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‘Jonathan Abrams, for the entirety of his career and regardless of the subject matter, has shown a profound ability to take the words and recollections of others and stitch them together into something big and special. Here, in maybe his most massive undertaking yet, he’s done it with the rise of hip-hop. The Come Up is Abrams at his sharpest, at his most observant, at his most insightful’


Shea Serrano, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Hip-Hop (And Other Things)


‘Hip-hop is a story machine, and Jonathan Abrams is unsurpassed in capturing the best of them. What Please Kill Me did for punk rock, The Come Up has done for hip-hop –it’s something essential, profane, profound, hilarious, tragic, riveting, and real. These are the tales that made a movement’


Jeff Chang, author of Can’t Stop Won’t Stop


‘To say this book is incredible simply doesn’t do it justice. It’s essential –a primary source. It isn’t just the fact that Abrams has collected the voices of the most seminal pioneering rap artists; he has captured their insights with the benefit of time, perspective, and reflection. Read this book. Eat this book. Steal this book’


Cheo Hodari Coker, creator of Marvel’s Luke Cage and author of Unbelievable: The Life, Death, and Afterlife of The Notorious B.I.G.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


Every hip-hop music fan has an origin story—when the music ignited those first sparks, grabbing us, shaking us, initiating a lifelong relationship.


Growing up in the suburbs of Los Angeles during the late 1980s, I was too young to appreciate the rebellious explosion of N.W.A, a group that opened millions to the possibilities of the genre. The group’s lyrics did not lend themselves to frequent radio play, and my parents didn’t openly invite that “hoppity hip” into our home. I was plugged in enough to applaud Dr. Dre when The Chronic landed, but could not yet truly appreciate the full evolution of his sonic mastery. Doggystyle, Snoop Doggy Dogg’s debut album, painted the scenes of an elaborate party that my adolescent mind could only partly imagine.


Instead, for me, the artist who truly stoked those early embers was Tupac Amaru Shakur. As he did for so many people my age, Pac ignited in me a full devotion to hip-hop music.


This was back in the days when the music found you. Long before Spotify and iTunes, I would toggle the radio dial between 92.3 The Beat and Power 106 and record Shakur’s songs onto a cassette tape so I could play them back on demand. I got my hands on Me Against the World, Shakur’s third album, when a teenage employee at Circuit City took pity on my pleading eleven-year-old self. My mom unearthed the cassette, took one look at the Parental Advisory sticker, and marched me back to return it. I discreetly purchased another one, vowing to find a better hiding place. Such was the power and pull of Pac on my young mind.


Pac gifted me a song or lyric for every emotion and feeling. He had a way of making it seem as though he was speaking directly to me, crystallizing thoughts and ideas that were only starting to percolate and form. “Brenda’s Got a Baby” illuminated the structural inequities in the world that I sensed people like me faced, but were not being taught in school. “Dear Mama” existed for when I reflected over my mom and witnessed her trudge through setbacks. I reserved “Hit ’Em Up” for those rare and insular moments I wanted to give the world double birds.


Tupac’s killing in late 1996 shattered my world. I mourned the death of an artist and poet who transcended his still-young musical genre. I had come to view hip-hop music as a foundational block in my own life and wondered if it would continue evolving, emerging, and influencing after the loss of one of its brightest stars.


The deaths of Shakur and other talented artists gunned down in their prime, like the Notorious B.I.G., were colossal losses. But hip-hop music, above almost anything else, is resilient. The genre’s original bricklayers in the Bronx of the 1970s heeded their own flickers of imagination to ignite a musical genre out of decay and neglect. The genre persevered, overcoming every obstacle imaginable—from an older generation who rejected it, to radio stations that did not want to play it, to politicians speaking out against it.


I never found another Pac. But, in the genre, I found a constant ally. I turned to hip-hop music when I needed inspiration or motivation, to zone out or home in, during times of celebration and mourning, for education and enlightenment.


Hip-hop music has now existed for almost half a century—and its origins and evolution are finally beginning to be studied and excavated with the rigor they deserve. But the voices of those who created, innovated, and persevered to propel a musical genre that would one day become the most popular in the United States are still seldom heard from—and some of their stories are at risk of being forever lost. That realization, which I had in 2017, became the catalyst for this project. After publishing my oral history of the groundbreaking TV show The Wire, I aimed my next oral history project at a far more ambitious subject: hip-hop’s rise and the creative sparks behind its first transcendent moments.


Lyricism, after all, is a form of oral tradition.


This oral history weaves together the sweeping origin, spread, and impact of hip-hop music across generation after generation as it made its dominant march across the country. It starts with the inventiveness of neglected kids amid the Bronx ruins before stretching to New York’s other boroughs like the veins on a subway map. It encompasses hip-hop’s path from parks onto vinyl, its travels to the West Coast through the rise of gangster rap and G-funk, the Southern surge in cities like Atlanta, Memphis, and New Orleans, and many places and moments beyond and in between. The chapters focus on the artistry, creativeness, and courage of those who made significant impacts, and seek to illuminate the roots of careers that influenced generations of others.


I began this project in the summer of 2018, and over the next four years I would conduct over three hundred interviews. The stories captured on these pages were provided by DJs, artists, producers, label executives, and journalists who lent their time and memories to deliver firsthand accounts. There are people whom I had hoped to talk to for this book and couldn’t get to; I hope that these pages still manage to capture their contributions to the music. I also know that there are bricklayers whose influence is not documented in this book—but any omissions here are not a judgment on their inroads. Those legacies are eternal. A book dedicated just to listing the names of those who have made positive impacts on hip-hop music could never contain enough space.


People, like hip-hop music, move along on their own schedules, which sometimes didn’t align with my reporting timeline. One individual replied to a direct message for an interview more than two years after I first sent the request. Some people whose thoughts I hoped to include in these pages declined requests, preferring to allow a lifetime of work to speak for itself. But many others, including some who have rarely granted interviews, were willing to sit down with me. These conversations—like the late Edward “Duke Bootee” Fletcher describing the origins of “The Message,” DMC passionately detailing his groundbreaking efforts, Kool Moe Dee elaborating on his Grammys boycott, and executives like Ann Carli and Monica Lynch detailing their pioneering moves—resulted in a manuscript that, in its initial form, was nearly three times longer than the one you are reading.


In the interest of streamlining and including as many essential viewpoints and anecdotes as possible, the reflections here have been occasionally edited for length and clarity. The minor hitches that arise in natural conversation have been removed. The spirit and intent of every conversation remains. Occasionally, anecdotes conflict. Perspectives of the same event can differ, and memories change and morph over time. I regard all of them as personal and valid.


One challenge of compiling an oral history of a complex subject, one with overlapping chronologies and settings, is how to organize the material. I have sought to tell the story roughly in chronological order, beginning in the Bronx in the early 1970s. As you will see, however, some chapters do backtrack to explore certain figures and events relevant to their theme. Another challenge is how to fairly document complex individuals. It’s important to acknowledge that, over the course of decades in the public eye, a few figures have, either in the past or recently, been subject to allegations of wrongdoing, some quite serious. I felt it was nonetheless important to the historical record to include recollections from several such people—Russell Simmons, for example, who made crucial creative and business contributions to the genre—while remaining mindful of and acknowledging their alleged inappropriate conduct.


Each quote is accompanied by that person’s professional identity (artist, DJ, producer, etc.); affiliation with musical groups or significant record labels; and sometimes where they are from. Like the chapter introductions and narrative interstitials, this information is meant to provide readers with context. Occasionally a person’s title changes as the book progresses, in order to reflect the relevant information for that section. For example, Faith Newman was one of Def Jam’s early employees before she later signed Nas to Columbia Records.


Hip-hop music’s rise to permeate every strand of popular culture is a winding, tangled, massive story.


And it’s one that continues to expand and evolve.


