producer who introduced the Cold Chisel sample to Kayemtee’s ears. His band, Indigenous Intrudaz, made an all-time classic of Aboriginal hip-hop in their quirky track “Inala’s Still The Same”, a tribute to their Brisbane suburb. The noticeably non-white Inala, dodgily dubbed “Vegemite City” by Brisbanites, is where the band have been holding the annual Stylin’ Up Aboriginal hip-hop festival for more than a decade.


  “When I was in primary school, my older cousins would listen to the early recordings from Intrudaz on their cassettes and I was always diggin DCP’s style,” says Kayemtee.


  “I started seeing Intrudaz performing at NAIDOC and Stylin’ Up and they were there the first time I rapped on stage. They gave me some great feedback and DCP and I started jamming here and there. He showed me some beats and it just kind of happened. The boys were my first local artists that I idolised so I have a lot of respect for them.”


  The track that DCP sampled, “Forever Now”, was actually written by Cold Chisel’s drummer, Steve Prestwich. But would frontman Jimmy Barnes, widely perceived as a paragon of pub rock, approve of Kayemtee’s version, with all its sharp black and gay angles?


  Well, Barnes named his daughter Mahalia after “The Queen of Gospel”, civil rights activist Mahalia Jackson. He named his son Jackie after the electrifying black soul singer Jackie Wilson. And in 1999, Barnes performed the 1978 Sylvester hit “You Make Me Feel (Mighty Real)” at the Sydney Gay and Lesbian Mardi Gras.


  King Brown
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  When far-right extremist Anders Behring Breivik went on a mass killing spree in Norway in 2011, he was listening on his headphones to “Lux Aeterna”, a mournful piece of music by British film soundtrack composer Clint Mansell.


  A more appropriate Mansell composition might have been “Ich Bin Ein Auslander”, written by the musician when he was fronting cartoonish electronic indie rockers Pop Will Eat Itself in the 1990s.


  Translating from the German as “I Am An Outsider“ it was, ironically, an anti-Nazi song. The song also resonates deeply with a certain extreme outsider here in Australia.


  “I’ve always been an ‘Auslander’,” says Aboriginal noise terrorist King Brown, also known as Damion Hunter. “No one seems to like the shit I like to the degree I like it at.”


  Like Mansell, Hunter does not seem to fit neatly inside any category. Raised in the far north-west mining town of Karratha, the Pop Will Eat Itself fanatic has played in thrash metal bands in Perth, acted in everything from staged Shakespeare to BBC dramas, written numerous film scripts and says he has a killer idea for an album built around his banjo.


  Yet he has released a very different album from his new home in Sydney’s Blue Mountains that is characteristically indefinable. Falling somewhere between brutal heavy metal, pop parody and block-rocking hip-hop, Australian Made is an album that would make sense to the genre-bending Mansell.


  Equally, Breivik’s decision to choose Mansell’s music as the soundtrack to his slaughter holds a twisted logic for Hunter.


  “I guess it kind of makes sense,” he says. “He writes some really ambient stuff that really gets into your head and under your skin … I think [Nine Inch Nails frontman] Trent Reznor’s soundtrack to Quake would have been a better choice. But hey…”


  That same dark humour is abundant on Hunter’s album. Going for laughs is a brave choice, considering humour rarely works in music. It’s a problem that even prompted one of its most successful exponents, Frank Zappa, to release an album titled Does Humour Belong in Music?


  So, does it?


  “Absolutely,” says Hunter. “Music is supposed to affect people. Otherwise we wouldn’t listen to it. We are stupid to act like humour isn’t an emotion that affects us all the time. It does. And I enjoy humour. I get my drama and hurt and stress and love and heartbreak and anger from life. I escape to music for all the other stuff to help forget about it all. I’m here on Earth to enjoy life. Music helps me do that.”


  King Brown’s comedy is at its strongest on the super-stoned “Let’s Go Smoke Some Hooch”. He and fellow rapper KILLMONKEY carry off a nuttily narcotic call-and-answer routine that sounds totally improvised yet is so well-written it can’t have been adlibbed.


  “We did it in a day,” he says. “KILLMONKEY and I laid down our vocals in about three takes. We had a lot of fun and laughter that we decided to keep in there just because it made us laugh. We found a lot of new things in the song.


  “We ended up, on the day, trying to entertain each other and make each other laugh, so hopefully it makes the listeners laugh also.”


  But there is a serious side to Australian Made. On the hard-hitting “Hunter”, King Brown spits venom, sinking his fangs into “politicians, crackers, fool players” and “player haters”.


  “Yeah, that was just an adlib rant while I was recording,” he says. “To paraphrase it, it could also read ‘[far-right politician] Pauline Hanson, bigots/rednecks, tryhards/posers, people who hate [Aboriginal champion boxer] Anthony Mundine’.


  “Generally, [they were] the first things that popped into my head at the time. It could have just as easily been other people or things. But who doesn’t hate those guys?”


  The album also has seriously heavy moments, not least in the down and dirty “Cross For Ya”.


  “Well, I used to spend a lot of time in [Sydney’s] Kings Cross,” says Hunter. “Well ... not a lot of time, but certainly enough time.


  “A good friend of mine [Morgan O’Neil] was making a movie [the contract-killing film noir, Solo] and he wanted to get some of my tracks on the soundtrack. This song was born out of this process, so I thank Morgs very much, it’s actually one of my favourite songs.”


  “Cross For Ya” has been getting plenty of radio play, along with another infectious head-nodder, “Five Minutes From Now”. The song’s wailing, drowning guitars are punctuated by an insistent, nagging question:


  



  Where ya gonna be five minutes from now?


  Five months from now?


  Five years from now?


  How ya gonna get there?


  How?


  How?


  



  “I wanted to show a bit more depth on this one,” says Hunter. “I wanted to tell my story how I saw it at that time and how I see it now still, I guess. It is what it is. I’m trying to make my way in life out of creativity and I’m hungry to make it happen, I’m sick of living hand-to-mouth and I’m sick of being depressed.”


  Yet Hunter’s CV is hardly anything to be depressed about. When asked about his acting, he replies in a similarly gloomy manner: “I have been known to tread the boards, but that ain’t solid, it comes and goes, ebbs and flows.”


  However, when pushed, he reveals he has just fulfilled one of his dreams by playing Aboriginal freedom fighter Jandamarra in a tour of the Kimberley. The play was even staged in Bandilngan ― Windjana Gorge, where Jandamarra fought a legendary pitched battle with police and pastoralists in 1894.


  Talking about it seems to awaken a strength in Hunter.


  “This role was on my bucket list to portray for many, many years now,” he says. “So I was very proud to be asked to do this job, playing Jandamarra himself. His was the most successful campaign to defend Aboriginal land in Australia’s history. He was eventually shot dead at the age of 24.


  “The show was incredible. The reviews were great. Not a dry eye in the house. I was very proud to be such a big part of such a heroic success. Hopefully we can do it again on a national level.


  “I’m very thankful to be part of telling his story. His story is slowly coming to the surface. He really was a hero and a warrior.”


  The tour also came across some modern-day heroes and warriors in Broome, where protesters were railing against Woodside Petroleum’s proposed gas hub at James Price Point.


  “These are decisions that affect this environment and therefore the likelihoods of a lot of Indigenous and non-indigenous people to the area,” says Hunter. “These are the people that would have more understanding of the value of the land and should be deciding themselves where these projects should go.


  “I’m no expert on the subject, but I’ve seen what industry has done to my home town, Karratha. So fight the power.”


  As for his latest acting project, it seems he is again venturing into Pop Will Eat Itself territory by juggling art, crime and sport. The Poppies released the single “Touched By The Hand Of Cicciolina” in a campaign to get Italian sex actress and politician Ia Cicciolina to present the 1990 FIFA World Cup to the winning team. Hunter played 1980s Aussie rules star Jimmy Krakouer in the TV series Killing Time.


  “He was a famous footballer who got done for a massive haul of drug trafficking, the biggest of the time in the early-mid nineties,” says Hunter. “True story. So I got to work with [Lord of the Rings actor] David Wenham. That was really cool.”


  Appropriately, Hunter also closes his album by covering Pop Will Eat Itself’s “Fuses” ― yet, cryptically, the song does not appear on the album’s tracklisting.


  “I do have kind permission to reproduce it,” he says. “I asked the band if I could cover it ― but not the record company, so I don’t know where I stand on the copyright issue.


  “I wanna do a punk version for live shows. The track I’ve done is good for listening, but that’s not what live shows are about. Live shows are for moving.”


  King Brown’s live shows are certainly moving. Blending live didgeridoo, drunken banter, paranoid drama and claustrophobic future electro, they have to be seen to be believed. It’s like Anders Behring Breivik, Clint Mansell and Jandamarra are all there, in the same room, playing together...


  The Last Kinection
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  When Naomi Wenitong from The Last Kinection is asked how challenging it is to be a woman in the male-dominated music industry, she laughs.


  “I don’t mind being one of the only buns at this Oz hip hop sausage sizzle,” she jokes.


  “Everyone has challenges in this industry regardless of their sex. You can either let it be your disadvantage or make it your advantage.


  “The first words of advice from my parents were: ‘You’re from a poor family, you’re black and you’re a girl ― you are going to have to work a million times harder than any other artist.’ Obviously I was up for the challenge. Besides, we have the womb, so we always have the power!”


  Wenitong, better known as Nay, laughs as often as other people blink. Yet in making The Last Kinection’s uproariously upbeat second album, Next Of Kin, she faced challenges so death-defyingly dark they could even kill the cackle in a kookaburra.


  While the band were touring their debut album, Nutches, in 2008, their car was forced off the road in a horrific crash. Nay was declared dead at the scene and covered with a blanket. It was only the band’s other rapper, Joel ― Nay’s brother ― who noticed the blanket move.


  “I wrote the chorus and my verse in ‘Find A Way’ with the desperate need to remind myself that even though I had picked myself up from the lowest point in my life after being in a horrific car accident, that I had to find a way to keep going in so many areas of my life,” says Nay.


  “A lot of the tracks I’ve written remind me of many things that I feel I shouldn’t ever forget. ‘The Strong Survive’ is about all three of us [Nay, Joel and Rival MC, who guests on the track] conquering our personal battles and being strong enough to survive them. It’s easy to be a good person when everything is all roses, when everything is going well, but being a good person when everything has gone to shit - that’s when it really counts.”


  In the new album’s liner notes, Nay thanks God, but the religion-wary may find salvation in the fact she also raps “I believe in God, but not religion” on the record.


  “If you have been through anything really rough, I think it would be pretty depressing to not believe in anything higher than this Earth,” says Nay.


  “I believe we all have different names for this higher being ― ancestral spirits, Jah, the creator, etc. I call him God. I think God and religion are two different things. I don’t want to come across self-righteous because I’m so far from it, but I don’t need a middle man, like a priest or anything to talk to God, because I talk straight to him.


  “If you feel uncomfortable reading this, then that feeling is the perfect example of what people and religion have done surrounding even the slightest little mention about God in an interview.”


  It’s the kind of confronting honesty that The Last Kinection have made their mission.


  “I still can’t believe how honest I’ve been on ‘Millions Of People’,” says Nay. “My verse is pretty much every single insecurity I have. I’m pretty sure that anyone who listens to it will relate to at least one. When I think of the music industry I look around and think, you know what, we’re all out here trying to make ends meet. Most of us have our hearts in the right place; some of us don’t, but we all face similar battles. I think it’s comforting knowing you’re not alone.”


  The album navigates a minefield of similarly awkward subjects, including Aboriginal apathy, dying Indigenous languages, racism, crippling insecurities, refugee-baiting, slavery in Queensland, the cowardice of social media and a clamouring chorus of other issues most bands would not have a bar of.


