
4
3

4
2

T
R

A
C

E

O
n

 N
ew

 Y
ears E

ve in
 B

irm
in

g
h

am
, E

n
g

lan
d

,
C

harlene E
llis, 18, and Latisha S

hakespear, 17,
w

ere caught in the crossfire of rival gangs w
hile

taking a breather from
 dancing at a club. B

oth
w

ere gunned dow
n, hit by a hail of up to 30 bul-

lets shot from
 an autom

atic w
eapon.

---A
ccording to figures by the H

om
e O

ffice, gun
crim

e m
ore than trippled in London during

2002. D
etectives in London say that the illegal

im
portation of guns started after the end of the

B
osnia conflict and that they are changing

hands for as little as £
200. 

------A
lthough U

K
 gun crim

e is not the exclusivity of
any cultural group, there has been a sharp
increase in so called “black on black” violence,
including killings. O

n the other hand, w
hen Tony

H
ardy w

as alleged to have been chopping up
w

om
en in C

am
den it w

asn’t considered a “w
hite

on w
hite” m

urder. S
om

e, including D
avid

B
lunket, the B

ritish H
om

e S
ecretary, have sug-

gested that hip hop m
usic m

ust face its respon-
sibilities for inciting our im

pressionable popula-
tion to adopt a gangsta’ lifestyle. C

ue “S
o S

olid”
video. Thus it is the artist’s responsibility to tone
it dow

n. B
ut is it fair to blam

e the artists?
-----Isn’t it the not so insignificant m

arketing dollars
of m

ajor record labels and their m
odes of 

distribution, including television, that are prom
ot-

ing this “peel the caps back” lifestyle. D
oesn’t

anyone rem
em

ber w
hen hip hop w

as about,
respect and story telling? This M

cD
onald’s-style

m
arketing of hip hop has created a parody, the

aural equivalent of W
W

E
 w

restling. Like its
product stable m

ate, hip hop artists have been
packaged as B

ig M
acs, on sale for everyone

and just as bland, leaving a bad taste in your
m

outh. R
em

em
ber that for every Ja R

ule there is
a M

os D
ef, for every Lil’ K

im
 there’s a Lauryn

H
ill, and for every P

. D
iddy there’s a P

hil C
ollins!

A
nd let’s not forget videogam

es: anyone w
ho

received “G
rand Theft A

uto – V
ice C

ity” for
C

hristm
as know

s that you can beat the crap out
of anyone and spray the public w

ith bullets.
S

urely, just a test sim
ulator for the soon to be

graduating bad boy.
-S

o is the cause of gun crim
e social deprivation

of the inner city youth?
--This is hardly a sustainable argum

ent. “S
ocial

deprivation” is children in developing countries
having to pick up their m

eal from
 a heap of 

rubbish, not w
hen you can’t afford the latest pair

of A
ir M

ax or V
ersace. In a country w

here 
education is free until university, there is 
no excuse for second or third generation im

m
i-

grants to claim
 alienation or deprivation. 

----S
o w

hat about prevention?
--The m

etropolitan police have been effectively
ham

strung w
ith the urban com

m
unities hoisted

by their ow
n petard. P

ublic outcry at the shock-
ing m

anner in w
hich they dealt w

ith the S
tephen

Law
rence m

urder, and it’s w
itch-hunting for

institutional racism
, has resulted in an im

potent
police force that is unable to search for sus-
pects and w

hich appears to harass people of
certain cultural groups, fearing claim

s of racism
-- a sort of “affirm

ative inaction.” 
---If the guns can be found and kept off the
streets, shouldn’t all reasonable m

easures be
adopted rather than m

erely observing quotas?
A

t least in the U
K

 w
e have som

e sem
blance of

gun control, unlike the U
S

 w
here the right to

bear arm
s is em

bedded in the constitution and
fiercely supported by the sort of people w

ho
m

ight vote P
resident B

ush in for another term
. 

------H
ow

ever, in this m
oral panic and public con-

cern, particularly those that live in urban centers
(although not exclusively—

for exam
ple, D

unblane,
w

here 16 children w
here m

assacred), very con-
vincing replicas, som

e firing ball bearings at
high velocity, are openly on sale to the public. If
one of these w

as pointed at your face, w
hat

w
ould you do, given that you are not actually the

star in a bling bling hip hop video?
------There are guns on the streets and people 
w

illing to use them
. This potentially creates an

upw
ard spiral resulting in exponential grow

th 
as each person arm

s to defend them
selves 

against som
eone w

ho m
ay or m

ay not have a
gun. W

hatever it’s cause, it clearly needs 
tackling across the w

hole of society, from
 the

m
edia prom

oting unobtainable lifestyles that are
practically com

m
ercials for car m

anufacturers
and faux-luxury goods to the parents of the 
children that grow

 up and carry guns. ❚
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B
o

rn
 o

f a S
en

eg
alese m

o
th

er an
d

 a fath
er 

from
 G

renada, 23 year-old E
st’elle grew

 up in
W

est London, in a large fam
ily of eight brothers

and sisters, plus an extended fam
ily of cousins.