Here’s to those next sparks catching fire.
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01 LEMONADE FROM LEMONS


Bronx, New York 1973–1979




Clive Campbell migrated as a child with his family from Jamaica to the United States in the late 1960s, leaving one country roiled by political instability for another. In Kingston, Campbell had become infatuated with the reggae and dub music that blared from giant portable sound systems, and DJs who toasted or talked over instrumental tracks. Campbell arrived in the Bronx during the reign of feel-good disco music, which intersected with the civil rights era and the dire financial straits of a New York City that was facing a declining population and labor unrest. Campbell involved himself in the city’s emerging graffiti scene—which had arrived after originating in Philadelphia—and assumed the tag name Kool Herc.


On August 11, 1973, Campbell hosted a back-to-school fundraising party for his sister, Cindy, at 1520 Sedgwick Avenue in the West Bronx—and he is widely credited with birthing hip-hop on that day. By then, the teenage Campbell had assembled his own massive sound system, along with an eclectic record collection that included selections from James Brown and the Incredible Bongo Band. At the party, before an appreciative audience of neighborhood teenagers, DJ Kool Herc performed his “Merry-Go-Round” technique of isolating and prolonging the breakbeat sections of songs (the drum patterns used in interludes—breaks—between sections of melody) by switching between two record players.


DJ Kool Herc became a folk hero in the Bronx as his parties attracted larger and larger crowds. He hosted popular block parties and created Kool Herc & the Herculoids with Clark Kent. Acrobatic dancers known as b-boys, b-girls, and breakers (the media eventually labeled them as breakdancers, a term still in wide circulation today) flocked to DJ Kool Herc’s parties to compete in dance circles—no longer having to wait out lengthy songs for a brief moment to get down. DJ Kool Herc enlisted the help of his friend Coke La Rock, regarded as hip-hop’s first MC, as La Rock adapted toasting by shouting out the names of friends and encouraging partygoers to dance.


In time, Afrika Bambaataa and Grandmaster Flash joined DJ Kool Herc as Bronx DJs who forged groundbreaking contributions and laid the foundation for hip-hop to flourish, spread, and evolve.





DJ Charlie Chase (Cold Crush Brothers): The Bronx [in the late 1960s and ’70s] was the epicenter for poverty, the epicenter for kids who were full of energy, who didn’t know what to do with it, didn’t have a lot of activities, didn’t have role models.


MC Debbie D (artist): The backdrop to the South Bronx is poverty-stricken—crime, gangs, slumlords, abandoned buildings everywhere. So they had coined the Bronx “The Bronx Is Burning.” And they wasn’t putting money into safe havens for young people. So, with the music outside, you went to a jam, there’s a thousand kids standing there. We ain’t got nothing else to do.


Easy A.D. (Cold Crush Brothers): We were creating something that took up our time and made us feel good and brought us together. You have to imagine walking out your house every day and seeing abandoned cars burnt up, empty buildings, and you’re going to elementary school.


Michael Holman (journalist): A lot of young people are going downtown to see major live acts like [Patti] LaBelle, James Brown, Funkadelic, as well as going to the famous discos, wearing their best clothes, doing the latest dances, and leaving those young punks and all the troubles in the neighborhood behind. What’s left behind is an audience of younger people, teenagers who can do all the dances—hell, sometimes they’re the originators and are the best dancers.


Kurtis Blow (artist, producer): A big part of hip-hop is breakdancing, b-boying. The dance was around before hip-hop, the actual dance style was developed from playing soul music and that playlist that [Kool Herc used].


Grandmaster Caz (Cold Crush Brothers): Herc was a mythical figure in the neighborhood. You heard about him before you saw him.


Sadat X (artist, Brand Nubian): I remember Herc being this larger-than-life figure, just muscles, with the glasses on. Herc was the commander, putting people in place.


MC Debbie D (artist): When Kool Herc comes out and he starts playing music and then other notable DJs get involved—[Afrika] Bambaataa, [Grandmaster] Flash, L Brothers—and they start playing their music. We’re all going to the jams.


Kurtis Blow (artist, producer): He played the music that we wanted to hear. There was a special playlist of b-boy songs, breakdance songs—I can rename right now about ten of them: “Give It Up or Turnit a Loose” by James Brown, “Get Into Something” by the Isley Brothers, “Listen to Me” by Baby Huey, “Melting Pot” by Booker T. & the M.G.’s. You got “Scorpio” by Dennis Coffey and the Detroit Guitar Band. “Shaft in Africa.” “Apache” by Michael Viner’s Incredible Bongo Band. A couple more James Brown songs you can put in there like “Soul Power” and “Sex Machine” and “Escap-ism,” “Make It Funky”—songs like that.


When you playing these songs, this is the time for the b-boys to do their thing, to create circles of people around them. People were competing inside that circle, they were doing acrobatics and flips and twists and all kinds of routines, and going down to the floor doing the splits like James Brown, doing footwork, like the best dancers I’ve ever seen.


So that was a typical Kool Herc party, and the music was incredible. And of course, he was on the microphone with an echo chamber, “Young ladies, don’t hurt nobody-body-body. It’s Kool Herc-Herc-Herc. Herculoids-loids-loids. Going down to the last stop-stop-stop-stop.” It was mystical and magical at the same time. It was disco, but it was ghetto disco.


Rahiem (Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five): It was his playlist that all of the other DJs who aspired to reach his level at the time in the Bronx played. That was Kool Herc’s contribution to hip-hop, his playlist.




WHAT WOULD BECOME known as hip-hop sprang from a foundation of DJs with powerful sound systems who operated around the same time as DJ Kool Herc in the early 1970s. Disco King Mario, who lived one floor above Paradise Gray, who would himself go on to help create X Clan, in the Bronxdale Houses projects, threw some of hip-hop’s earliest jams with his Chuck Chuck City crew. Disco King Mario and Afrika Bambaataa were both members of the Black Spades gang, and Mario lent equipment for some of Bambaataa’s earliest sets.


Pete DJ Jones, a transplant from North Carolina, was popular in Manhattan club circles. He was the first DJ who many, including Kurtis Blow, ever witnessed working two turntables and duplicate copies of the same record, which became the foundation for DJing, extending the breaks of funk and soul songs. Pete DJ Jones also served as a mentor to Grandmaster Flash.


Brooklyn’s Grandmaster Flowers is recognized as one of the earliest pioneers of hip-hop for mixing funk and disco records in sequence and throwing massive block parties. Flowers even opened for James Brown at Yankee Stadium in 1969.


They joined others, like Maboya and DJ Plummer, in laying a blueprint for hip-hop to emerge, but never reaping the attention, adulation, or financial windfall that followed.





Daddy-O (artist, producer, Stetsasonic): I think sometimes people think that the first time that equipment came out and people plugged into the streetlamps, it was hip-hop. That’s not true. The first time you’d seen the sound systems, it was people playing disco: Grandmaster Flowers, my boy Pete DJ Jones. And it was the reggae guys that was playing all the Lone Ranger stuff, the Sly & Robbie stuff, Bob Marley and the Wailers. Those were the first sound systems you saw on the street, was disco and reggae sound systems.


Paradise Gray (manager of the Latin Quarter, X Clan): I call my mother the Mother of Hip-Hop, because my first crate of records came from my living room. She was the one that introduced me to George Clinton, James Brown, Maceo [Parker], Bootsy [Collins], Sly and the Family Stone. So, a bunch of the breakbeats. When I finally heard Herc and Flowers and Bam and all of these guys playing the breakbeats, I had a whole bunch of those records already.


DJ Mister Cee (producer): That was the time when a lot of DJs was getting into the craft of DJing and buying them big kick-ass speakers—and I’m saying “kick-ass” because there used to be a sticker on the speaker that said “Kick Ass.” That was around that time that DJs would play outside and break into a lamppost. Nowadays, there’s an outlet in there. Back then, we would break into the lamppost and splice the wires up and connect to an extension cord. That’s how we would power up.


Paradise Gray (manager of the Latin Quarter, X Clan): Everything about hip-hop was illegal. Do you know how many laws were broken just to do an average street jam? We broke into the light poles. That’s breaking and entering. We cut the wires and we stole the electricity. That’s special services. We didn’t have no permits to do our jams outside in the streets. We just brought our equipment out and we did it. And we dared the police to try to fuck with us.