  “When The Last Kinection first formed we agreed that we would bring all of those uncomfortable things that people don’t want to talk about to the surface ― that’s why we never expected airplay,” laughs Nay.


  It’s a sentiment shared by the band’s third member, Jacob Turier, a hook-slinging heavyweight of a DJ/producer who has landed them plenty of airplay.


  “We really feel that a lot of people choose not to talk about some things because it makes them uncomfortable and if they talk about it, they will have to confront the problem,” says Turier, also known as Jaytee.


  The band seem to relish confronting challenges. Most musicians would be content with the level of success the multi-award-winning Last Kinection have reached.


  Yet Joel, better known as Weno, was not able to take part in this interview because he was in the middle of exams for a medical degree. The Last Kinection also stick to a gruelling schedule of community hip-hop workshops.


  And whereas other bands would be content to stick to the winning formula that brought them success on their first album, Weno and Jaytee have ramped up their repertoire on their follow-up.


  Amazingly, they have managed to kick their sound into the future while keeping one foot firmly stomping in the past, blending corroboree calls and down-and-dirty didge with the speaker-shattering sub-bass and spacey snares of dubstep.


  The new album also sounds a lot more like a live band.


  “We worked a lot more closely with our good friend Gareth Hudson, a multi-instrumentalist from Newcastle, on this album,” says Jaytee. “He added something to pretty much every track. I would usually take a beat that Joel or I had done and get him to either replay parts or just add live elements in.”


  They also teamed up with prolific Aboriginal producer Trials, from the hugely popular party-till-you-puke rappers The Funkoars, on “Talk About It”.


  “‘Talk About It’ was an idea that Joel came up with,” says Jaytee. “I did a beat that was almost a dance beat at first, and Joel did the hook - “we don’t even talk about it” - and we had that simple idea just sitting there for ages. We were still not sure about what it exactly meant though.


  “We really feel that a lot of people choose not to talk about some things because it makes them uncomfortable and if they talk about it they will have to confront the problem. But we also wanted to touch on the way people don’t talk in person any more and how people can just get on the internet and spout ridiculously racist things behind the safety of anonymity. Ironically, the whole Trials collab happened via email.”


  He laughs.


  “I had met Trials quite a few times through [huge Aboriginal hip-hopper] Briggs and always wanted to get him on a track. Once the beat was sounding a bit closer to its finished state and Joel had done his verse I sent it to Trials and asked if he would be keen to do a verse on it. He said, for sure.”


  The resulting sound of the whole album is so infectious that The Last Kinection have done the seemingly impossible in Australia, bridging the wide divide between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal hip-hop.


  “Well, we’ll all be getting along when the aliens come I bet,” laughs Nay.


  As former US president Ronald Reagan told his Russian counterpart, Mikhail Gorbachev: “If suddenly there was a threat to this world from some other species from another planet outside in the universe, we’d forget all the little local differences that we have.”


  Says Nay: “Nah, I joke about this, but honestly it’s a little bit scary knowing that if we all can find something similar to hate, it becomes easier for us not to see the differences in each other.


  “I think it’s up to you ― what circles you want your music to move in. There is a choice there. We chose to team up with Oz hip hop label Elefant Traks rather than a black label for this reason, among others.


  “Personally, I believe music is one of the most beautiful things in the world that brings all of us together, no matter what age, sex or background. ‘Together’ is spawned from my own thoughts and observations as a half-black, half-white female growing up in this country. Take a look at the audiences at our gigs. They are so mixed. When I started noticing that happening, that’s when I really felt like, hell yeah! We can change attitudes in this country! We just keep kicking that door until it opens.”


  It seems they are still unsure they have reached that goal. The album’s lead single “Are We There Yet?” throws up more questions than answers. Asked about its themes, Nay replies: “Are we there yet as a country? Are we there as Aboriginal race - treated equal? Are we there as the human race? Are we there yet as a hip hop group? Are we even changing anything? Are we there as women - treated equally to men? There are endless questions…”


  Native Ryme
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  When you’re representing a culture that has lasted 60,000 years, it doesn’t matter that your debut album has taken a mere 18.


  “We’ve always prided ourselves on coming from a culture that’s been a song and dance culture for millennia, you know,” says C-Roc, whose rap group, Native Ryme, are only just releasing an album a generation after he formed the band in 1994.


  Native Ryme’s journey has been every bit as epic, in its own way, as that of the first Australians. Native Ryme were the first nationally recognised Indigenous rap group in Australia. In 1998, they became the first hip-hop group in the country to win a certified national music award.


  Under the management of multi-ARIA Award-winning artist Martin Lee of Regurgitator, the group released their first single, “Together”. A collaboration with Australian rock legends Tex Perkins and The Cruel Sea, it gained Native Ryme gold/platinum sales and extensive radio play when it featured on the ARIA-nominated 2001 Mushroom Records album Corroboration, which also featured Kylie Minogue, Dan Sultan and others.


  Native Ryme toured with The Cruel Sea until 2003, which led Tex Perkins to exclaim: “It’s either you have it or you don’t. Native Ryme have it.”


  In 2004 they went on tour with US Grammy Award-winning rap icons Naughty By Nature, gaining the Aboriginal group major label offers in Australia and in the US.


  It was all a bit much for two kids from remote Australia, as C-Roc and his writing partner DeeKay are. They stepped back from the limelight, instead running hip-hop workshops in remote communities right across Australia at a prolific rate - 176 in just 10 months at one point. They found it so emotionally rewarding that they kept it up for eight years.


  “You know, I came from a simplistic lifestyle,” says C-Roc. “It was rough, then to win an Australian music award and be told by Grammy Award winners that what I have is world class, it’s pressure in the sense of, well, what shall I do?


  “The industry gave us everything on a platter, you know, the biggest stars in the country were at our parties, it was there for the taking, whatever our hearts desired, it was there, whatever it happened to be back then, but it didn’t satisfy what mattered.


  “A true artist will always be a conflicted being, because you walk a fine line between sanity and insanity. You can go on and do whatever you need to do in your life, but if you’re not happy with 1 million, you’re not going to be happy with 2 million and you’re not going to be happy with 10 million.


  “We’d never be where we are today if I didn’t find myself on the bones of my arse in the gutter, losing my mind. That’s what happened to me when I started losing it. I had to go away personally and find out what was making me sick - and what was making me sick was I had to make peace with myself and start bringing more compassion.”


  Sitting on a park bench on Sydney’s Oxford Street at 1am, having just completed Native Ryme’s first show of a three-year album tour, C-Roc finally seems at peace with himself. As he speaks in his quiet, clipped, but contemplative way, he is approached by old friends, fans and well-wishers who drift up to say hello, shake his hand, and praise him about that night’s superlative performance.


  He’s come a long way from his traumatic childhood - a subject he comes out swinging against on the album’s opening track, “Same Song”, whose proceeds are going to educational programs against domestic violence. The classy and classically-driven track wastes no time in establishing that Native Ryme are in a class of their own.


  



  The morning rises


  She gets up with her kids


  To make sure they’re all right


  She’s got her make-up on


  She says it helps her face another day


  Then her kids look up and say,


  ‘Mummy, why we gotta stay? We can run away.’


  It don’t seem that much


  But Mummy, she got the world on her shoulders


  



  “I come from the Gulf of Carpentaria in a remote community,” says C-Roc. “My mother had me when she was 15, my father was 15. He was around for a little bit. I knew of him when I grew up, I knew who he was, but he didn’t really want too much to do with me, that was my perception.


  “My grandmother, his mother, would invite him to interact with me, but you’re in the same house with your father for a weekend and you see him once around the corner, as a kid you take note of that, you know. You’re a sponge, an emotional sponge, so you take that quite personally.


  “So my whole experience - which built my soft spot now - is I don’t like seeing people belittled. I don’t like seeing someone put down because someone wishes to feel stronger about themselves, which actually means probably they’re more weaker than the person, you know what I mean? I have a really weak point for bullies, I don’t like bullies.


  “I grew up in a really, really violent household, really violent. As a kid, I examined what was going on, why it was going on, my perception of why it was going on. I had an aunty who was actually murdered by her partner. That’s why I wrote ‘Same Song’. You know, I have a four-month-old daughter now, so I’m her first example of what a man should be. And I can be a part of the problem or I can be a part of the solution. So me being a part of the solution is I be an example to her of what she should look for in a man.


  “I had to think, how do I want to end this song, does the lady die, or does she get away? And I thought it would be more empowering if the message was strength and empowerment, you know. A song that ended with promise and a new day. I try to write music that stimulates the human being rather than encase them into something that’s going to imprison them, you know what I mean?”


  



  It’s dark now, no sound


  Tiptoe and brown bag


  Baby sleep, baby’s hush now


  Yellow cab, ‘Sir, drive now.’


  He sleeps, snores sound


  Cellphone, ‘Sis, you come now.


  You’re all right, you’re strong now


  He cries, and you smile now


  He cries, and you smile now.’


  



  It was that freeing of the human spirit from all forms of abuse, both intimate and institutional, that drove C-Roc to work in remote communities.


  “I knew first hand that you can treat a child so badly and bury them by truckloads of negativity, but if you feed them a teaspoon of positivity the right way, it’ll outweigh - it washes clean - the negativity,” he says. “And that’s what I experienced as a child, you know, my uncle who was my male, my father figure, would come back about once every six to 12 months and I could put up with 12 months’ worth of negativity, of seeing my mother being bashed.


  “I used to walk out and find an uncle with, you know, a .303 barrel in his mouth and saying to me, ‘You don’t need to be seeing this.’ And by the age of eight I was, like, you know, ‘Point it at your head. Don’t point it at your jaw. If you’re going to do it, do it properly,’ you know, because my mother told me to say that. ‘If you wake up in the lounge room and he’s got a gun in his mouth, tell him to put it through his head, not his mouth.’


  “That numbs you, you get numb to what it means to be human. And a lot of the Indigenous youth these days have such depth when it comes to their emotional capacity. They’re such compassionate and caring young people, but they’re conditioned to lock that in their shell, you know, and be hard because that’s what society expects them to be and that’s what they have to do to protect themselves.”


  Many Indigenous people lose that battle to protect themselves, and C-Roc has written a dedication to all those lost in the struggle - a heartfelt and heart-breaking love letter titled, “We’ll Always Love You”.


  “I wrote ‘We’ll Always Love You’ a long, long time ago and it was a track that was directly connected to my personal experience,” he says. “You can’t really write about someone else’s loss, because everyone perceives things from their own angle. So ‘We’ll Always Love You’ was about my life and how I’ve lost a lot of friends, you know, a lot of friends.


  “It’s a tragedy what’s happening in Indigenous communities, the amount of suicide. From us leaving Brisbane to coming to Sydney, we got three phone calls from three brothers committing suicide. I know friends who aren’t Indigenous who have never buried somebody...”


  He laughs a bitter, empty laugh.


  “...and it shocks me, you know? Then you start realising, ‘I’ve got a pretty shitty end of the stick here.’ What my culture is going through is pretty bloody bad and it’s a human rights issue. The Australian government hasn’t addressed anything in recent years, like black deaths in custody. None of the recommendations that were put were followed through.”


  The Aboriginal remand population has increased by more than 500% since the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody two decades ago. Today, Australia jails black males at a rate more than five times greater than South Africa did during the dying days of apartheid - and in Western Australia, more than eight times. Shortly after we speak, C-Roc escapes a four-year jail term after a three-year trial.Indigenous incarceration is an issue he unlocks in the towering “Black Phantoms Weight In Gold”. The song showcases the band’s ability to control a stage show, building and building on level upon level of emotion until it hits the audience right in the chest.


