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t's a sticky late-summer afternoon, and grime artist Michael Omari — known to

most as Stormzy - has just spotted American rapper Eve across the room of the

Notting Hill members’ club in which we're having lunch. “Is that..?” he begins,

before answering his own question. His face breaks into a grin as he turns his
attention back to the tricky business of folding his audaciously long legs under a
dining table nestled just a bit too close to his seat.

Three years ago it would have been highly unlikely that Stormzy would be casually
approach'cd by a Grammy Award-winning star in a restaurant, and even less likely that
she would have recognised him (although, at 6ft 5in, he's certainly hard to miss). But
when Eve clocks him, she gets up and walks over to congratulate him on “the Cambridge
thing. We're all clapping for you,” she says, warmly, before making her exit.

“The Cambridge thing”, if you're not already aware, is the scholarship Stormzy
announced in August, which will cover the tuition fees for two black undergraduates
attending Cambridge University. It’s just the latest facet to an astronomically successful
18 months for the 25-year-old from South Norwood, which have included his debut
album, Gang Signs & Prayer, breaking first-week album-streaming records and a
move into publishing with the launch of his own Penguin imprint, #Merky Books
(his first book, Rise Up, is out on November 1). Yes, he’s most famous for being the
exceptionally tall Londoner who blasted grime into the mainstream, but his ambition
— and influence — extend well beyond music.

On appearance alone, he's impressive — though he screws up his face at the idea.
“Firstly, 'm not 2 my " he sa,\w his charm rests in his blend of good looks

d bsolux;nqln].mc ‘@boutghem. HE deep-brown skin glows with the radiance
\J@l expecy frofad 10-step blendftoners, essences and at least one hefty acid, while
his felatiogshipwith 24-year-old RadiBi presenter and woman of the moment Maya
Jama""é}!hc physigal manifestatipn of Zoguplegoals. For the generation coming of age
now, thelrs is the WO@ of all partnerships. Meanwhile, his fan base is fizzing
with agticpation for RiS 10ﬂ0\\‘*mb€m to Gang Signs (there is no release date as
yet).Safe to say, Stormzy’s got more than enough to pat himself on the back about.
ﬂfhc isn't one to brag. In person, he’s a tad reticent about our lunch today; sitting
back and calmly explaining: “When interviews go into print, a lot of times people
will paraphrase me, or they’ll pick the most corny thing I've said and blow it up.” He
chuckles drily while laying out how, “I can talk about some positive things that I'm
doing, and they’ll make it sound like I'm trying to run for mayor or something.”

Mostly, though, he starts off wary because “interviews and photoshoots and editorials
and that” distract from his work as 2 musician. Soon, once he’s settled in, it becomes
clear that as much as he can enjoy being the centre of attention, the press cycle can
feel like a distraction. Ambition, not a thirst for exposure, propels him from one goal
. It’s the same drive that rests behind his ascent from underground MC
a n Mtrr:amﬁorc than 250 million YouTube
singla) to a global Brit, BET, GQ_and Mobo
staying true t@the kid from Croydon.
stant flow, wordslstreaming out of him at such a pace
[ rger and hips go éo!d (though he makes quick work of
$0mE Crispy squid). We're chatfing about hov.z-m made his mark as an independent
aruist, self-releasing his Brit Award-winning, platinum album on his #Merky Records
label. Its name derives from 2 slang re@jﬁosc translation: “disgustingly good” —
that Stormzy belted out on breakthrough 2015 hit Know Me From. It’s since become
his personal slogan, like 2 stamp pressed onto everything from his businesses to his
Instagram captions to the Penguin imprint. Look closely and you'll even see it on
the zip pull of his personalised, grey Adidas tracksuit.