Sadat X (artist, Brand Nubian): The whole anticipation of seeing the DJ come; you’d see he’d have about two, three dudes carrying record crates. And just to watch them unfold the tables and put the turntables down and then people start coming and somebody might be making some food. All of a sudden, the music starts. It was like a carnival atmosphere.


DJ Mister Cee (producer): And that all came from Kool Herc from the Bronx and transferred all the way to us in Brooklyn.


Paradise Gray (manager of the Latin Quarter, X Clan): I think that the Bronx narrative of hip-hop is kind of flawed. And when I say it’s flawed, I’ll say that if the meal is hip-hop, maybe the chef was in the Bronx. But the ingredients existed long before the meal.


For me, [Disco King] Mario was the epitome of swag and style and flavor. He was a living, breathing Super Fly–Shaft that lived in your building. He was the well-dressed dude who had charisma, who knew how to dance. And Pete [DJ Jones] had a bar a block from my house. He was a consummate Black businessman in the community. And that seriousness that he brought to DJing and to just being the example of a Black man, was immeasurable in my life.


Kurtis Blow (artist, producer): Once [Kool Herc] started playing that playlist, that’s when he became the father of hip-hop. That’s when he became popular, and all the b-boys started flocking to his club because he played the music that we wanted to hear.


Easy A.D. (Cold Crush Brothers): He brought the jams out at the [nightclub] Hevalo and all different clubs. So, he brought the rhythm. That’s why they call him the father of hip-hop.


Rahiem (Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five): You went to these jams to get down. And when someone, another opponent, got in the circle with you, if you were a b-boy or b-girl, then it was your intent to burn them. Burning was basically like beating them in a dance battle. And so, b-boy culture was nomadic. Anywhere b-boys and b-girls knew that a DJ was going to be playing the beats, that’s where they went. And that was exclusive to the Bronx from about 1973 ’til about 1978.


Grandmaster Caz (Cold Crush Brothers): By the time I saw Herc, I was about fifteen. Seeing his sound system and seeing his party for the first time just totally blew me away. And when I first saw him in the club, that pretty much was the selling point for me as far as getting involved in hip-hop.


DJ Charlie Chase (Cold Crush Brothers): The first party I had attended with Herc, he was rocking. He had a big set and that’s what intrigued me, the size of his set. And he had Clark Kent [of the Herculoids] playing with him. And they were making announcements on the mic.


Kurtis Blow (artist, producer): He was the man on the microphone, Coke La Rock. He was more like a street dude, a street hustler. So he had the gift of gab and he used to talk a lot of smack. Herc was from Jamaica. He’s just getting to the Bronx and he meets Coke La Rock and Coke La Rock has all the lingo. So they became friends and partners.


Michael Holman (journalist): So, you’ve got DJs experimenting like Herc, like Bambaataa, like Grandmaster Flash, like Jazzy Jay, who are throwing parties in the park at night. In the Bronx River projects, you’ve got Bambaataa and the Zulu Nation, who reign supreme. In other neighborhoods, like near Sedgwick Avenue, you’ve got Kool Herc, and they all decide, “Well, since [Patti] LaBelle is playing downtown tonight and everybody’s going to be going down there, I’m going to have a party at the same time and all the kids who can’t go downtown are going to come to my party in the park.”


And people are partying and dancing to the DJs spinning records, and he’s playing all these disco hits for these middle school kids who can’t go downtown for a myriad of reasons and he has this automatic audience. But he is not being hired by a club downtown and isn’t being told what to play and what not to play. He can play what the fuck he wants to play, because it’s his party. No one’s paying him to do this. It’s for fun. It’s for love.


So, now they’re not tied into only playing disco records, he’s throwing in great dance hits like James Brown from ten years before. Oftentimes they would throw down some Caribbean or Jamaican hits, dub hits. Then crazy, wild people like Bambaataa, who was considered “King of Records,” would even throw in records that had no business being played at a Black and Brown uptown, urban party, but because there was an element in the song that was so funky you couldn’t deny it, he would throw it on, like the TV theme song of I Dream of Jeannie or the Monkees’ “Mary, Mary.”




THE ELEMENTS THAT created hip-hop rose through surrounding blight and institutional neglect in the South Bronx. The costly Cross Bronx Expressway, the vision of urban planner Robert Moses, wrought immense havoc and heartache. Completed in 1963 after fifteen years of construction, the first expressway built through an urban area bifurcated the Bronx, decimating and displacing mostly African American and Puerto Rican communities. Many of the residents who remained in the area relocated to massive public housing projects.


The South Bronx’s economy collapsed. Real estate values plummeted. Fires ravaged the area as arson became prevalent. Burned-out, gutted, and abandoned buildings constituted entire blocks. Drug consumption increased. The exodus in population resulted in the reduction of public programs. In October 1975, President Gerald R. Ford decided against offering federal assistance to New York, prompting the New York Daily News to run the infamous front-page headline: “FORD TO CITY: DROP DEAD.”


Throughout the 1960s, gangs like the Black Spades, Ghetto Brothers, Savage Skulls, and Seven Immortals rose to prominence as the decay in the South Bronx surged. They were comprised mostly of young Blacks and Latinos in search of community and protection. In December 1971, several gangs reached a truce at the Hoe Avenue Peace Meeting following the murder of Cornell “Black Benjy” Benjamin, a member of the Ghetto Brothers who had tried defusing a fight between two gangs. The truce is regarded by many as a vital component of hip-hop’s formation. Some leaders of gangs threw block parties as a means to build community and fellowship. While long-standing peace remained elusive, gang members were encouraged to not use violence against one another. Soon, some crews instead engaged in b-boy battles.





Lady B (artist, radio DJ, Philadelphia): It was a terrible time for the Black community. We were gang-stricken, pretty much like it is now, unfortunately. But hip-hop saved lives. We stop fighting with guns and knives and start battling with microphones and turntables.


Paradise Gray (manager of the Latin Quarter, X Clan): When I was a kid and Disco King Mario brought his equipment out and DJ’d in the Bronxdale projects, everybody would come together and cook they food, and drink they beer, listen to the music, dance with the girls. And if you messed up the block party, or you messed up a jam, the gangsters will beat the shit out of you.


The gangs were a part of hip-hop from day one. You had to regulate. If you didn’t have that kind of street credibility and juice, you couldn’t come out with your equipment, because you wouldn’t go home with your equipment.


Rahiem (Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five): Most of the crews that represented each block were ex–gang members. And so the gang element was still very, very present even though the gangs started to diminish—all they did was, instead of calling themselves a gang, they called themselves a crew. But most of them still behaved the way that a gang behaves.


Like for example, our security, Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five’s security, was called the Casanovas. And the Casanovas were all ex–Black Spades members. Just like the Zulu Nation that secured Bambaataa. Most of those guys were ex–Black Spades.




BORN LANCE TAYLOR, Afrika Bambaataa was a former member of the Black Spades gang who assembled the components of the brewing culture—DJing, MCing, graffiti, and b-boying—and united them within a singular community.


Bambaataa grew up in Soundview’s Bronx River Houses and gained inspiration from the indivisibility of the Zulu people of South Africa. Under Bambaataa, former gang members became DJs, MCs, b-boys, b-girls, and graffiti artists within his Zulu Nation. Bambaataa performed at the Bronx River Community Center and at block parties throughout the East Bronx in the mid-to-late 1970s. He developed a reputation as the “Master of Records” by compiling a vast and diverse collection, playing everything from hard rock to funk to classical music. Like DJ Kool Herc, he kept the source of his breakbeats hidden by blacking-out the names of records. A number of pioneering DJs and two notable crews of artists—the Jazzy Five (Master Ice, Mr. Freeze, Master Bee, Master Dee, and AJ Les) and the Soulsonic Force (Mr. Biggs, Pow Wow, and G.L.O.B.E.)—surfaced from the early days of the Zulu Nation.





MC Shy D (artist, producer): Those was fun days for me, because I was young, and Bambaataa, he used to get the speaker in the window, in the projects, and everybody gathered round the building and we just had good times out there.


Afrika Islam (DJ, Zulu Nation): The record part came in so heavy. [Grandmaster] Flash or [Grand Wizzard] Theodore, they might have ten crates of records, but if we came in at forty-two or fifty, we never had to repeat a record. We would just continuously come in and bang you in your head.