  



  Words as weapons


  Keys to unlocking the gate


  People from everywhere


  Hold me from unlocking the gate


  Here are the keys


  Murri here are the keys


  Now free yourself


  Come join the free


  



  “Oh yeah - whoah,” says C-Roc when asked about the song. Then he draws in a sharp breath and exhales. “I’ve got a cousin-brother - I call him my cousin-brother because my mother and his mother are sisters - he’s doing nine years right now, all for something stupid. ‘Black Phantoms Weight In Gold’ is about the mentality, the psyche, that tells someone to make a decision on the spur of the moment that in return is going to lock them in a cell for nine years, you know.”


  



  I think about your fate


  What’s my cousin-brother doing lately


  Stay strong


  Murri stay strong


  I send you spirits


  From the ancients


  That walk along with me


  



  Several days’ worth of beard growth obscure a tattoo on C-Roc’s neck that reads “Property of...” It’s a reminder that he also served time in the past for doing what he calls “just something stupid”.


  “Just, you know, having misdirected aggression towards the system,” he says. “I didn’t really know which part of it was actually my enemy, or why it was my enemy. So I went in for, you know, just assaulting police officers and stuff, just meaningless stuff, you know. And they tend to slam young black people with 10 times harsher sentences. I wear white when I go to court, because white is saintly, angelic. I never wear black when I go to court.”


  He laughs.


  “At the end of that track there’s actually a speech by a black activist in Brisbane called Coco Wharton and he talks about the Palm Island riot [after the death in custody of Aboriginal man Mulrunji Doomadgee there in 2004]. He says, you know, if they wanna take your rights, they’re going to come in your home and take your rights. Then you need to fight them. You need to fight them, and you need to fight them, and you need to fight them. If you’ve got to go to jail, then you go to jail for something that’s worthwhile.


  “It’s a track that sort of flips its meaning. It talks about the mentality of prisoners, but it also talks about how silly it is. It’s a beautiful track, it names the prisons and it’s meant to be a message also to them to say that, you know, we haven’t forgotten about you, you know, we know you’re in there and just know that we’re thinking about you.”


  



  Woodford, Lotus, Stewart’s Creek, Palem


  Young Murri I feel your pulse


  Got you up on this phone now


  SDL, Wolston, Arthur Gorrie, Townsville


  Young Murri I feel your pulse


  Now sit back and hear the song


  



  Bathurst, Broken Hill, Silverwater, Cessnock


  Young Koori I feel your pulse


  Got you up on this phone now


  Cooma, Grafton, Long Bay, Metro


  Young brothers I feel your pulse


  Now sit back and hear this flow


  



  In the same week that Native Ryme’s tour started, the corporate media ran a story hailing a surprise reduction in the NSW prison population. There was no mention of Indigenous jailing rates. To C-Roc, such coverage is of little surprise. He rails against the corporate media in the track “Conspiracy Theories”, which he wrote after watching the coverage of the so-called Australia Day “riot” on January 26, 2012.


  Federal Opposition Leader Tony Abbott had told the media it was time Aboriginal people “moved on” from the Tent Embassy, which was celebrating its 40th Anniversary that day. A group of Aboriginal activists and their supporters then went to the Canberra restaurant where Abbott and Prime Minister Julia Gillard were eating. When the protesters banged on the windows, Abbott and Gillard were bustled out of the restaurant by a phalanx of police and Gillard lost her shoe in the process. The media called it a riot.


  “I like seeing myself as somebody that doesn’t take mainstream media at their word,” says C-Roc. “I like to look at it, then look at all the different things that could have possibly happened - and I had question marks from the get-go. And it just reminded me that every election time it’s boat people and Indigenous people, they become the whipping post, you know? And it’s all conspiracy.”


  If a “conspiracy” can be taken to mean two or more people conspiring to achieve a certain outcome, then that is certainly the case with the corporate media. The outcome is the news story, the conspiracy is the arrangement the time-pressed journalists and their corporate bosses have with governments and corporations to run their press releases more or less untouched.


  News agencies such as Britain’s Press Association require their reporters to file 10 stories in an eight-hour shift. One reporter for the Australian Associated Press boasted to this writer that his “record” for churning out a story was a 1500-word feature in 25 minutes. How is a reporter meant to even think in that time, never mind check any facts?


  That lack of time - combined with an alignment with the establishment, mixed up with media bosses who sit on the boards of the corporations on which they are supposed to report and topped off with an inability to think outside the box - makes for woeful output.


  “’Conspiracy Theories’ is about that,” says C-Roc. “It’s all conspiracy. There’s partnerships the media have with the government to bash Indigenous people and immigrants and boat people, whatever suits their political agenda. It’s to drum up support and take the population’s minds off real issues.”


  But Native Ryme are not all about dark and heavy issues. Their great strength is in their range of dynamics - and there are plenty of fun moments on the album, too.


  “Look, if I had my way, it’d all be up, you know, just by how my heart beats,” says C-Roc. “But the inner core of me is a writer so I like to write about different things and it’s an album that reflects the human spirit. We all go through things and we have good times and bad times and loss and love and deprivation and promise, you know?


  “When I make my music, I make music that has a certain place in the human experience, you know what I mean? We’re all here to experience it. I mean I could always be an angry black man, it’s quite easy to do that, but I choose to expand people’s consciousness, you know? Think bigger.”


  Reflecting the human spirit means the album veers from dark, heavy subjects and radical politics to party tracks and even unashamed love longs, like “Heat”.


  “Yeah, we need the baby-making, you know, we need to boost the population,” smiles C-Roc. “I grew up on R&B, you know, my uncle introduced me to R&B, in the late Seventies and Eighties, so to make a track that was slick like honey and nectar and cupids and the sensuality between a man and a woman is a mutually balanced moment of energy where nothing else matters, you know, it’s an escape.


  “And everybody knows that feeling when you totally adore someone, you’re totally in love with somebody, how when you’re with that one person time just stops, you know, the heat of that moment in time where you, you know, when you don’t have it you long for it, and when you have it, it goes so quick, you know.”


  He has also written “Boss”, about the kind of person that might inspire such feelings.


  “Yeah, I wrote it about a female that I actually know, who is young, stunning, beautiful, Indigenous - she didn’t need to be Indigenous, but it just so happened - and it was about her governing what she does with her life, you know. She goes out, she’s seen maybe as, you know, something - not another gender - but she governs that conversation, that man wants to come to her and say something, she governs what he says to her, you know what I mean?


  “She’s strong and her own boss, she’s stunning and beautiful. Her mind is just as strong, as strong temperament-wise as her physical body is, she’s the new thing, she’s... Maybe it’s a subliminal thing for me, now that I have a daughter, that I hope that she grows up knowing that, you know, people treat you how you allow them to treat you, so, you know, you live your life in a way, in a manner that doesn’t demand respect, but people can’t help but give you it because of how you hold your shoulders back. Yeah.”


  The way C-Roc and DeeKay hold their shoulders back, and push musical boundaries forward, certainly commands respect.


  “DeeKay comes from an angle that’s very militant in the sense of he gets involved with the community and plays a strong role,” says C-Roc. “Not in an intimidating role, but DeeKay is a respected song and dance man, so he teaches traditional song and dance and people take their children to him. He has a right, the traditional right to teach certain songs and dance.”


  That musical ability, passed down through thousands of years, comes to the fore in the slick hip-hop of “Bounce”.


  “’Bounce’ is real Jay-Z,” says C-Roc. “Real jigga, real homeboy, you know, it’s slick. It’s the ability to feel rhythm, you know. We’ve always prided ourselves on coming from a culture that’s been a song and dance culture for millennia. So we wanted to do a track that showed our ability to hit that slick a little bit more than most groups could attempt to do - but quite easily.”


  He smiles.


  “It was a little bit of a statement.”


  Payback Records
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  When Australian Football League player Nathan Lovett-Murray was growing up, his favourite record was “Black Boy” by Coloured Stone.


  



  Black boy


  Black boy


  The colour of your skin is your pride and joy


  Black boy


  Black boy


  Your life is not destroyed


  



  Lovett-Murray still marvels at its power.


  “So many Indigenous people could relate to that song and just feel proud about being an Indigenous person when they heard it,” he says.


  Now, the Essendon defender has achieved another goal by taking Coloured Stone, whose members come from the South Australian mission settlement of Koonibba, on tour with Yung Warriors,who are signed to Lovett-Murray’s own Indigenous hip hop label, Payback Records.


  “It’s an honour to be able to work with Coloured Stone,” he says. “They are legends in Aboriginal communities with what they’ve done and what they’ve been able to achieve.”


  Lovett-Murray knows all about achieving against the odds. His great-grandfather was Aussie Rules footballer, Indigenous rights pioneer and South Australian governor Sir Douglas Nicholls — the first Aboriginal person to be knighted.


  “He’s been a great inspiration to Indigenous and non-indigenous people,” says Lovett-Murray.


  “What he achieved in his life would have been very tough back in those days, and for him to go out and do that just gives me the belief that I can go out and do whatever I put my mind to.”


  That confidence enabled Lovett-Murray to start up Payback Records in 2008, when he was just 25 — an achievement the 190cm athlete takes in his considerable stride.


  “This is what I do in my spare time,” he shrugs. “My football comes first.”


  But the two pursuits are not mutually exclusive.


  “There are a lot of similarities with musicians and sports people,” he says. “I’m managing 10 Indigenous rappers on the label and mentoring them and I’m mentoring the younger footballers at the club, too.


  “I think giving honest feedback is a big part of it, that’s what you have to do in football and that’s what I’ve tried to do with the record label.


  “Also, giving confidence is a big part of it — giving confidence to the footballers to go out and do what they want to do on the field, and giving confidence to the rappers to go out and make the music they want to make.”


  It was this natural desire to help young people that led him to start the record label, after he bumped into an old schoolfriend, Tjimba Possum-Burns of the Yung Warriors.


  “I asked him what he was doing and he said he’d just finished a rap album,” says Lovett-Murray.


  “So I went and had a listen and it was the first time I’d ever heard Indigenous hip hop. I just wanted to help him get his music out and I started working with his manager, Richard Micallef, and started learning about the music industry.


  “From hanging out with those guys I started meeting other Indigenous rappers who weren’t getting opportunities because they didn’t have a manager.


  “So I got everyone together and we talked about what we needed and we came up with Payback Records.


  “Payback is an Aboriginal form of punishment and it’s a powerful word. It’s a word that a lot of people around the world can relate to in other ways and that’s what Payback was about - bringing young Indigenous people together and giving them a strong voice.


  “When I set up the label I didn’t have a clue about music. I just wanted to give these young people a voice through hip hop music and get them able to do CDs, tours and videos — and that’s what we’ve been able to do.”


  It’s been a tough journey for some of his signings. Corinthian Morgan — otherwise known as Mr Morgz — is just one example.


  “I first went to primary school with him in Shepparton,” says Lovett-Murray. “Then I went back home and didn’t see him for a while, but I knew that he grew up pretty hard, he was in and out of jail.


  “When I set up Payback Records a lot of people were saying: ‘You should listen to Corinthian, he’s a really good rapper.’


  “So I got him to come down the studio and I was pretty impressed, so I said: ‘Let’s do an album.’


  “Half way through the album he got sent to jail, so I went and visited him in jail and said: ‘Look we’ll support you and help you get out.’ So we got him out on bail and finished off his album.


  “He got a suspended sentence, so we did a video that got on Rage and we did a national tour where he got to travel to Adelaide, Alice Springs, Perth, Brisbane, Newcastle, Sydney, the Gold Coast — and this was the first time he’d ever been out of Victoria.”


  It’s the kind of story that makes Payback’s appeal universal.


  “A lot of people have been through some really hard times all over the world,” says Lovett-Murray. “Hip hop is about being yourself and about speaking out and there are a lot of hip hop acts that are very political, that sort of go back to Public Enemy - I had the opportunity to meet those guys a couple of years ago when they did a show in Melbourne.


  “Then when you look at other artists like Tupac Shakur, you know, his mother was involved with the Black Panthers and he was always very outspoken, so that’s something that hip hop has always been about.