“Last year, my ambition for 2018 was that Merky needs to be this engine that's
moving,” he says, pushing his hands forward like a car in motion. “It needs to be this
incredible, moving engine that’s putting on events, that’s linking up with brands, really
making its mark on the world.” Starting off without a major label just made sense
for a young black artist in his position, he says. “My whole thing is,‘What’s the most
progressive, intelligent thing to do? 1 feel like in our generation, we did the whole
DIY, ‘getting your friend to be your manager’ thing out of necessity. We didn't do that
for cool points.” It paid off: in January he announced a deal berween #Merky Records
and Atlantic Records, a subsidiary of one of the three remaining major label conglomerates,

Being an all-round pop-culture figure wasn't always the goal. As a child, living with
his mother and three siblings, he showed a flair for poetry, “When I was young, Ivery
much knew I could go to Oxford or Cambridge,” he says, with an aside that he doesn't
mean to come across as arrogant. His early music touches on his secondary-school years,
sclling marijuana, having to defend himself on street corners, He bristles at the >
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memory of an interview in which a journalist wanted to focus
on how he'd been stabbed. “I was on the roads,” he says of
street life. “Many things happen. I did this, 1 d

stabbed a couple of times. But that’s 2 blip in my story.”

Here's the long and short of it: he performed well in school,
earning six A"s at GCSE, and was earmarked by teachers as
a skilled linguist. But, feeling uninspired, he literally walked
away from his studies in the middle of an AS-Level exam
and ended up on an apprentice course, then as project manager
at an oil refinery. “I was like, ‘Cool, if we're gonna talk about
“You got stabbed?" I also fking smashed my GCSEs —wanna
talk about that? Or let’s talk about that time when I flipping
got one of the top apprenticeships in the country. They don't
want to go into the detail of that. But wh at’s bori
that's boring,” he repeats the word four more times, his hands
waving with each syllable. “That’s not the story.”

After Stormzy announced his Cambridge scholarship, people
flooded his Instagram with hundreds of messages, outraged
that the financial support he is offering is only available to
black students. Cambridge has itself said it can't figure out
diversity “on its own” after a Financial Times investigation
revealed that six of the university’s colleges admitted only
10 black students between 2012 and 2016. According to
Cambridge’s overall admissions statistics for 2017, about
15 per cent of black applicants, versus 26 per cent of white
applicants, accepted a place they were offered.

Sllormz) puks_up his smartphone,
nlO“()n'lng opcnlng

ngry DM after
he whole
what about w
so strange,” he begins, his words slowing.
“It almost felt like an episode of Black
Mirror. It was very bizarre.” He pauses,
one of few moments of quiet as he
steamrolls through his thoughts, “It was
pretty upsetting as well. We've been
working on this for a year and a half; all
excited. All this build-up and then -
what?! I wasn't expecting that. In the
first message I saw, this guy was like:
“You stupid c¢**t, you racist.”
Almost any move he makes triggers

a reaction. Headlines pick over the banal
moments — briefly unfollowing his girl-
friend on Instagram; tweetin
Love Island—just as they do seismic ones:
Stormzy sharing a photo of his front door
bashed in by police, who thought he was
robbing his own Chelsea flat, or tweeting
his disgust at a magazine that used his
image for a cover story on his struggl
with depression, without his knowledge.
As his public profile has grown, he hasn't
filtered his behaviour. “I never said I'm
a role model; people picked me for that.
I've always said I'm a flawed human. I
use the C-word way too often, I can be
a bit ignorant sometimes. [ park on

double yellows” — he smiles now — “and I don't give a fk.”

At the same time, he comes across as warm, open and
generous, and clearly someone who wants to use his influence
in places beyond the studio or stage. That presents a duality:
he’s “honoured to be a voice in my community” on one hand
and “just turned 25 and am human” on the other. Referencing
the “Theresa May, where’s the moncy for Grenfell?” line he
rapped during his emotional Brit Awards 2018 performance,
he's “proud to do it and I almost know it's my duty, as a young
black man coming where I come from. I want to be that person,
but 1 think that's where a lot of my mental-health problems
come from: the flipside of knowing all of that and having the
strength and courage [to take a political stand].”

Celebrity inspires waves of both “extreme love and extreme
hate”, which Stormzy likens to an energy no one was designed
to cope with. To keep his head straight, he compartmentaliscs.
“Before, I was Michael who spat and made music. So, all this
other Stormzy stuff isn't me. But with the music, Michael
and Stormzy have got something in common: me and Miclgcl
still love music. There's a certain...” He falters, starting again:
“Fame, celebrity, power, influence, they're very daunting
things. Every time I talk to young artists, I say, “You gotta
live for something way bigger than celebrity — that’s the worst
kind of drug. You've gotta live for something more than the
Instagram and the flashing lights, otherwise you willlnlf)sc
yourself. That's the only thing that will keep you, you- u
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