But because technique was coming from Theodore, technique was coming from Flash, the sound system was coming from Herc, the sound system was coming from Disco King Mario, music and categories and deepness was coming out of Afrika Bambaataa and the Zulu Kings, that was the formation of what became hip-hop culture.




THE DJS WHO could draw a crowd and, importantly, people who would pay to enter, transitioned from outdoor jams to indoor clubs and advertised their parties through artistic graffiti-inspired flyers. In 1975, DJ Kool Herc began performing at Hevalo, on 180th Street and Jerome Avenue, following an earlier stint at Twilight Zone. The following year, Sal Abbatiello started featuring hip-hop artists at the nearby Disco Fever. Arthur Armstrong, an early hip-hop promoter, ran the Ecstasy Garage Disco on Macombs Road. Ray Chandler operated the Black Door near Boston Road and 170th Street, and the Dixie Club. Afrika Bambaataa routinely performed at Ritchie T’s T-Connection.


These clubs joined early hotspots like Club 371, Harlem’s Charles Gallery, and the Renaissance Ballroom in Queens, where oftentimes former gang members provided the on-premises security.





Aaron Fuchs (president, Tuff City Records): I went to see Bambaataa at the T-Connection, which really was unforgettable.


I’m already thirty-two and the ferocity of the vibe, the electricity at the T-Connection, was turning me into a kid again. To see Bam and his DJs come to work. He had four guys behind him with record crates on their shoulders. It’s like a goddamn caravan, a combination of a caravan and a gang entry.


Afrika Islam (DJ, Zulu Nation): To call yourself a DJ at that time then, you needed vinyl. At that age, thirteen, fourteen, you got to remember this is all new. There were no limits at this stage. So everything we did was creatively new, each and every single time. And you adjusted every single week: that worked, this didn’t work.


Aaron Fuchs (president, Tuff City Records): Bambaataa letting me see his record collection . . . [DJ] Red Alert just told me a couple of months ago that that was very rare. It was like being given the Coca-Cola formula.


What it was, was this unprecedented mix of island music along with American Black music and a range of other more segregated American Black music like go-go, little bits of Haitian music, salsa. I knew right then and there I was privy to something important.


Whipper Whip (Fantastic Five): There’s only two people that make me stand there and be like, Wow, I could watch you guys play forever, and that’s Bambaataa and [DJ] Hollywood. ’Cause you never know what they’re going to play next.




THE UNIVERSAL ZULU Nation, an international hip-hop awareness group, figured prominently in the domestic and global spread of hip-hop. In the 1980s, the Zulu Nation dispatched members to spread hip-hop and messages of peace and unity. Branches opened around the world, from Japan to South Africa.*





Afrika Islam (DJ, Zulu Nation): Members of Zulu Nation are mastering their skill, being pulled out and planting seeds in all parts of the planet. As they flew out to Japan and China and Korea and California, they’re planting the seed because they were the real deal, how they act, walked, dressed. That’s some prophet shit, man. So, if hip-hop is around the world as a music form, then seventy-five percent of it belongs to that Zulu Nation.


Muhammad Islam (Zulu Nation): The greatest impact of Zulu Nation was the spread of hip-hop, not only the rap form, [but] the whole movement [of] the DJing, the graffiti as art, the b-boying, properly known as breakdancing, but also adding that fifth element, which is the thought, intellect, the mind, bringing all this stuff together as a worldwide movement. Certainly the Zulu Nation was paramount in pushing this all over the world, from Brazil to Argentina, to Japan to France and England and Germany. They were pushing the whole idea of hip-hop as a culture and not just a music form.




GRANDMASTER FLASH, BORN Joseph Saddler, evolved the craft that Kool Herc and Afrika Bambaataa had started by inserting finesse and technique into DJing. He moved to the South Bronx from Barbados with his family in the 1960s. He studied his father’s extensive (and forbidden) record collection, and learned how electronics worked by taking them apart and reassembling them. He studied DJ Kool Herc, trying to figure out his method for maintaining the beat, and in the 1970s Grandmaster Flash became a DJing partner with DJ Mean Gene Livingston, who advanced to form the L Brothers.


Among Grandmaster Flash’s many contributions was his “quick mix” theory, a discovery that served as a backbone for hip-hop music. He found that by using two copies of the same record he could play the breakbeat on one, while searching for the break on the second with his mixer and syncing it to play as soon as the first had finished. He had transformed his turntables into a musical instrument and eventually marked the breaks on the records by hand.





Rahiem (Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five): Between 1976 and ’77, a DJ named Grandmaster Flash created this technique on the turntables. It changed everything.


Right before Grandmaster Flash became notable, there was a time period in which aspiring DJs didn’t have two turntables and a mixer, because that was pretty expensive at the time.


Afrika Islam (DJ, Zulu Nation): How many sixteen-year-olds are going to come up with [the money for] a fully made sound system?


Rahiem (Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five): So, aspiring DJs made these tapes that we called pause-button tapes. When you first pop a cassette in a tape recorder, there was a blank space in which you would just hear white noise. So, pause-button tape DJs would record whatever song that they’re recording, they would go past the lead bit of the cassette to where the actual recording started, because they would want the beat to start as soon as the tape started.


So they would do that back and forth and it kind of sounded like a DJ was cutting the record back and forth, almost on beat. Some people who were exceptional at it would be able to catch it on beat a few times, but not as consistently as a DJ who was cutting it back and forth on two turntables. And then these tapes started to circulate of their parties with Flash on the turntables. And that’s what actually compelled me to want to go see him, because I needed to see what he was actually doing with my own two eyes on the turntables.


Kurtis Blow (artist, producer): B-boying was the main thing about a Kool Herc party. A Flash party was more about Flash and you standing out in front of a stage watching Flash on those turntables cut it up.


Rahiem (Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five): The contrasting difference between going to a Kool Herc party and going to the Grandmaster Flash party was that [Kool Herc] didn’t cut the records back and forth. He just placed the needle on the record and let the records play, and b-boys and b-girls would go off whenever the breakbeats did play.


Grandmaster Flash would only play what he deemed the dope part of the beat, which was the break. And so, as a result of that, and as a result of his ability to catch the beat back and forth from turntable to turntable, there was never a lull in the activity or the excitement, because he was constantly cutting and scratching records. By that time, b-boys started to be kind of fading out because instead of coming to our parties to dance, they would be more like spectators watching what Flash was doing.




THROUGHOUT THE MID-1970S, a number of innovative, pioneering DJs emerged who would create and increase the popularity of the nascent culture. They included: Grand Wizzard Theodore (credited with discovering scratching), Disco Wiz, Kool DJ AJ, Breakout, Baron, Jazzy Jay, Grand Mixer DXT, and Charlie Chase.





DJ Charlie Chase (Cold Crush Brothers): At the time, everybody was bit by the bug. I was bit early. I became a disco DJ in ’75. At the beginning of ’76 is when I became a hip-hop DJ.


Bill Stephney (Bomb Squad, Def Jam): The way hip-hop happened in that late ’70s period, it was relatively sudden and so distinct from anything else that was going on with the use of the turntables and the extended beats. It relates to the language and the dress and the diversity, too, of the Bronx, especially of having Blacks and Latinos and even a handful of white kids too, all going to parties and not even thinking twice about it, when there were gang wars a year or two before. All of it, in this time, just crystallizes.


DJ Charlie Chase (Cold Crush Brothers): There were a lot of Latino DJs in my neighborhood, and they all started going to jams. We were having battles between us, and we had our own rivalries.


What actually started to introduce Latinos was when I met [DJ] Tony Tone. Tony was already established with Breakout, who was already DJing with Bam and Herc and Islam and everybody in the majors. Tony and I, right off the bat, we hit it off. So he became my crew. He introduced me to Bam. He introduced me to Islam. He introduced me to everybody. That’s how I broke into the scene.


When I met these guys, I was already an established DJ. I was making mixtapes. All these people that I met, already knew of me, but hadn’t met me. The problem they were having was they thought I was Black, because of the way I was cutting.