  “A lot of people think hip hop is gangsta rap and what they see on TV, but it’s not: hip hop is about being yourself and talking about your story, whatever your story is.


  “I feel Indigenous people here have a story and the rest of the world want to hear it — it’s a story that not a lot of people have heard.


  “There’s also the traditional elements, the didgeridoo, clap sticks and traditional dancing and that’s something I want to bring in to our Payback shows because it’s what people around the world want to see.


  “In the past couple of years, I’ve been able to meet a lot of the American rappers from the boys doing support acts with Snoop Dogg, The Game, Akon, and 50 Cent. They love Aboriginal culture, they love what we’re about, they love what we represent, they love our story, they’re keen to support us.


  “The message that I get from them is: ‘Come over and we’ll look after you.’”


  Payback Records has been planning to take that story to the US, with a showcase tour of Los Angeles and New York — and there is a lot of history to be unearthed and spread.


  “When I was growing up, I knew that Captain Cook wasn’t the first person in this country,” says Lovett-Murray.


  “That wasn’t taught in a lot of schools, but it needs to be taught. There needs to be an awareness among young and old that Aboriginal people have been here for a very long time and our culture needs to be celebrated.


  “You know, the missions were set up to wipe out Aboriginal culture, so they didn’t want Aboriginal language spoken, so in Victoria a lot of Aboriginal culture has been wiped out.


  “But up in the Northern Territory a lot of Aboriginal people are still speaking their traditional language, English is like a third or fourth language to them and it’s great to see that’s still going on.


  “But down here, it really needs to be brought back, that Aboriginal culture, that language that’s been lost. If the research is done it can be brought back and that’s what needs to happen, starting with the schools.


  “Indigenous people in this country are treated like second-class citizens. I’ve been lucky that through football, I’ve been able to travel to other countries.


  “I got to go to South Africa with World Vision. I saw the poverty there and it was the same poverty I see here in remote Aboriginal communities, but here it’s swept under the carpet and not spoken about.”


  Lovett-Murray is also confronted with hidden history in the game he plays every day. Evidence shows the Aboriginal game of Marn Grook was being played primarily by the Djabwurrung and Jardwadjali clans in Victoria’s Western District before white people arrived.


  In the 1840s the founder of Australian Rules football, Tom Wills, observed Marn Grook and thought it would be a good way for Australian cricketers to keep fit during winter.


  Does Lovett-Murray think the game should be renamed?


  “The research really needs to be done because there’s two sides of the fence where there’s a lot of people do agree and a lot of people don’t agree,” he says.


  “Marn Grook was a game that was played by Aboriginal people for thousands and thousands of years and if you look at Aussie Rules now, nearly 10% of the AFL is Indigenous. It’s a game that Indigenous people can play really well and it comes really naturally to a lot of Indigenous people because it’s been played for so long.”


  However, Lovett-Murray feels a lot of that natural affinity for teamwork has been lost.


  “I think it’s about time that Indigenous people start coming together, because that’s what needs to happen, and we need to have a more powerful voice,” he says. “The way the government works is divide and rule and I think Aboriginal people need to become more aware of this.”


  Lovett-Murray’s love of teamwork has helped him achieve all his remarkable goals. It’s partly why he teamed Coloured Stone with Yung Warriors to promote “Just A Thought” — a record with worldwide appeal.


  “It’s an album that I think is going to do really well and a lot of people are going to be able to relate to it,” he says. “It’s going to be more suited to America and the rest of the world.”


  The album, Standing Strong, has already won Yung Warriors the Hip Hop Artist of the Year accolade at the 2012 Deadly Awards. And with a far-reaching leader like Lovett-Murray, the Payback Records team should be chalking up victories for years to come.


  Sesk
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  You can see that western Sydney rapper Sesk has turned his life around when he holds his head up high.


  Not only does it give him an air of self-esteem - it also reveals that the large tattoo across his neck reading “GUILTY” has another word inked above it: “NOT”.


  “It was actually just ‘GUILTY’ first,” says Sesk, also known as Braydn Pittman. “I was getting a few weird looks, so I put a ‘NOT’ there.


  “I don’t really have regrets, but if I had the chance to rewrite my life, I would. I would focus more on my schooling and would not treat my parents and family the way I did.”


  Sesk, an Indigenous innovator in beautifully brutal, hook-heavy hip-hop who is known as “Blacktown’s best-kept secret”, can’t remember the reason he was first expelled from school.


  “I was out of school for about half a year, then the people that I was working with got me back in there,” he says.


  “I ended up staying there for another year, then they expelled me again, just for stupid reasons. The teacher didn’t want us to play footy and I wanted to, so I sort of got into a scuffle with him. I would have been about 14, 15.


  “So I got expelled again and the people that got me back in there got me into a bad behaviour school. Then I started going downhill a bit, got expelled from there.


  “I wanted to be like the other guys, you know, I saw what they were doing and thought it was mad. Me being a young bloke, led me astray.


  “So I started shoplifting first, then started breaking into cars. Then I upgraded to houses. Then started robbing people - robbed a few people over the other side of the station here that I’m not proud of.”


  He nods over my shoulder, away from the cafe we are sitting at and towards the other side of Seven Hills train station, one stop from Blacktown. The wrong side of the tracks.


  “It’s nothing to be proud of, but there’s a car park across the road over there and it used to be packed with cars every night,” he says.


  “I went one night, pretty much two thirds of the car park ended up burning and I was just sitting there watching them burning from across the road. You know, just a lot of stupid shit.”


  That Sesk has grown up since then can be heard in his lyrics. Fans can plot his maturation online, from early tunes deifying delinquents to his latest, more contemplative work on crime and abuse.


  “My songs have changed a lot,” says the 21-year-old. “There were a few songs back then that sounded good, people liked it. But now I try not to write songs like that.”


  One such early song, “You’re A Lowie”, disses his ex for sleeping with her father’s friend, who was also her supposed cousin.


  “Her brother actually came around and wanted to fight,” he says. “So I said, whatever, I’m not gonna back down. And he was bigger than me, you know, I thought I might have a bit of a go on my hands.


  “So we went at it, he threw one punch and kicked me in the balls. I went down and my brother went at him and he ran off. No good. And I haven’t heard from him since.”


  Talking with Sesk about west Sydney, it can seem like a war zone, with families as fortified islands. He challenges neighbours to fights in his songs and treats his patch like a battleground, battle-rapping with opponents who come out with lame lines about him having a “burnt face”. Inked across his chest are the words: “PROTECT THY FAMILY.”


  “A lot of people seem to have a problem with my family,” he says. “I can’t understand why - but at the end of the day we don’t let it phase us. If someone had a problem with one brother, if they saw another brother then they’d try to start on them too.


  “My dad used to tell me, where he’s from in Walgett near Lightning Ridge, if you had a problem with someone you’d sort it out one-on-one. That’s it, shake hands afterwards. But round these areas it’s not like that.”


  Blacktown got its name when a school for Aboriginal children was moved to the area in 1823 after whites in Parramatta complained about the school being there.


  It is now one of the most multicultural places in Sydney. Yet Sesk says, when he was growing up in Blacktown, even the Aboriginal families were pitched against each other.


  “I didn’t really have many Aboriginal mates,” he says. “There were only about another two or three families. As more came in they were turning on each other - I don’t know why.


  “There was one Aboriginal family that were living in Lalor Park that really had hatred for white people, you know what I mean? If you got seen talking to a white person and you were black that they’d put it around that you were a gubbah lover, this sort of thing, and just want to fight with you over it. Stupid.”


  There is a pause. Then I ask: “Understandable, though?”


  Sesk laughs. “Yeah, well, sort of,” he says.


  “There was a lot of racism and I thought, if this is what white people are like, I just want nothing to do with them. But that’s when I snapped out of it and thought, no, we can beat them at their own game.


  “What I’ve noticed is there is a lot of racism in the police, especially in Blacktown, and one of the things they hate most is an educated black man, you know what I mean? You just play their own game with them and you’ll get by. As in, if they’re gonna egg you on, just be polite with them.


  “The young blokes that are up and coming in Lalor Park now, the police will pull them over, take them round the corner and start slapping them. I could say a few of the coppers’ names that are bad for bashing kids.


  “My mum’s friend’s son, from Mt Druitt, he was riding along and he got run over, hit-and-run. The car took off, but the car behind that car informed the police and it was an undercover police car that ran him over. Now he’s got rods in his legs, can’t walk properly. They’ve got the power, ‘I’ve got the badge, I’m the boss, you can’t win.’ But a few bad cops can make people think the whole lot are bad.


  “Like I used to be with white people - because there were a few racists, I’d take it out on all of them. That’s what the police don’t understand.”


  Faced with such bleak circumstances, it would be easy for any Blacktown kid to go charging down a path of nihilistic destruction. But Sesk was stopped in his tracks when he was about 16.


  “My sister talked me into going to a music workshop, my sister and my brother, at Mt Druitt,” he says.


  Sesk’s siblings share his charisma. His bristle-lipped brother Kano Pittman raps with the ease of falling off a log. His stunning sister Shai Pittman was nominated for female actor of the year in the 2011 Deadly Awards. Both have lent live backing vocals to Sesk on stage.


  “So from there I just turned to music,” says Sesk. “It was a way of getting my feelings out. I was always a person that kept to myself. I had my people but if I had problems going on at home or whatever I always kept it to myself, I never told anyone. I bottled it all up. Eventually it just used to get to me and I just used to lose the plot and go off the rails for a couple of days.


  “By about 18, 19. I realised, ‘No, I can’t be doing this.’ I sort of just matured a little bit. There were a few people that were going away getting locked away at the time, and I thought, ‘No, I couldn’t do that, in and out of jail all the time.’ I just thought, ‘I’ve gotta do something, I’ve gotta make the change, I can’t keep living like this.’ The music was sort of on and off for a few years, but I’m trying to get serious now.”


  He was recently signed up to support West Coast rap legend Ice Cube in Sydney. The offer came in after Sesk was signed to a new Australian label set up by veteran Ohio hip hop group Bone Thugs N Harmony.


  “They had auditions to see who they wanted to sign and out of like 800, 900 auditions 20 got through,” he says.


  Sesk’s mixtape “Real Talk”, released as a free download, was one of the strongest “albums” of 2012 and its irresistible hooks have clawed in plenty of radio play.


  One particular track, “Truth” sends shivers down the spine with its melting melody. It is sung by someone who lists their gender on their Facebook page as “plural” and comes across like New Zealand’s answer to Missy Elliott.


  “Miss Krys?” asks Sesk. “She’s a nice girl. I didn’t actually know her till the day.


  “She was over at my friend Tofurious’s studio in Plumpton, Mt Druitt. I went over there because I had it organised and she was there because she was meant to be in before me. She said, ‘Yeah, cool, you go in before me.’ Then she heard the beat and she was bopping her head. She heard me record the first verse, and as we were about to record the second, she said, ‘Have you got a hook?’ I said, ‘Nah I’ve got nothing, just two verses.’


  “I thought, ‘That’s a bit weird, what’s she asking that for?’ So I did the second verse and she said, ‘I’ve got a hook.’


  “I thought she was just a rapper. But Tofurious said ‘No she’s got a mad voice, too.’ So she sang in this beautiful singing voice and I said, ‘That’s gotta go straight on.’”


  Its melancholy beauty is matched only by the haunting hook of “Not Afraid”, Sesk’s claustrophobic take on child abuse, which asks:


  



  Why do you keep on whispering


  Talking with your face turned away?


  



  It is the only song Sesk refuses to talk about.


  “Most of these rappers these days, they sing what you want to hear,” he says. “I speak the truth. Simple.”