“I had a good childhood,” laughs E
st’elle. “It

w
as funny…

 if w
e ever got invited anyw

here
people had to go out and shop for us,” recalling
a visual of w

hat it takes to entertain such 
a large fam

ily. From
 childhood she w

as singing
in the P

entecostal C
hurch. S

he jokes, “M
y fam

ily
w

as so large w
e w

ere half the church!”
-E

st’elle grew
 up w

ith her m
other and a 

stepfather, w
hom

 she initially disliked, but says,
“Y

ou grow
 up and you realize that you can’t 

let w
hat happened in the past rule your future

and he has been there w
hen other fathers

w
eren’t. P

eople around m
e are like ‘rah m

y
childhood w

as hard m
an,’ but you can’t dw

ell 
on the bad tim

es or it just m
akes you

depressed, w
hich is w

hy I w
rote ‘E

xcuse M
e’.”

-E
st’elle describes herself artistically as both a

rapper and a singer, a concept she explains
has been difficult for som

e, w
ho believe these

talents are m
utually exclusive, to grasp. “M

usic
has alw

ays been there in m
y life,” she says.

S
he goes on to say that she w

as brought up
on a m

ix of B
ob M

arley (w
ho died the year she

w
as born), D

ennis B
row

n, Lionel R
ichie, A

retha
Franklin and jazz. B

y the tim
e she w

as in
school, it w

as “Teddy R
iley, S

alt’N
’P

epa and all
that.”
-A

s a teenager, E
st’elle’s m

usical influences 
w

ere a m
ixture of B

ritish m
usic TV

 show
s, 

such as the obligatory “Top of The P
ops” and

“The C
hart S

how
”.  A

part from
 that, E

st’elle w
as

a bit of a bookw
orm

. “W
hen I w

asn’t 
w

atching m
usic program

s I w
as reading.”  It is a

habit that has becom
e useful for passing the

tim
e spent in planes, the result 

of interest in one of the hottest new
 artists

em
erging from

 the U
K

 urban scene. 
-E

st’elle tells m
e that her decision to m

ake 

The success of these tracks led to a collaboration
w

ith the boy band 3S
L, for the track “Touch M

e
Tease M

e”, w
hich brought it’s inevitable charges

of “selling out” from
 the m

yopic parts of the U
K

urban m
usic com

m
unity. B

ut let’s face it, it’s not
exactly uncom

m
on for hip hop artists to w

ork in
the com

m
ercial m

ainstream
. R

edm
an and

C
hristina A

guilera, anyone?  A
nd as E

st’elle points
out, “They played m

e the track and it sounded
good. I m

et them
 and they w

ere real. They w
eren’t

trying to com
e off as som

e bad boys.” 
-Looking at the future, it seem

s like 2003 could
be E

st’elle’s year;  she has a num
ber of record-

ing deals under consideration, projects in the
U

S
, the creation of her ow

n production com
pa-

ny, and plans for a label. E
st’elle lists her goals

w
ith a sm

ile, “Ten years as a recording artist, a
few

 G
ram

m
ys, and then setting up m

y ow
n cor-

poration that can em
ploy people and support

artists.”
-Let’s hope she does. ❚
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ONLY THE GOOD TIMES
Two stepping comes easy  for UK sensation Est’elle, 
whose life has always been grounded in music from
the heart 

a career out of her m
usic cam

e w
hen she w

as
18 and w

orking in a S
oH

o design com
pany

w
here her boss encouraged her to go for it. 

“It’s been hard,” she said. “For a couple of years
I w

as flat broke, w
orking to support m

yself 
and focus on m

y m
usic.” 

--This hard w
ork, including collaborations w

ith
B

lak Tw
ang, S

kitz, 57th D
ynasty, S

ocial M
isfits

and 3S
L, is paying off finally. The S

kitz track
blew

 up underground before appearing on his
“C

ountrym
an” album

 and subsequent video. 
H

er ubiquitous appearance at open m
ic ses-

sions at such venues as S
ubterania, w

here she
dispensed her unique flow

 of sharp freestyle, 
led to the track “Trixtar” w

ith B
lak Tw

ang, w
hich

entered the U
K

 Top 40, and the tracks “G
hetto

G
old” and “B

reak Free” w
ith 57th D

ynasty. 
The heavy rotation videos for these tracks gave
E

st’elle street recognition. “A
  really strange

feeling, being recognizedz but m
e not know

ing
them

,” she confides.
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