WITH DISCO’S POPULARITY reaching its apex, some pioneering DJs and MCs played to the older crowd in a scene separate from the hip-hop music being established in the Bronx. DJ Hollywood, born Anthony Holloway, was influenced by the likes of Jocko Henderson, Pigmeat Markham, Gil Scott-Heron, and Rudy Ray Moore. Hollywood is credited with introducing hip-hop-style rapping through his call-and-response set and syncopated rhyming. He worked the turntables and microphone to become a lucrative earner and a regular at Harlem’s famed Apollo Theater throughout the mid to late 1970s.


Russell Simmons, who would advance to help make hip-hop mainstream through the cofounding of Def Jam Recordings, credits Eddie Cheeba—a friend of DJ Hollywood and a popular disco DJ—as being the first person he ever witnessed rapping live. Lovebug Starski, born Kevin Smith, had worked with both Pete DJ Jones and DJ Hollywood, and served as the house DJ at Disco Fever in the Bronx. He merged the styles used by the DJs in the Bronx with the one employed by DJ Hollywood.





Kurtis Blow (artist, producer): He had the golden voice, DJ Hollywood. He just sounded like quality, professional, top of the line, the class of New York. He was a master of the crowd response. And the third thing was his rhythmic rap—he was the first one I saw do [it]. The MCs before him, Coke La Rock and Eddie Cheeba, KC the Prince of Soul, Jay the Disco King—they would just talk on the mic, like, “You’re listening to the sounds of New York City’s number one DJ, Pete DJ Jones-Jones-Jones,” with the echo chamber.


Russell Simmons (cofounder, Def Jam): Eddie Cheeba, I walked in. I just smoked a bag of zootie, which is red-devil angel dust, and I heard it. It was not only hearing him, it was the performance. It was Easy G cutting the records. It was Eddie Cheeba rapping. He had on a plaid jacket from A. J. Lester’s, which was the slick shit that we wore in the hood. We sold drugs just so we could get that jacket.


We’re talking about a performance. . . . It stuck in my head. “On, and on, and on, and on, like hot butter on what?”


The crowd would say, “Popcorn.”


They were already ahead of me, like, I missed something.


He wasn’t DJing and rapping. He had Easy G cutting and he wasn’t echo-chambering his name. His poetry, his showmanship, it was like nothing I’d seen before. And the crowd participation. It was magical.


I wanted to promote parties, and instantly I wanted to promote him. I used to think that I was safe doing what I was doing, considering it was just weed, and then when it wasn’t weed it was coca leaf incense. I knew people selling heroin. I wasn’t doing that. I was doing what I thought was fairly safe, and here’s freedom—here’s complete safety and here’s something I love.


Kurtis Blow (artist, producer): You were great if you got two hundred dollars a night. But Hollywood started charging five hundred dollars and that was incredible. And this is another thing he also did—if you hired a DJ, the DJ would bring his equipment and play all night. Hollywood, he would just come with his records—you had to have your equipment, your turntables, your sound system, everything together—and he’d come in and just rock the house for a hour, and then go to the next spot. So pretty soon, he’s going to about four or five clubs a night on a Friday, Saturday night. And he was making five hundred dollars a night doing this. So that mobile DJ, he put that into play.


Russell Simmons (cofounder, Def Jam): Hollywood would go somewhere and five thousand people would show up. He’d go out to Coney Island or City College and open up for Evelyn “Champagne” King. Hollywood played the Apollo. His name stayed on the awning. He was the star. He would bring the big crowd and he would get them to pay five dollars and fifty cents. Five dollars and fifty cents back then, not a dollar to come to your neighborhood, there’s a dramatic difference.


Keith Shocklee (producer, Bomb Squad): Hollywood would be at Broadway International. That’s a nightclub. We got to see Maboya and Flowers, Grandmaster Flowers, and them. You had to go to an event that they were throwing because they had to bring their sound system. And that was different places a lot of time. But Hollywood, when they opened up Broadway International, he was always there. Eddie Cheeba would get down there. That’s how we heard them all the time.


Kool Moe Dee (artist, Treacherous Three): There are two different strands of hip-hop: the Hollywood side with the call-and-response, over disco records; and the Herc side is a similar thing, but is old breakbeats and b-boy records. The merging of those two is what really forms what we’re calling today’s modern hip-hop. Which if you trace further back, you can go until the gospel quartets and see that those styles were around way before we were there, because that’s where you got Pigmeat Markham and Jocko [Henderson] and all the guys that were doing it at a time when it just never caught fire and never created the landscape that we did, where everybody that was a teenager at that time, and I’m talking mid to late ’70s, everybody was caught up in what we now call hip-hop.


DMC (artist, Run-DMC): If you listen to early rap, everybody would use disco. People minds is blown away how connected disco’s presentation was, just a hybrid form or cousin of hip-hop. But people forget the Fat Boys was called the Disco 3 when they first came out. So it was all disco, because it was about the records and the music.


Bill Adler (journalist, Def Jam publicist): It was new, but it wasn’t unprecedented. I listened to the Last Poets and I knew about Gil Scott-Heron and I knew about the oral tradition in African American culture. I heard it in the tradition and having heard that, it was remarkable anyways.


Kool Moe Dee (artist, Treacherous Three): Being eight and nine while it’s happening, you’re aware of it, but you’re not really able to participate in it. So, by the time I’m fourteen, I get to hear Lovebug Starski, not only at a block party, but I heard him at a place they called the Renaissance in New York. He was the first, in my opinion, the first DJ/MC, because the DJ had a mic, that would do a combination of the hip-hop breakbeat stuff and the R&B, Hollywood stuff. So he was a combination, in my opinion, of Herc and Hollywood. And I always felt that the two sides were necessary in order to be very functional.




AS THE PROGRAM director of WBLS-FM, legendary DJ Frankie Crocker maintained a sizable influence over popular music and, perhaps, an unwitting one in hip-hop’s evolution and growth. Crocker was already known in New York City by the time he arrived at WBLS in the early 1970s. He propelled the station’s ratings by introducing the urban contemporary format and playing a wide range of selections, including disco, R&B, and hip-hop music. On air, Crocker defined the charismatic master of ceremonies, delivering imitable rhymes that provided a blueprint for future artists and signing off each night to “Moody’s Mood for Love.”


Though wary of a changing of the guard, Crocker did not deny hip-hop music’s popularity. He broke some of the earliest hip-hop records and hired Mr. Magic, hip-hop’s groundbreaking radio DJ, to WBLS.





DJ Mister Cee (producer): If you wanted to get on the radio and you lived in New York City in the late ’70s and the ’80s, then Frankie Crocker was one of your idols.


Bill Stephney (Bomb Squad, Def Jam): He’s not probably hip-hop as we define it today, but there was a point when the culture itself was sort of like the mafia. La Cosa Nostra, I think that the English translation is “This thing of ours,” and that’s sort of what hip-hop was as it was developing from the Bronx and from Harlem and through the New York area. It was a DJ-driven party culture. And whether you’re DJ Hollywood as an MC or even the other rappers, MCs who came up, they’re all influenced in terms of tone, phrasing, attitude by Frankie Crocker. The literal term MC, master of ceremony, that’s really based on what Frankie Crocker did either on the radio or at parties or at concerts.


DJ Mister Cee (producer): First and foremost, with Frankie Crocker, his voice was very distinctive. At that time, it was just true New York radio. It wasn’t called Black radio; it was just radio. So, you would hear Michael Jackson, then you would hear a Madonna record, and then you would hear Prince, and then you would hear Hall & Oates. It wasn’t pigeonholed. Whatever the Black community liked, whether the artist was white or wherever they came from, Frankie Crocker was playing the record. That was a big, big deal as well, which is why so many white artists from that era got appreciated by Black people, the Madonnas and the Tears for Fears and the Hall & Oates.


Jeff Sledge (A&R, Jive Records): He was the program director, so he played what he felt. He would go out to a club the night before and hear this new girl, Madonna, who’s got this song called “Holiday.” He would play it that next day. Like, “Yo, I heard this record in the club. This shit’s hot.” He was playing test pressings and he was playing records that aren’t even affiliated with just major labels. He’s just playing the hot shit.