  The hard-hitting reality of “Real Talk” takes the listener to some dark places, but its menacing machismo doesn’t seem to put off female fans. As feminist hip-hop writer Joan Morgan once put it: “Women love hip hop - as sexist as it is - ‘cuz all that in-yo-face testosterone makes our nipples hard.”


  Reality bites. His debut music video, released in May 2011, was typically raw and close to the bone, yet has clocked up 50,000 hits on YouTube.


  “Still Won’t Take Me” features Sesk and a handful of Indigenous friends sitting on the sun-bleached streets of Seven Hills, listlessly holding the Aboriginal flag aloft as Sesk raps about having served his time in hell.


  It was produced by Malek Sukkar of Hustle Hard TV, who usually charges up to $1000 to make a video, but did Sesk’s for free once he heard the strength of his material and realised he was Aboriginal.


  “You could take an Aboriginal artist to the Aussie hip hop scene and they wouldn’t know him, and vice versa,“ says Sesk. “And Malek’s sort of in my position, he wants to put them together. So if you’re Aboriginal he wants to help push you, he wants to get you out there.


  “I want to be the bloke that can stand there one day and say I brought them together. If there was a way to get them together I’m sure everyone would understand because the two sides together would be good.”


  Sesk is already mixing it up. His own stage show gets a testosterone top-up from Maori hype man Merc Mason and “Real Talk” features a well-known white man from the wild, wild west - Campbelltown’s notorious Kerser.


  I suggest that we go to the graffiti wall that is featured in Sukkar’s video so I can take some photos of Sesk’s tattoos next to it. He leaps willingly to his feet and guides us down a paint-bombed alley to a deserted back street. Most of the extraordinary creations were sprayed on the walls by Jase, an old friend of Sesk’s mother.


  “Jase is in a crew called IBS, International Bomb Squad,” says Sesk. “They’re overseas, everywhere. My mum went to school with him. I didn’t realise, she just came down one day. He’s an old dude.”


  Jase’s intricate artwork is matched only by the ink that covers almost every inch of Sesk’s skin, from the murdered aunt on his left shoulder to the psycho clowns across his calves and the calligraphy etched into his stomach that reads: “FORGIVE ME FATHER, FOR I HAVE SINNED.”


  It’s a sentiment that soaks one of his strongest songs, the confessional “Dear Lord”.


  



  Dear Lord


  I was a troubled kid


  Growing up in the west


  I’ve done some bad things


  But I’m asking


  For you to forgive


  Me for everything


  Everything that I did


  



  Yet Sesk insists he isn’t that religious.


  “I’ve always believed in God, but it’s hard because back then I was always praying for the right thing, but it just wasn’t happening,“ he says.


  “I don’t know whether it was me choosing the wrong thing or whatever. My family’s not really religious. There’s a few of us we do believe in God, but then there’s a few of us who say, ‘Nah, you know, if God was real, then we wouldn’t be stuck in this shit’.”


  Even when Aboriginal people embrace Christianity, it sometimes serves only as an accompaniment to their Indigenous beliefs, Christian vestments over an Aboriginal heart.


  As if to illustrate the point, Sesk rolls up the leg of his shorts to reveal the words “TRIBAL PUNISHMENT” all the way up his left leg. Thankfully, he leaves his shorts on. The tattoo show is over.


  “Oh, hang on, I almost forgot,” he says. “Here, get this one.”


  He points behind his left ear.


  “It’s an S, for Sesk.”


  So how did the name come about?


  “I used to hang around with the Marayong people, who I’ve got the beef with at the moment,” he says.


  He challenged his old crew in the neighbouring suburb of Marayong to a fight in his song “Born As A Bitch”.


  “There have been words since,” says Sesk, but so far, they have declined to rise to the challenge.


  “Graffiti was a big thing around them, you know, everyone was doing it. I can’t remember what my tag was, but this other guy had Sesk and I liked it. So he said, ‘Do you wanna swap?’ So I took that on board, I have done big things with it and it’s stuck with me.”


  Sesk is also a gratuitously gifted graffiti artist and paint still seems to bleed through his veins. The rapper spells his name in capitals like all the paintcan pioneers - his alternative handle is SESK ONE. All his Facebook updates are sprayed out in upper case, like he’s tagging his way across the internet.


  However, it seems there’s no real meaning to the name “Sesk”.


  “I like to tell people that in Asia it means ‘beautiful Black man’,” he says.


  He smiles, but casting directors clearly agree. He recently put in a pitch-black performance as the petrol-bombing brother of an Aboriginal man who dies in custody in the final episode of the ABC’s Redfern Now. And in the middle of 2012, he posted a picture of himself filming with Hollywood actress Christina Ricci. That film, Around the Block, is about a young Aboriginal boy torn between his unexpected love of acting and the disintegration of his family. In 2013, the rapper is flying out to Los Angeles to walk the red carpet.


  For Sesk, things are looking up.


  Sky'high
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  Sky’high is a strong, black woman surrounded by strong, black women. “This is correct,” she says. “My family’s full of strong, black women.”


  But when asked if there are any strong men in her family, she replies: “My father and brothers’ father both passed away.”


  It’s a typically tough part of Sky’high’s tale. The Sydney spitter raps about it on “Love Don’t Love Me”, one of the many glistening highlights on her uncompromising debut album, Forever Sky’high:


  



  Raised in the gutta down by the sewer side


  Step dad ‘n’ real dad both died by suicide


  



  But the rapper, who has Aboriginal, Fijian and Scottish blood pumping through her veins, is also typically stoic about their deaths.


  There are still strong men in her family. “My two strong lil’ big brothers,” she says. “One is finishing his HSC this year on a scholarship with Riverview, something no one in my family but my mum has accomplished. He also plays for Souths SG Ball [South Sydney Rabbitohs Under 18s] with a manager and all.


  “The other goes just as hard. He might be in and out of juvie, but he’s as loyal as they come and just scored a traineeship at Taronga Zoo!” She laughs. “Gotta love it!”


  There’s a lot to love in life for Sky’high and her family right now. Just days after her album was released to critical acclaim from quarters as unlikely as Rupert Murdoch’s Australian newspaper, her mum landed a new job.


  “It’s never too late,” Sky’high tweeted, linking to a picture of her mum in a Virgin Australia uniform. “No more pubs n clubs...finally! So proud of my Mum.”


  Sky’high grew up with her mother, Christine, running strip clubs and pubs. Christine’s own mother worked as a go-go dancer in Sydney's Kings Cross.


  Sky’high was raised in the housing commissions of Maroubra and Ultimo, not far from where Star City Casino - now known as “The Star” - looms like a crass colossus over the lives of those with far less, a microcosm of Australian inequality. The rapper name-checks the gambling Goliath in “Casino”, lamenting the lives lost inside.


  It’s been repeatedly said that established hip hop label Elefant Traks has also taken a gamble in signing Sky’high, since, in its own words, “some people just won’t get it”. An example would be mainstream music reviewers like James d’Apice, who suggested Sky’high must have been “sky high” when she wrote “Casino”.


  But the rapper has learnt to ignore the haters, not least from Kiwi producer P-Money, who made the music for most of her album. When asked what she gleaned from the chart-topping producer, she says: “A lot! How to overcome negativity first and foremost. P-Money is deadest one of the best people I’ve met in my life to date. Love that lad.”


  Her first collaboration with the creative Kiwi was her breakthrough single “Look At Me Now”. She hooked up with P-Money not so much because she wanted his style, but because he could actually work with her.


  “It’s not that I couldn’t find the right sound here, it’s just one of them things, you know,” says the raw rapper. “Heaps of people have approached me here, but I’m all about connecting with people. When I met P-Money, I liked his approach and his patience with me - and, of course, his work.”


  P-Money’s work is pretty impressive. His hard-hitting, axe-riffing single “Stand Up/Not Many”, with Christchurch-born Samoan rapper Scribe, stayed at the top of New Zealand’s charts for three months.


  His more recent collaboration, the quirky “Everything”, with R&B singer Vince Harder, topped the New Zealand charts for three weeks and entered Britain’s top 20. P-Money has won multiple awards for his solo albums and turntable skills, yet it was he who approached the then-unsigned Sky’high after watching one of her self-released clips on the internet.


  “He saw a YouTube video of me, then contacted Sam Dutch, my manager, who then got at me,” says Sky’high. “From there we met up and then he gave some beats my way and asked if I could drop a couple of verses over them.


  “He obviously liked what he heard over his work - thus the reason you are asking this question right now.”


  On its release, “Look At Me Now” raised Sky’high to a whole new level. The accompanying, world-class video was directed by Auckland graffiti artist, author, graphic designer and photographer Askew One. The flickering, nightmarish, dark-filtered clip showed Sky’high spitting venomous lines like “I’m fly, you’re a maggot” as her bull mastiffs strained at the leash. It was an arresting arrival and a fresh feel for Aboriginal rap, sounding more like London grime than home-grown hip-hop.


  “Yeah, I’m a fan of grime and southern rap,” says Sky’high. She claims to have no heroes, but cites grime godfather Wiley, Boy Better Know label Boss JME, West Indian grime queen Shystie and Birmingham female grime MC RoxXxan as “a good listen”.


  As for Aboriginal music, she says: “The day I saw Wire MC perform ‘B.L.A.C.K.’ live, I was hooked - I would’ve been 16 then. Stiff Gins go hard as well. Oh fuck, I remember I saw them when I was 12 and that was it.”


  She also describes Murri brother-and-sister hip hop act The Last Kinection as “dope”, but when asked about female role models, she laughs. “I don’t know about heroes,” she says. “But women I believe go hard would have to be Tina Turner, La Chat, Betty Davis - with a ‘Y’ not ‘E’.”


  Sky’high also cites Bobbi Sykes as an influence. “I don’t need to explain why,” she says dismissively. Aboriginal poet, author and land rights activist Sykes started out as a striptease dancer in Kings Cross, the same line of work as Sky’high’s grandmother and mother.


  “My momma told me this world was crazy,” sings Sky’high in the chorus to “Look At Me Now”.


  “I am a product of my surroundings,” the rapper says of the song. But when asked to ruminate on the sex industry that has surrounded her throughout her life, she replies simply: “My thoughts? Two words - GET MONEY.”


  On the 1995 dirty rap hit “Get Money”, Lil’ Kim spits:


  



  Fuck bitches, get money


  Fuck niggas, get money


  Naw I ain’t gay, this aint no lesbo flow



  Jus a lil’ somethin’ to let you motherfuckers know


  



  Sky’high doesn’t play it so straight with her fans, preferring to tease them about such matters. A recent social media update read: “Headache of life! Sum1 kum rub it for me please :( preferably female, 5’9, long black hair, coke bottle waist n only speaks wen spoken to. :)”


  A female fan, Tina Kenny, replied: “If I was ever to kiss a girl it would sooooooooo be you, my heart says YES but my pussy says NOOOOOOOO I need a cock! LOL look at what you do to straight girls, I mean fuck, I have never ever thought about that ever before, not even for a second, and now I feel I’m changing.”


  Openly queer Indigenous rapper Kayemtee, with whom Sky’High recently recorded a yet-to-be released collaboration, chipped in: “Good one Sky! Confusing these straight girls ha ha haa.”


  Sky’high cracked back: “NO... just confused. everyone, everywhere, confused confused confused.”


  Another fan named Chris No-biggie wrote: “I’ll be your bitch. I’ll wear a dress just for u sky. Dead set. Chop my tool off and all.”


  Sky’high shot back: “A bit of plastic surgery here n there n come see me... I don’t mind me a bit of tranny.”


  Sky’high clearly enjoys screwing with people’s heads and having a good laugh while she’s at it. But others find such matters a little more torturous, as feminist writer and researcher T. Denean Sharpley-Whiting points out in her book Pimps Up, Ho’s Down: Hip Hop’s Hold on Young Black Women:“Many artists... who are ‘closeted’ or have one foot in and one foot out, have had to tolerate, oftentimes silently, slights and aspersions regarding their personhood and femininity. And so they must grit their teeth as they film, rap, sing and write about every aspect of their triumphs and disappointments except those relating to their sexual being. All the while heterosexual artists gloat or wail about theirs...