Bill Stephney (Bomb Squad, Def Jam): In many respects, I don’t know if hip-hop happens in New York without Frankie Crocker and without the variety of music that Frankie Crocker, as a Black program director, played in devising the most varied music format that any radio station had offered anywhere. Here was a guy who could play “I Got My Mind Made Up” by Instant Funk, into “Stars in Your Eyes” by Herbie Hancock, into “New York, New York” by Frank Sinatra, and fifteen-year-old Black kids in Brooklyn would be into it.


And the parties that we attended in the late ’70s, early ’80s, in the area, reflected that variety. Bam and Herc and Flash and Spectrum City, Pete DJ Jones, King Charles, the Disco Twins, and Infinity, all these folks who were DJing, generally reflected the nuanced diverse playlist of what Frankie did. You couldn’t hear that anywhere else.




NEW YORK CITY teetered on the brink in the summer of 1977. Economic stagnation and soaring unemployment crippled the city. The serial killer known as the Son of Sam stalked victims, while a sweltering heat wave pummeled the five boroughs.


On the evening of July 13, successive lightning strikes strained the area’s overburdened power grid and plunged most of the city into pitch-blackness. Confusion and chaos quickly ensued. People took to neighborhood streets and some ransacked stores.


The lights remained off for more than a day. In that time, more than 1,500 businesses had been vandalized. Consolidated Edison, the city’s power provider, labeled the outage as an “an act of God.” A congressional study estimated that the damages and losses totaled more than $300 million.


While most sought food and domestic necessities, some trained their attention on electronics stores, breaking down doors and snatching equipment. For them, the darkness provided an opportunity to finally build their own audio system or reap the profits from secondhand sales. Overnight and under darkness, new DJs started populating the area. Crews formed after mixing and matching newly gained equipment to form a cohesive system.


Some dismiss the notion that the blackout provided a catalyst for hip-hop’s uprising, that the ingredients for the genre were already in circulation and simmering, and the hypothesis of lightning bolts helping to spark the genre is too tidy a narrative. Others who lived in New York City at the time of the blackout insist that the event helped jump-start the early scene.





DJ Charlie Chase (Cold Crush Brothers): The night before [the blackout in] ’77, I was in a band and we had a gig in Brooklyn. The next day, I was so exhausted, I did something that I never did in my life and that was go home early. I was home and I was laying in bed and I remember just nodding out and watching television, and all of a sudden: poof.


Rahiem (Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five): I’m in the backyard of the housing complex I grew up in, playing basketball. It was about to get dark outside and the streetlights were just coming on, and I went up for a jump shot, and just as it was going in the basket, one by one, the lights began to go out. We didn’t think anything of it at the time, and then we looked up and no lights in any building for as far as the eye could see were on.


MC Debbie D (artist, South Bronx): All of a sudden it was like click, click, click, click, and everybody’s looking around, like, “What’s going on?” But nobody’s paying it no mind, because we’re all just thinking, There’s some short here, but this is going to come back on. But it doesn’t. And nobody’s really going inside, because it’s still hot outside. I lived on the nineteenth floor. So it’s like, we got to walk upstairs? So people are not really rushing to go upstairs. Everybody’s just hanging out outside.


Easy A.D. (Cold Crush Brothers): You didn’t realize what was happening. The lights went out, but we didn’t understand, like, The lights, they’re not coming back on.


DJ Charlie Chase (Cold Crush Brothers): It was hot as hell. My windows were open and at first, stillness. At first, everybody’s wondering what’s going on. You hear a lot of chatter, people screaming, “Apagar las luces. Apagar las luces.”


Easy A.D. (Cold Crush Brothers): Everybody froze for a second, and they was like, “Blackout.”


MC Debbie D (artist, South Bronx): And then people start opening up the fire hydrant, because it’s hot. The reason for the blackout is because it was an eleven-day heat wave. By the time you get to this eleventh day, the electricity is so overused in New York City, that that’s what caused the blackout.


DJ Mister Cee (producer): Right in front of my building in my projects [in Brooklyn], we cracked open that fire hydrant. All we did that whole day was, we just had water fights. Throwing water on each other that whole day. We had a blast in my projects.


Easy A.D. (Cold Crush Brothers): Immediately, people started pulling gates up and going into the store. I can honestly say to you that I was immensely afraid of my mom, because if you brought something home that wasn’t yours, it was a major problem. So I didn’t go into the store.


Whipper Whip (Fantastic Five): When that jumped off, yo, trust, I ain’t even step outside. Whip ain’t near none of that stuff. I stayed home; I was safe ’cause I was a youngin’. My parents are Puerto Rican. They ain’t play that. “You ain’t going nowhere.” We in the house with candles taking care of the fort.


Grandmaster Caz (Cold Crush Brothers): The blackout was scary as hell. We were DJing with another crew at the park, and all of a sudden the lights started going out and we thought that we had blew out the power, because we were attached to the light pole. But not only did the set go out, the entire block went out, and the whole Bronx went out.


It was pandemonium after that. It was like everybody realized at the same time, “Oh, shit. Blackout. Run for the stores.” And everybody just fanned out, all different directions, toward stores.


MC Debbie D (artist, South Bronx): People would go to supermarkets and get shopping carts and then go to the store and pull out a whole TV. And you know Black folks, they didn’t have nothing. Because for the most part, and particularly in the South Bronx, it’s predominantly Blacks and Puerto Ricans. So we’re all poor.


We think hip-hop, we just think of equipment. But people was taking mattresses, couches—and remember, this is the ’70s, so they had them big old Cadillac cars. If you had a top-down Cadillac, you know all the stuff you could put in there?


Rahiem (Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five): We walked to the neighborhood supermarket and looked in the window; we didn’t see any employees and the lights were off. So, we picked up a big steel trash can and threw it through the plate-glass window and we all just went in. And it was about maybe thirty of us. We got a sledgehammer and we beat the safe until we unhinged it from the ground. And we walked with the safe up to this tenement building, and took the safe in the basement, and a few OGs [original gangsters] that was down with one of the gangs called the Peacemakers, broke the safe open and they divided up the money and the food stamps. I was fourteen and they gave me, from what I remember, sixteen hundred dollars in food stamps and about twelve hundred in cash. That was my cut.


And so I took the money, the food stamps home, gave my mom some, stashed the rest in my air-conditioner duct, and then went to this store called Sneaker King because I heard that that store had gotten looted, but that if I hurried up I could get myself some free sneakers. When I got to Sneaker King, I walked in there and came out with two tall kitchen trash bags filled with boxes of sneakers all my size.


MC Debbie D (artist, South Bronx): Kids was wilding out. They was just running into stores and seeing what they could get. The alarms are going off. By the time you see it on TV, it’s just crazy.


Muhammad Islam (security manager, A Tribe Called Quest): We was poverty like crazy in the hood. You seen an opportunity to take some pants, some TVs, whatever the case may be, it happened.


DJ Charlie Chase (Cold Crush Brothers): GLI is a company [that sells] audio equipment. At the time, they were a very popular company. They had a GLI store on the Concourse, right down the block from my house. And they got hit hard. They smashed the glass, and they took everything. They had some crazy, crazy, crazy equipment in the windows, and that store was completely cleaned out. That’s one of the places Caz told me he made a stop at that night.


Grandmaster Caz (Cold Crush Brothers): I didn’t get a whole lot of stuff, because I was there trying to protect my own equipment that was in the street, but I did run around the corner to the place I got my first DJ set from. I ran right around the corner to that place, helped pull the gate down, kicked the glass down and everything, and pulled me a mixer out of there.


DJ Charlie Chase (Cold Crush Brothers): A lot of motherfuckers had GLI speakers now.


DJ Clark Kent* (producer): That’s when I got my first set of turntables. I was this young boy who was deep with learning how to DJ, and I never had my own set. I just wanted to be equipped. I just wanted my own turntables. If I was smart enough back then I would have thought, Yeah, you’re gonna need an amplifier and some speakers, too. But it was just me and my cousin, we couldn’t take all that.


MC Shy D (artist, producer): They was tearing them stores up. Bambaataa had the main equipment in Bronx River, the big stuff, but you had guys fifteen, sixteen, they started coming out with their little mini-sets. Bambaataa influenced everybody, but that blackout, everybody went crazy, man. People got equipment and everything.


DJ Clark Kent (producer): It definitely helped me. I definitely got a turntable and a mixer out of the situation. I’m from an impoverished neighborhood, and we did whatever we could to do whatever we wanted to do. Life in the hood.


MC Debbie D (artist, South Bronx): How else were you going to get it?


Rahiem (Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five): We used to have after-school programs that we could count on and go play ball and get extra support with your schoolwork. But the federal funding for those programs were all cut. And as a result, most of the kids were left to the streets. So that’s why the gang violence became so prevalent. But then, hip-hop gave people options.


In 1977, the blackout is what changed the scope of things, and it really gave the majority of kids who would have probably been victimized or involved in gang violence in some way, it gave them an option. Gang violence began to diminish because being involved in hip-hop culture, it gave latchkey kids something. Their parents weren’t home when they got home from school; eventually they’re going to be out in the street with no supervision, left to their own devices.


Paradise Gray (manager of the Latin Quarter, X Clan): Before the blackout, people in the Bronx had horrible sound systems. Queens and Brooklyn had the full banging systems at the beginning. But not too many people in the Bronx could afford big sound systems until after the blackout. Then, everybody had sound.


Rahiem (Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five): The blackout of 1977 is what helped to spawn a multitude of aspiring hip-hop practitioners, because prior to that, the majority of aspiring DJs didn’t have two turntables and a mixer or the speakers. So, when the blackout happened, it just seems that everybody got the same idea at the same time. And when the lights came back on in New York City, everybody had DJ equipment.


MC Debbie D (artist, South Bronx): When you get to the blackout, it shifts hip-hop. It’s a pivotal moment, because like a week later, everybody was a DJ. Everybody.




IN CHICAGO, ON July 12, 1979, the White Sox hosted Disco Demolition Night; the idea came from a Chicago shock jock who detested the genre of dance music. In New York City, the famed doors of Studio 54 shuttered after its founders, Steve Rubell and Ian Schrager, pleaded guilty to tax evasion.


As fast as disco had risen, its popularity evaporated. The environment that allowed the culture and genre of hip-hop to blossom required dual rejections: the older disco scene rebuffing the younger crowd, and the new generation turning its back on disco in favor of its own creation.





Easy A.D. (Cold Crush Brothers): Disco was prominent. I loved Donna Summer, but I didn’t like disco.


DMC (artist, Run-DMC): Disco was so powerful, such a creative, artistic explosion of newness, that the greatest rock and roll bands wanted to get with it. So they got their two cents in because they didn’t just make great disco records, they made great records.


Bill Adler (journalist, Def Jam publicist): The disco thing happens—and I don’t disparage it because it was formulaic, although I think it was—I think it’s because it was very much a producer’s music. It didn’t build artists. There were some wonderful records, but there were no artists built. So that’s not a formula for something that’s going to last, and it didn’t last.


DMC (artist, Run-DMC): When that statement went nationwide, that “disco sucks,” it died. When disco died, hip-hop came alive. Punk rock came alive.


Kurtis Blow (artist, producer): I’m a b-boy and so I used to go out to the Hollywood parties, and I’d start dancing. And if I go down to the floor, they looked at me like I’m crazy. And they didn’t like it. “No, no. We don’t play that here.” Because they were adults. They were wearing shoes and suits and ties and silk dresses, and the b-boys were younger. They were wearing sneakers and jeans and hats backwards, sweat suits. [Grandmaster] Flash used to call them the shoe people and the sneaker people.


Easy A.D. (Cold Crush Brothers): People who wasn’t involved in the culture and didn’t really have a stake in it just couldn’t understand what we were doing, because they didn’t relate to something that was young and new and innovative.


Right now, you could say I was just rhyming, but no, you was delivering information that was created by yourself. I just liked the art of being able to express yourself with words and be able to say it on a microphone, and people be in awe of you delivering your rhymes. To be an MC, you had to write your own stuff. You had to be original.


The aspect of hip-hop culture changing, it wasn’t just about just playing records. It was about DJing, it was about MCing, so it was more of a show.


MC Debbie D (artist, South Bronx): The DNA of a pioneer MC is your skills on the mic. That’s all we want to know. We’re not interested in nothing else. That’s what made that MC a bonafide MC, because you knew to write those lyrics, you had a whole lot of papers on the floor, because you had to flip it until you got it.


DJ Charlie Chase (Cold Crush Brothers): I came from a neighborhood where we were always playing some kind of sports. We had finished playing a baseball game out in Arthur Park and we was walking home [past] this little park. And there was this one cat who was out there with a little speaker and a microphone, playing some music.


And what caught my attention about him was that he wasn’t rhyming or anything like that, but he was just saying things, making people want to stop and take notice and kind of making people feel good about it. He was playing beats, and the audience was engaged. I was pretty impressed with it.


After a few years, I found out that the person who was in the park was Grandmaster Caz.


Grandmaster Caz (Cold Crush Brothers): The difference, to me, is the struggle. Most of the people that you see in hip-hop that got big sound systems and they had this major equipment, they had major money, too. Little ragtime DJs like myself, we took the scraps that were around us and made something out of nothing.


Beat on a car, and then you’re saying rhymes to it and then attract a whole crowd around you. We beating in the schools. Beating on the elevator. Just making beats and rhyming to beats until the shit finally made sense.


Easy A.D. (Cold Crush Brothers): We needed something to change the way that we felt. We didn’t call it hip-hop at the time, but the music and the rhyming and the creative mind came out. So out of something that would be unattractive came something elegant and phenomenal and groundbreaking.


At every level that you can imagine, it turned the world upside-down. The Bronx went from being decayed into something beautiful. The vibration of the music and the combination of bringing all those elements together, you had to be in there to feel it, because most of the time people only experience the music. But when you have all those elements in one place together, then you understand the essence of the hip-hop culture.


Afrika Islam (DJ, Zulu Nation): We made lemonade from lemons.


I guess we partied from the soul, that’s the only word that I can really put it. We partied from the soul and enjoyed music because it was free.


 


_________


* In 2016, Afrika Bambaataa relinquished his role as head of the Zulu Nation following allegations made by multiple men of sexual abuse.


* A different Clark Kent performed with DJ Kool Herc and the Herculoids.










02 THE RIGHT MENU


New York City 1978–1981




By the late 1970s, trailblazing New York City crews—like the Three MC’s, the L Brothers, the Funky 4, and the Treacherous Three—were sprouting up. These acts consisted of several MCs typically centered around a DJ.


The crews competed against one another for attention and popularity, sparking the need for originality in their routines. Taking cues from acts like the Temptations and the Jackson 5, whom these groups had grown up watching, they transformed the once DJ-centric sets into concert-like atmospheres. Soon, the MCs had evolved into the main draw at parties.


It would still take a while for the coalescing genre to be known as “hip-hop,” but the first use of the term is mostly credited to Keith “Cowboy” Wiggins around 1978, while Lovebug Starski pioneered the use of the phrase in performances, and Afrika Bambaataa adopted the term as a unifying description for the culture.





Rahiem (Funky 4): I wasn’t there, but I know that story to be true. Prior to everyone trying to stake a claim and being the first at whatever in hip-hop, Lovebug Starski and Cowboy and Busy Bee Starski used to say “hip-hop, hip-hop.” That was a part of the styling of their rhymes. So, according to Cowboy and the other members of the group, he was paying homage to one of his friends who just got recruited to go into the army. On the mic, he started calling cadence as though his friend were marching. And so that’s why he did the “hip-hip, hip-hop” thing.


Obviously, he didn’t coin the phrase “hip-hop” in the context that the term represented the culture that we are all now practitioners of. He coined the phrase in that it was his way of paying homage to his homeboy. And then I would say that Lovebug Starski made it more popular, and I think it was Afrika Bambaataa who actually called our culture the hip-hop culture.




GRANDMASTER FLASH SHOWED little interest in holding a microphone like other DJs as he worked the turntables. Instead, he offered the microphone to people in the crowd. At one performance Keith “Cowboy” Wiggins commandeered it and showcased a talent for moving the party along and drawing attention away from the performances of the b-boys and b-girls.