  “Like the ‘Golden Age’ of Hollywood under the studio system where actors and actresses were often contractually discouraged from revealing their sexual orientation (Greta Garbo, Marlene Dietrich) or their marriages in order to maintain the illusion of their availability as partners or lovers (hence their box office draw) to the film-going public, many aspiring and mainstream hip-hop artists play it straight for the public.”


  Underground hip-hop artist Medusa has also weighed in on the subject in Curve magazine: “I think people avoid speaking on that [lesbianism] because they don’t want that to be the primary focus of who they are. Because that can dilute everything else.”


  Sky’high is equally teasing when asked the meaning of her real name, Skh’ai Gerrey. The apostrophe, which she has carried over to her stage name, seems to reflect her part Fijian roots - but she won’t be drawn on its depth.


  “You know what - it comes from my mum,” she says. “See, my mum liked the name Sky but not the spelling and she just put that together. Seriously, who would have thought?!”


  Hype woman Emily Blake, who sweetens Sky’high’s studio sound and stage show with honey-dipped backing vocals, also has Pacific island roots.


  “She’s half Tongan, half Aboriginal,” says Sky’high. “Emily Blake is one of a kind. We’ve known each other for over a decade now. Emily Blake is underrated as fuck, deserves way more recognition. One of the best voices in Australia, I reckon.”


  Sky’high is at her most disarming when praising those she works with. It seems she scares the wits out of most people - one reviewer even called her “rough as guts” - yet on her album’s liner notes she comes across like the sweetest schoolgirl when thanking people.


  “I can come across a bit intimidating or ‘weird’,” she says, laughing. “Some people can’t handle that - I’m unpredictable as fuck.”


  But all the best rappers can take on multiple personalities, and Sky’high is no exception - her character is as multifaceted as her music. Forever Sky’high verges from the grungiest grime to the slickest soul and her lyrics swing from the giddiest highs to the depths of depravity. Some of her album’s brightest-burning moments are also some of its darkest, such as the daydreamy/nightmarish “Nuclear Love”, a spiralling story of drug-fucked lovers.


  When asked if the song reflects the way she sees her own life heading, she laughs. “Hell no! ‘Nuclear Love’ is dedicated to all them junky lovers out there. Way too many... They need to WAKE UP!”


  That said, the spine-tingling video to her album’s rollicking, party-hard opener, “Let’s Just” features more drug references than a pharmacopeia.


  Like the misguided “Casino” reviewer James D’Apice, anyone following her Twitter updates might also think Skh’ai spends most of her time high. So what, exactly, is her favourite drug and why?


  “What the fuck?” she laughs. “Oi, MUSIC is my favourite drug! Just because.”


  Anyone who gives her addictive album a spin will see plenty of reasons why.


  Sneake1
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  When George Sambo was about seven years old, he used a wad of crooked cash to shout all his mates sausage rolls. The Queensland schoolboy couldn’t have known then that those fatty rolls would set him rolling on a path to making phat, rolling beats. But that’s what happened.


  “The first time I stole was when I was, like, Grade Four, Five, jumping in someone’s window,” he says, fresh from stepping off stage at the Oxford Arts Factory in Sydney.


  “It was a car, the car was open. Then I got busted because I shouted everybody sausage rolls at the tuck shop. See, I went over and handed $100 at the tuck shop, so I got busted big-time. I got the cane.”


  He smiles.


  “Back then you had to have the cane.”


  It was the early 1980s, and Sambo had taken a decisive step on a journey of petty crime. It would eventually get him locked up for a long stretch with little more than a cassette recorder and his irrepressible creativity to keep himself amused.


  “When I was convicted for six years in jail, I started writing rhymes in jail and started getting tapes together,” he says. “You know the old tape decks that used to record? I said, ‘Oh, if you tape that tape to this side and I just start rapping over it...’ So I just started that and made my own demos.”


  By the time Sambo emerged, he’d reinvented himself as a rapper with the fitting handle of “Sneake1”.


  “I came out with a product. As soon as I got out, I handed it out to people and stuff like that. Then my mate introduced me to another dude who said, ‘Yeah, he’s got a studio, man. You can go rap in his studio.’ So that’s when I started making songs. My first song was probably called ‘Fuck The Cops’ you know what I mean?”


  He laughs.


  “I just started going from there, so now I’ve got over... ah... nearly 2000 songs.”


  The number may seem incredible - a rapper would need a lot of writing material to be as prolific as that - but Sneake1 has it in spades.


  “I was born in Townsville, in north Queensland in the Top End of Australia,” he says. “My parents are the Sambos. They’re what you call Meriam people down in Torres Strait. They’re descendents of the Sambos from Murray Island, they’re descendents of Eddie Mabo.”


  Indigenous land rights campaigner Eddie Kolki Mabo is best known for his role in a landmark decision of the High Court of Australia that overturned the legal doctrine of terra nullius - “land belonging to no one” - that characterised Australian law on land and title until 1992. Mabo’s explanation of the land inheritance system on Murray Island led to the change to the law known as the “Mabo” decision.


  Mabo was born Eddie Kolki Sambo. He changed his surname when he was adopted by his maternal uncle, Benny Mabo, after being born on Mer Island, also known as Murray Island, in 1936.


  “Yeah, that’s where I originate from,” says Sneake1. He grounds himself firmly in his ancestors’ land with the song “Turn it up (Torres Strait version)”, in which he raps in Meriam Mìr, the languishing language of the eastern Torres Strait islands.


  Aboriginal activist and academic Gary Foley has likened the Mabo decision to “stealing your car and then handing you only the wheels back”. Ironically, following Mabo’s partial win against Grand Theft Australia, Sneake1 was jailed for stealing cars.


  Sitting on the steps of a side street after being turfed out of the venue he has just played, the rapper yanks his Yankees cap down unusually low - over his brow, where it usually sits - and explains his past.


  “I don’t really know my father, he went in for - in prison - for, like, murder and stuff like that. I was like, five years old or something like that - Grade One, you know. I got foster raised up with a single parent, then I got raised up by a widowed grandmother because my mum needed time, to take time with me and my little brother. Life was survival, I guess, from right there and then.


  “Before school, I thought the only way to see my dad was to commit crime so I could see him in prison, to get to know my father. So I tried to burn down my grandmother’s house, and that was bad. I was, like, seven years old, six years old. The police and fire engine people they came and talked to me about it and stuff like that, so then I got moved away for a while until my mother came back with three brothers and sisters. That’s when I was the man of the house, because they needed a father figure, so that’s when I started trying to do survival tactics.


  “We moved into a new neighbourhood, and back to my mother’s. At my mum’s place the next-door neighbour got broken into while I was at the fence and I was intrigued what he was doing, so I climbed over the fence and watched him go inside the house, how he broke in, then the thief inside freaked out that I was following him inside and started making a few fires. That’s when it started to get hectic, stealing at school and stuff like that.”


  It’s a life story that plays out in widescreen on his epic, Stereophonics-sampling track, “Till A Label Finds Me”.


  



  I grew up with a single parent mother


  Because daddy was a murderer


  Until she left me and my brother at our widowed grandmother’s


  All I remember as a little boy


  Watching my daddy covered in blood


  While the next door neighbour got him at gunpoint


  I can see my daddy was guiltier


  While the man with the gun


  Was terrified and paranoid


  Amongst all the noise


  I can hear the sirens in the background


  While my daddy was fired up


  And ready to put the smackdown


  Coppers hit the brakes like there was a crash now


  But then my grandmother covered me and my brother


  I can hear the yelling out the gutter


  With the mix of the smell of the burning rubber


  I couldn’t help but to cry


  With my brother on the side


  While my grandmother was angry and wild


  Suddenly the yelling ceased


  Not long after my grandmother was questioned by police


  Now my whole life spun


  The man with the gun


  My grandmother adopted him as a son


  Now I learnt, now holding a grudge, burnt down


  My grandmother’s house


  But all these types of questions got me alert now


  To do what? I grew up as a screw-up


  The liquor represent my mum, and tinny


  My father figure


  I walked the streets in the city


  



  My struggles predicted it


  To put me in this predicament


  Living on the bitumen


  I’m sick of it


  When will they understand the black sheep


  Running these back streets


  To VIP


  Until a label finds me


  



  Now my mumma came and got me and my brother


  Now I’m thinking life is good


  We’ve got new brothers and sisters


  And we’re living in new neighbourhoods


  I couldn’t understand


  Why my other two sisters would live in foster homes


  I didn’t really understood


  And if I could


  Turn back time


  I wish I would


  So we could live together


  I wish we could


  As we grew


  I’m thinking life is screwed


  I’m having fights at school


  I’m breaking in offices


  Stealing wallets or two


  So I can prove to mama


  I’m a get the money too


  I’m facing the wall


  With my hands up to the sky


  For 10 and 20 minutes


  Discipline was a fact


  I was locked up in my room


  And forever getting smacked


  When will I learn


  I turned into a tribal child


  I got kicked out to the street life


  Continuously getting high


  Drinking, doing crime


  The only way I know how to survive


  Robberies, breaking, entering, stealing cars


  I end up doing time


  My grandmother passed


  On when I was inside


  My sister from the foster home died


  From the suicide


  At the same time


  I’m sorry I wasn’t there


  To lay you down to rest


  I must confess


  My life is stressed, yes


  And now all I’ve got is rapping


  That’s my only interest...


  



  “Stress” is referenced again and again in Sneake1’s songs. When asked what it’s like for a young Aboriginal man growing up in Townsville - a town made infamous by the trial of police sergeant Chris Hurley after the death in custody of Aboriginal man Mulrunji Doomadgee in 2004 - Sneake1 replies: “I feel a lot of stress between a lot of young black males. I’ve seen a lot of stress, lost most of my friends, you know, from suicide and stuff like that. I feel they’re stressed and they think there’s no way out.”


  It’s a concept that’s probably alien to much of non-Indigenous Australia, as Sneake1 points out in his song “MVP”.


  



  They can’t see the stress


  They can’t see the struggles


  All they see


  Is the money and hustles


  



  But Sneake1 places a stress on the fact that the stress caused by police is not unique to Townsville and his fellow “Townsvillainz”, as he calls his crew.


  “The attitude of the police is like anywhere where you get a lot of oppressed people, you know, where they push us to one side. You can see where we come from, and compare it to the other side that they come from. Ours is surrounded by pubs and Bottle-O’s, right, and the other side that we see, like, I’m saying that we’re sitting in the dark side looking on the bright side of things. When I see the other side with the good kids and stuff, they’re surrounded by schools and libraries and stuff like that.”


  His stress-referencing song “We Are” delves into that dark side.


  



  There’s a shadow in every life


  Every life, every night


  There is sirens


  All in the hood


  All in the hood


  



  We are the villainz, hey


  We are the villainz, hey


  We are the villainz, hey


  We are the villainz, hey


  



  Kicked out prematurely


  You feel my pain


  It’s time to ride the crimewave again


  Drugs, sex, alcohol


  Practised at an early age


  I can’t believe they threw away


  The good die in an early grave


  Living in this world of pain


  That’s how villains are made in this state


  



  Now I wanna dig you out of the earth


  And move the dirt


  And put you back into the hearse


  Then reverse that hearse


  Back into the church


  Take you back where the problem occurred


  Intact your nerve


  And make you breathe again


  



  There’s a shadow in every life


  Every life, every night


  There is sirens


  All in the hood


  All in the hood


  



  We are the villainz, hey


  We are the villainz, hey


  We are the villainz, hey


  We are the villainz, hey


  



  “We’ve always been oppressed that way,” he says. “The cops is like anywhere that’s oppressed. They all leave us in the public housing and stuff like that - that’s the mentality, conquer to divide.


  “Some people get stressed over women, some people are getting stressed over situations as well. I can’t tell you whether it’s stress from, I dunno, from the streets or the cops. It’s a lot of things, a lot of issues that have to be resolved.”


  Such issues are rarely resolved. A recent study found the majority of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Queenslanders in jail suffer from mental illness.


  “Yeah,” says Sneake1. “You’re a product of your own environment.” And in Australia’s increasingly privatised prison system, prisoners are treated as products that produce products.


  “If you don’t work you just get only $9 a week, see,” says Sneake1. “That’s the normal, average pay in jail if you don’t work. You can choose to work, you get paid and you get better ‘buy-up’, you can buy things every week, you know.


  “I was washing dishes, then became second cook, then I became a head cook and started getting paid well, then I went out to the farms, prison farms. I was labouring out in the cane fields, doing stick-picking and stuff like that, so just following a truck all day.


  “The day starts like this, you go in the morning off the bus, then you jump off, all the prisoners, we all line up and get on this cane paddock and then there’s a truck you’ve got to follow and pick up all the sticks. By the time you get to the other end, that’s lunch time, and when you come back, that’s the day over.”


  So that’s a commercial farm?


  “Yeah, yeah,” says Sneake1, “and they employ prisoners.”


  Slave labour in Queensland’s cane fields is a subject well researched by Sneake1’s back-up vocalist, or “hype man”, Earleeo, who sugar-coats Sneake1’s stage show with his soulful, molasses-like vocals.


  “I’m one of the last of the cane cutters in my family,” says Earleeo. “The last of the slaves.”


  The vocalist, also known as Russell Cole, smiles softly and speaks in smooth, easy tones as he crouches on the steps next to us. “My grandfather was a cane cutter,” he says. “I’m actually three cultures: Aboriginal, Torres Strait and South Sea. I’ve got the best of all worlds.”


  He smiles a bittersweet smile.


  In Queensland, it might be argued that the cane farmers got the best of all worlds, by employing people and not having to pay them. In a practice known as “blackbirding”, the Indigenous populations of nearby Pacific islands or northern Queensland were recruited through trickery and kidnappings to work as labourers in the sugar cane plantations.


  As for Earleeo’s own family, he says they were victims of “slavery from New Caledonia, and Vanuatu - Tanna Island”.


  “Also, I’m Aboriginal so I’m Nywaigi and Mumburra,” he says. “My last name is Cole, I take my grandfather’s name, but my grandmother was a Cassady. We had a guy [James Cassady] that came from Ireland, the station master, that’s where we get the last name Cassady. He came from the potato famine in the 1800s. He came from Sydney. He was the ‘first man to cross the Burdekin River’. The first white pastoralist to ‘protect’ Indigenous people in the 1800s.


  “We wrote a tourism booklet on Mungalla Station in Ingham and we won four national awards for what we did, so I’m basically a part of writing our history. It’s a unique history.”


  Mungalla Aboriginal Tours invites visitors to “learn of the often brutal conflict between Nywaigi Aboriginal people and European settlers that shaped the destiny of North Queensland. Be amazed by the story of the Aboriginal people from Mungalla Station and surrounding areas that were exhibited as cannibals and savages in the nineteenth century circuses and sideshows of Europe and America.”


  Given such a painful past, it’s little wonder that Sneake1 is always looking forward, as expressed in one of his catchiest hooks, - the wonky, offbeat “Looking For A Change”.


  



  I’m forever looking for a change


  But the people who I hang with


  Is acting kinda strange


  So let me paint a picture for your brains


  I’m forever looking for a change


  Looking for a change


  



  Picture five people


  Sleeping one single mattress


  Three kids and two adults


  We struggle but we survive


  And through this battle


  Sometimes it was hard to handle


  My life is hard


  Cos my heart is scarred


  Cos the strife’s got me off guard


  How can I discard


  These memories and rip them apart


  Cos it’s caused by the people


  I knew from the start


  So tell me where do I begin


  Cos the people only listen


  When you start to sing


  Well I guess the only person to trust


  Is yourself


  



  I’m forever looking for a change


  But the people who I trust


  Is acting kinda strange


  So let me paint a picture for your brains


  I’m forever looking for a change


  



  I’m forever looking for a change


  But the pain remains


  They’re either drunk, high, speeding


  Or they’re locked in chains


  I can’t talk


  I drink like a tank


  Got jack in the bank


  And my balance receipt is blank


  My boat’s up shit creek


  And that already sank


  Wouldn’t you be looking for a change?


  Well I am


  And I really need to rearrange


  I need to use my brain


  For something other than just running game


  See a brother off the chain


  And he untamed


  No time to explain


  I’m on the right track


  On the wrong train


  Everybody complained


  I didn’t listen again


  I’m still trapped


  In the street fame


  I’m facing a sentence


  With nobody to blame


  But myself


  I feel the thunder and rain


  Plus there’s stress on my brain


  Is there STRESS on your brain?


  I think it’s time to change


  



  But Earleeo and Sneake1 are both doing pretty well at finding change by putting their dark histories behind them. Sneake1 has a tour of the US planned and the pair have already collaborated on the enigmatic, infectious “Phobia”.


  



  I can see your phobia


  You’re cautious when I approach


  I’m just trying to get to know ya


  So let me clear it up


  It’s the phobia


  The phobia


  The phobia


  



  Yet it seems Sneake1 has little trouble attracting the opposite sex, if his videos featuring cars full of girls of all races are anything to go by.


  “He’s always driving,” says C-Roc from Indigenous hip hop pioneers Native Ryme. “He’s always doing stuff, you know, he’s always hyping things up about what he does and everything. I love the guy, I think he’s got a great heart and he does things for the right reasons - he does it because he loves music.”


  And that love of music is taking him places. At the 2012 awards for Indigenous excellence, the Deadlys, Sneake1 was broadcast into homes right across the nation, performing live on stage with the Deadly Awards’ Hip Hop Artist of the Year, Yung Warriors.


  He’s come a long way from dodgy sausage rolls.


  Yung Warriors
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  “We wanted to do everything on this album,” says Tjimba Possum-Burns.


  He is talking about Standing Strong, the aptly-titled second album by Yung Warriors. On the record, the Aboriginal hip hop crew he fronts with his cousin, Danny “D-Boy” Ramzan, take listeners on a journey from hard-hitting politics to straight-up party tracks.


  “We wanted everything and every different sound, too, just put into one thing,” says Tjimba. “And that’s something we’re proud of, me and D-Boy. We’ve accomplished that.”


  They have accomplished it in style. The album jumps straight in at the deep end with the hard-hitting “Black Deaths In Custody”, a song as uncompromising as its no-nonsense title suggests. More than 20 years on from the Royal Commission into Aboriginal Deaths in Custody, Indigenous people are still dying behind bars and their incarceration rates have soared.


  D-Boy says: “It’s an issue that’s been ignored by the news. It’s an issue that’s been happening for years now and nobody really talks about it, so we thought we’d just write a song about it.”


  Tjimba, sitting next to him in the Melbourne office of their label, Payback Records, nods in agreement. “It’s a spreading awareness thing, for people who don’t know about it,” he says.


  The song also rails against opposition leader Tony Abbott’s comment on Australia Day 2012 that it was time for Aboriginal people to “move on” from the Aboriginal Tent Embassy: “Take a look at the past and tell me, why the fuck we should move on.”


  One white Australian who knows Aboriginal people have no reason to “move on” is Desert Pea Media’s Toby Finlayson, who runs hip hop workshops in remote communities throughout Australia with his Aboriginal partner in rhyme, Matthew Priestley. Finlayson says one of the main differences he’s noticed between white and Black Australia is that Aboriginal people do things “proper way, family way”.


  “That says it all,” says Tjimba. “In black communities it’s all about kinship and family, knowing who our grandmothers are, knowing who our great grandmothers are and where our people are from - and that’s one way we are totally different.”


  It is this sentiment that led Yung Warriors to write the song “Family Love”. They posted the video to their Facebook page on Valentine’s Day, describing it as a “real love song”.


  Says D-Boy: “We’re nothing without family. I guess it all comes from how it happened back in the day, with slavery and families being separated. It’s all about kinship. We’re first cousins, my mum and Tjimba’s mum are from Alice Springs and they’re sisters.”


  The band returned to the red centre to film the video for the song with their relatives. Tjimba says: “There’s a few settlements around Alice Springs and most of them are our family, so we thought we’d go do the video there. I loved having the desert in the background. That was special.”


  They also returned to the desert to film “Hold On”, a song about their mothers’ famous father, Clifford Possum Tjapaltjarri. It describes how the renowned artist was constantly ripped off, despite his fame.


  “I grew up with the happy side of Tjapal and I also grew up knowing that people ripped him off,” says Tjimba. “But the best thing about Tjapal was he always put his foot down. That’s what made us stronger, too, because I reckon we look back at Tjapal’s life and what he did. It’s just another step for us, so he’s just left his footsteps. We’re like the princes in that desert.”


  D-Boy nods and laughs. “Yeah, grandpa was a really famous, well-known Aboriginal artist. Tjimba’s father - my uncle - Selwyn Burns, played in Coloured Stone and also a band called Blackfire. They wrote a song about grandpa as well. He’s like a big celebrity up there in Alice Springs. And us being his grandchildren, we get the same treatment.”


  The song also features another famous Aboriginal artist - award-winning soul singer Kutcha Edwards. Tjimba recalls how Yung Warriors approached the legendary voice.


  “Kutcha Edwards was just in the studio at the time but I thought, wow, it’s going to be so good if we can just get your voice, instead of singing the chorus, telling the story about it.”


  D-Boy cracks up laughing at the impropriety of it. “We just went in that day and said, ‘Can you read this, bro?’,” he cackles. “And we got that voice. It wasn’t like, ‘Come in the studio.’ He was just here, so it was like, ‘Unc, can you just read this?’”


  D-Boy and Tjimba are clearly in touch with their inner child, and they love to get their younger siblings involved in the band, as can be seen in the clip for the song “Standing Strong”.


  “The video was cool,” says Tjimba. “To get the kids involved - that’s what we always do, all D-Boy’s family too - Dean’s little brother and stuff. Whenever we do the band stuff I get my brothers up.”


  Their own childhood is recalled in the song “Childhood Days”, a period that has come back to them with the closing of Ballerrt Mooroop, the Aboriginal school they attended with Payback Records boss and AFL player Nathan Lovett-Murray.


  “We were actually some of the first kids to go to that school when it opened,” says Tjimba. “And I fought for that school near the end because I thought our people do need encouragement. At that school you learnt other stuff too, like culture. I got most of my creativity from school.”


  D-Boy nods. “It made you street smart,” he says. “It opened your eyes more to what was around you. The struggles of living in the city and all that. It wasn’t like a normal school, it just made you think outside the box. More streetwise, that’s what I got out of that school.”


  In Standing Strong, it seems that school is also responsible for one of the strongest, most diverse albums of 2012.


  Yung Nooky
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  At the Deadly Awards, an annual celebration of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture, all eyes were on one of the fastest rising stars in Aboriginal music.


  Yung Nooky did not even have an album out, but the radical rookie rapper from country New South Wales had already been flown out to Los Angeles to record a track with emcee Taboo from hip hop heavyweights The Black Eyed Peas.


  “Taboo and I clicked instantly as we shared a lot of commonalities,” says Yung Nooky, also known as Corey Webster.


  He met the Native American musician when the pair took part in a music and reconciliation program at Redfern Community Centre in Sydney. Webster was just 19.


  “Yes our cultural heritage shared a common bond, but it goes so much deeper in the sense that our life stories are similar,” says Webster, who was nominated for Most Promising New Talent in Music in the Deadlys.


  “I think he was shocked to hear my struggles as an Aboriginal kid and what I had endured, and how I turned to music to release the anger that was building up inside.


  “Music was an outlet to pour my soul into, creating socially conscious lyrics, often singing about my story and about the injustices my people face on an everyday basis.


  “When you listen to some of the Black Eyed Peas’ music, you hear about their struggles and you hear about their cause for human rights, in particular the songs ‘Where is the Love’ and ‘One Tribe’.


  “However, when two Indigenous groups come together there comes straight up some kind of brotherhood, especially when both Indigenous groups such as ours - Indigenous Australian and Shoshone Native American - have suffered and share similar injustices and disparities.


  “I did see some similarities between our Aboriginal cultures, such as a deep respect for elders and the importance of maintaining the richness and diversity of culture. Even their artwork is similar in maintaining songlines and dreaming stories.


  “There were also similarities in social influences and over-representation in the welfare and criminal justice system, but they are more advanced than we are in the human rights aspect when it comes to preserving language and education.


  “During my stay over there I met a lot of people in the industry and chatted with a lot of corporates that showed a genuine interest in my music, mainly because of its contents of Aboriginal Australia and my identity as a fair-skinned Aboriginal.


  “Many assume we are all dark skinned, living in the bush and can speak in language and all that kind of stuff - a misconception often depicted in films such as Crocodile Dundee.


  “So in terms of getting our music over there, it teaches them about our culture and our history. Our music is unique and getting the opportunity to showcase it in the USA would only offer us more support in the industry that we are so desperately trying to get in our own country, through mainstream Australia and record labels.


  “If we didn’t get out there and promote ourselves, we would basically be an underground culture, but we’re not - we are out there being creative, being loud.”


  However, his trip stateside wasn’t all about educating the locals. He also got a priceless education himself, from Taboo and fellow Black Eyed Peas member Keith Harris.


  The band’s drummer, Harris is also a super-producer who has penned and produced hits for some of the biggest names in music including Mariah Carey, Mary J Blige, Christina Aguilera and Michael Jackson.


  “It was an amazing experience to be able to record with an artist of such a calibre as Taboo,” says Webster.


  “It doesn’t happen very often and when I had this opportunity I embraced it with my heart and soul, listening intently to everything he had to say and teach me within his studio, alongside Keith Harris.


  “I can’t talk too much about the song because I signed a non-disclosure document until its release, but I can say it is going to be a hit with Keith Harris as the producer.”


  The track is called “2 Worlds” and is set to be released on Taboo’s solo album.


  In the meantime, the curious can get a taste of Webster’s highbrow hip-hop on his debut EP, Resistance. The politically punchy short-player was produced by veteran Aussie hip hop head Ozi Batla from The Herd, who took up Webster‘s musical mentoring where Taboo and Harris left off.


  Ozi even battles with Webster on one of the tracks - a slice of strutting, staccato snares and militaristic muscle aptly named “Salute”.


  “It was good working with Ozi,” says Webster. “He is a legend in the Australian hip-hop scene and I felt privileged to be able to work with him and collaborate with him on ‘Salute’.


  “I learnt how to switch my styles and how to hit certain lines and rock a crowd. He is a great support and mentor as well as being inspiring. He’s been in the industry for such a long time, and just to have him on my [EP] is a great privilege.”


  Webster says the title of the record, “Resistance” is all about battlers and battles.


  “’It’s a warrior’s dream, it’s a warrior’s battle’ were lyrics used in my first song I wrote,” he says.


  “It reflected on the struggles Aboriginal warriors endured and survived like genocide and invasion. It was also about my mentality as a young leader, ‘waking up every day and I’m ready for war‘, this is how I felt every day when I was at school.


  “So I became my own resistance leader and I guess dedicated the album to all the struggles that I endured over the years as a way of acknowledging my achievements.


  “It also served as a personal dedication to my hero, the first resistance fighter, Pemulwuy, the Rainbow Warrior.”


  Like Pemulwuy, who waged war against Australia’s white invaders until he was shot dead and decapitated in 1802, Webster has had to fight his own battles. His home town of Nowra on NSW’s south coast is known for the glistening, jewel-like beauty of nearby Jervis Bay - but it also has an ugly side.


  “Yes, Jervis Bay is extremely beautiful and rich with culture,” says Webster.


  “I have a very deep connection to it as it is the birthplace of my great grandfather Richard Campbell on my mother’s side. I never got to meet him as he died the night my parents met, but it is through my visits and through shared stories I feel his spirit when I have performed as a dancer there.


  “Nowra is slow-paced and peaceful, especially Jervis and Honeymoon Bay. You’re taken back in time and you appreciate the village/country lifestyle.


  “Growing up in Nowra and the surrounding area has had a twofold effect on who I am now. In one sense I loved it because it provided me with my cultural identity and yet at times I couldn’t wait to leave as there is a lot of racism there, which I have suffered a lot of.


  “I was always into hip-hop, but actually finding my passion came at a later age when I was having some troubles in my senior years at high school.


  “I wrote my first song about it when I was about 16, which was never sent to the Board of Studies to be marked with the rest of my Aboriginal Studies classmates for my HSC because the school were intimidated by the truth in my lyrics.”


  That wall of willful ignorance has been a constant hurdle. As the late Canadian historian Pierre Berton put it: “Racism is a refuge for the ignorant.”


  If Berton were still around today, he might add that there is no scientific basis for it. Skin Deep, a 2011 documentary on the genetic evolution of skin colour, noted: “A study of the human genome has revealed that, of the estimated 25,000 human genes, only about 50 are involved in determining skin colour. This means that, no matter what colour our skin, people the world over are, genetically speaking, almost identical.”


  But in Australia, ignorance can still crop up in the unlikeliest places. The Deadlys website describes Webster as coming from “the Niara tribe, part of the Yuin Nation”.


  But when I ask him to describe the idiosyncrasies of the mysterious Niara tribe - about whom I could find no information - he replies: “I just need to clear up the typo, there is no Niara tribe, there was a misunderstanding in LA. I told them I lived in Nowra which is a part of the Yuin Nation. I am actually from the Wandiwandian, Walbunga and Thunghutti tribes.


  “As the Yuin Nation is very big, I will just focus on my local knowledge and that passed on to me by members of my family. We have a very strong connection to the sea and still practise our customs through my Dad and Uncle Ron’s Men’s Group, Yuin Doolaghals culture camps, which are held a couple of times a year in partnership with National Parks.


  “The aim of the camps is to engage the male youth, encourage community involvement, and reconnect to country by reliving our old cultural traditions of living off the land and caring for country, thus enhancing our understanding that it takes a community to rear an Aboriginal child.


  “It is through that belief that I had the privilege to learn to sing and dance in language, and have such a great in-depth knowledge of my culture. I’ll sincerely pass that on to the next generation who want to learn, as long as they show that passion and respect in maintaining culture.”


  Webster has clearly learnt a lot from his family.


  “My mum would drive me all over the state to attend cultural festivals, which had a huge cultural influence,” he says. “Like the Dreaming, Croc Fests and Vibe 3on3, just to be further inspired - and that started at a very young age.”


  It was during such trips that his love of hip-hop grew.


  “We would often drive to visit mob in Bellbrook or Bermagui, with the stereo pumped to the max, just singing to the likes of Mase, Nelly, Afro Men, Ja Rule, Snoop, T-Pain, Eminem and 50 [Cent].


  “Then we would listen to whatever was on Koori radio when we had reception, because we would listen to the lyrics and compare Australian hip-hop culture to American hip-hop culture, and that would be turned into an educational lesson for us.


  “Such performers as Archie Roach, Local Knowledge, Wire MC, Radical Son, Brothablack and Munkimuk got me hooked as I related to them in culture and struggles.


  “Now that I’ve moved to Sydney and work on my music, I can call upon these guys for their experience and support, and appreciate all their expertise.


  “We would even listen to soulful and country music as mum has a great appreciation for all music, as she grew up around it all her life. But it would be late at night that mum and I would listen to music and dance, and she would teach me some old school moves.


  “Boy, they were the days. My dad was a bit of a karaoke freak in his heyday and I got my first mic at a few months old, so I guess my parents saw my love for music at a young age.”


  Webster’s reverence for his relatives runs deep.


  “Respect is instilled in us at a very young age, and our elders are at the forefront of those teachings along with our parents and community,” he says.


  “However, when we look at the social issues surrounding my people we are over-represented in unemployment, the welfare system, child protection, homelessness, health systems, juvenile and criminal justice, poor education, racism.


  “Drug and alcohol influences also impact on our cultural teachings and therefore they are being forgotten about. Unfortunately, some of the younger generation are losing their respect not only for their elders but for society as well.


  “There are too many social influences that are damaging our culture and at many times the media play a big part in that, by always portraying the negatives of our culture and deliberately leaving out some of the positives.


  “Having respect for my elders plays an integral part in my cultural identity and the relationship I had with my great grandfather, Ruben Brown, was with the utmost highest respect; for he shared his life story to me at a very young age and taught me some very valuable lessons about life.


  “What saddens me is that some of the youth [would] rather go off track and not take some time to sit down and listen to the stories of their elders and therefore are missing out on their cultural teachings - and that’s when they lose respect.”


  Webster shows his respect in the best way he knows how. His song “Clouds” is a skygazing, semi-acoustic dedication to the departed Brown.


  “The concept and title for the song came from a spiritual sense of my Aboriginal spirituality and believing in my Dreaming that after death our spirit returns to the dreaming pool awaiting for our rebirth,” he says.


  “We learn to care and talk to our environment as it is there our spirits flow and that the elements of mother earth, the sun, sky, moon and water give life.


  “Metaphorically, the clouds look down at us as they float softly across the sky. I look for guidance as if my great grandfather is looking down at me, so I guess you can say I have personified the clouds.


  “Beyond the mist, I see my great grandfather’s eyes peering through, offering me guidance and reassurance that he is still with me and all I have to do is look to the clouds.”


  However, there’s more to Webster than dour deference and political posturing. He also knows when to lighten up - and “Resistance” has some rousing, rollicking, rolling moments.


  “Good Times” bumps along with an irrepressible optimism and “Come Dance For Me” is guaranteed to get hips winding to its eastern-flavoured, snaking synths. The sensitive, sensuous song is an obvious love letter to Webster’s Deadly Award-nominated girlfriend, Rarriwuy Hick.


  “Rarriwuy is my partner of three years and we both share a passion for the arts,” he says.


  “We started off as dancers but discovered we had other talents within the performing arts. Rarriwuy is a very strong Yolngu girl from North East Arnhem Land, and her achievements have somewhat gone under the radar.


  “Her big break in acting came along last year when she was cast for Nigel Jamieson’s play Wrong Skin with the Chooky Dancers - and because of their huge YouTube popularity, Rarriwuy never got the full extent of recognition that she deserved.”


  It is for this reason that he has been urging everyone he can to vote for her in the Deadlys, in which she has been nominated for best female actor.


  “Rarriwuy just needs her big break and to be recognised as a very talented force to be reckoned with,” he says.


  “Rarriwuy serves as a very positive female role model for her community, especially as she was under the Northern Territory intervention and had suffered from its implementation, struggling to live and support herself under the income management scheme.


  “Rarriwuy is my soulmate and I support her in everything that she does. Together we are achieving our dreams and inspiring the next generation through our passion for the arts.”


  And when it comes for advice future hopefuls, the free-flowing freestyler is characteristically verbose.


  “You might find yourself struggling with school or life in general, but never lose faith in your abilities,“ he says.


  “Because no matter where you come from or the struggles you face, you can still have dreams. All it takes is hard work, sweat and tears, but most of all self-belief. You can do it - we all can - just never give up on yourself. Stay STRONG, BLACK and DEADLY.”
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