Brothers Nathaniel “Kid Creole” and Melvin “Melle Mel” Glover joined him to form the Three MC’s. In an effort to outshine Kool Herc’s MCs, they introduced expressive rhyming and the element of poetry into the scene, establishing a template for other MCs to follow.





Kurtis Blow (artist, producer): We had stopped breakdancing by then, that was like ’77, ’78. All the breakdancers became MCs. Everybody wanted to be like the Furious Five and Melle Mel and DJ Hollywood, Eddie Cheeba, Lovebug Starski, people like that. We put up our break-dancing shoes and we became MCs.


Whipper Whip (Fantastic Five): When I saw Flash and the Three MC’s and I hear Mel and Creole and Cowboy, that was one hell of a combination of guys, because they each did something different. Mel was a hardcore MC. Fuckin’ Kid Creole would tear that echo chamber up and just make music sound beautiful. And Cowboy did all the cadences and had all the crowd responses. You put that together, I was like, Holy shit.


Kool Moe Dee (artist, Treacherous Three): I started being known as a guy that would come in and rhyme as a highlight to the show. And I would not only do it at a cadence that’s fast, but I would use vocabulary in ways that most people didn’t do.




THE BROTHERS DISCO featured DJ Breakout and DJ Baron and their powerful sound system, the “Mighty Mighty Sasquatch.” They often performed along with the Funky 4 (eventually known as Funky 4 + 1), a group that included MC Sha-Rock, regarded as the first female MC.





MC Sha-Rock (Funky 4): I started out as a b-girl in 1976. I started rhyming with the Brothers Disco. In the early part of ’78, we formed the original Funky 4. It was me, Rahiem, Keith Keith, and K.K. Rockwell.


I became the first female MC as part of an all-male group, and the first female MC to help move the culture forward [with] the style of rhyme and how we created the cadence, the back-and-forth.


I modeled my skills off of Melle Mel, because Melle Mel was an entertainer first. I wanted people to respond to me and be mesmerized by [me] the same way they was with Melle Mel, but on a female level. So now everybody’s trying to find also a female to be able to deal with me. The only females that was really on the street that was rocking at the time, that people knew, was the Mercedes Ladies, and it was MC Sha-Rock.




WITH THE ADDITION of Mr. Ness, also known as Scorpio, Grandmaster Flash’s Three MC’s grew into the Furious Four. Others grappled for attention, and the Furious Four often had to defend their crown. One early pivotal battle occurred between the Furious Four and the up-and-coming Funky 4 MCs. The Furious Four went first, winning that night—and a couple days later, too—by convincing the Funky 4’s Rahiem to join their group.





Rahiem (Funky 4): May 11, 1979, at the Webster Avenue PAL [Police Athletic League of New York City] in the Bronx. We had a really, really great performance in store for this battle. Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Four, they were the most popular, and Breakout and Baron and the Funky 4, we were, I guess, the number one contenders because there weren’t really a lot of other MC groups out at that time.


MC Sha-Rock (Funky 4): We were going to go on before the Furious Four. We knew that there were other people that were battling, but we were only concerned with the Furious Four because we felt like no one out there was on the level as the Furious Four.


Rahiem (Funky 4): The Cold Crush had not formed yet. In fact, DJ Tony Tone of the Cold Crush Brothers was a member of Breakout and Baron’s organization, the Brothers Disco. He was down with us at that time. So, all of the things that we practiced leading up to this battle, when we got to the PAL and it was time for the show to start, Flash and the Furious Four opted to go on before us.


MC Sha-Rock (Funky 4): It’s about eleven, twelve at night. People tired because they’re hollering and they’re screaming. So we knew our position was good, because we were going on before the Furious Four.


Then the guys that put the show together came up to us and said, “Look, we changing stuff up. The Furious are going to go on before you all.”


So we were like, Fuck.


Rahiem (Funky 4): They were supposed to be the headliner. And when they got on before us, it made sense because they did everything pretty much what we rehearsed, like our whole game plan.


MC Sha-Rock (Funky 4): Everything that they did, we were going to do.


Rahiem (Funky 4): It was as if they had a spy sitting in the room with us taking notes about what we intended to do for this battle. The foundation of what they did was basically the foundation of what we were going to do. So when it was our turn to go on stage, it made me not want to do any of what we rehearsed. And it was my call because I created most of our routines.


MC Sha-Rock (Funky 4): Rahiem was like, “My throat hurt,” and we was like, “Aw, come on, man, we got to get them.”


Rahiem (Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five): So, when I got on the mic, instead of doing what we planned to do, I just spit my best rhymes and didn’t stop until I ran out of words. And that made the audience cheer me on like crazy, and Flash and them were standing in the audience ice-grilling us at first. But then after I was going for like ten, fifteen minutes straight, they started to cheer me on with the audience.


And then a couple of days later, Melle Mel and Mr. Ness showed up at my mom’s house and asked me if I would be willing to join their group. And from then on, we called ourselves the Furious Five.


MC Sha-Rock (Funky 4 + 1): I decided to leave [the Funky 4] simply because Rahiem and I was very close. We were like sisters and brothers. I respected his gift of gab on the microphone. Rahiem brought a lot to the game, simply because he was the first person that I knew of that would sing and harmonize at the same time. That was one reason why Melle Mel and Flash wanted him. I left because it was never told to me that Rahiem wanted to go on to some other place, and we were close.


And then when Rahiem went over to the Furious Five, I came back. Now remember, I’m a founding member of the Funky 4, but when I came back, they had two new members, Rodney C and Jazzy Jeff. So it became the +1.




WITH THE REJECTION of disco by an emerging, younger generation complete, hip-hop began its transformation into a dominant art form and culture, sourced and built almost entirely by neglected youth.





DMC (artist, Run-DMC): It was the young hip-hop that was the voice that I related to, because it was the voice of the streets. It was Lil Rodney C and them and Sha-Rock. They were closer to who I was.


The Bronx was burning. It was a fucking war zone. Street gangs up in Harlem, Super Fly, all this shit. And these young brothers and sisters, the Puerto Ricans and the Black people and the youth up there, were making all of these creative rhymes.


The [DJ] Hollywoods and the Kurtis Blows and the Eddie Cheebas and the older dudes that was already doing it in the clubs, they were the men.


But the Funky 4s and the Moe Dees and the Busy Bee Starskis and the Cold Crush and the Jazzy Five MCs and the fuckin’ Soulsonic Force and Bambaataa and the Zulu Nation and the fucking Mean Machine, they spoke my language. They was the ones giving the CNN way of life of the streets for the younger kids, because we wasn’t in the clubs yet.


It was fucking Moe. It was Caz, it was Mel. It was fuckin’ Lil Rodney C. It was Sha-Rock. Those were my influences. The outcasts of this shit.


There was the hip-hop disco thing, which was cool, but it wasn’t what Moe and them was doing in Harlem World. If that shit would’ve been signed back then, that shit would’ve changed the world. That would’ve did what Run-DMC did when we came along. Before, it didn’t become an art form. The MC was just the voice of the party. And if you could out–master ceremony the next dude, you could create a reputation for yourself.


It wasn’t until it was about rocking rhymes that would take it to another whole level.


And the early rhymes were just phrases until guys like Caz and Moe Dee and Mel and Lil Rodney C and K.K. Rockwell and Sha-Rock and LA Sunshine, who’s highly overlooked in the history of hip-hop, and dudes like the Crash Crew, they made the rhyme thing part of it. The shit that would make, break, or distinguish you in a huge way. And the rhyme thing also allowed different personalities to be birthed.




IN THOSE EARLY years, groups often mixed and matched members for reasons both creative and practical. DJ Tony Tone had once been a member of the Brothers Disco with DJ Breakout and DJ Baron. DJ Charlie Chase, for a short period, replaced Grandmaster Flash in the Furious Five.


The Cold Crush Brothers went through different lineups until some maneuvering by DJ Charlie Chase landed Grandmaster Caz, formerly DJ Casanova Fly, into the group with DJ Tony Tone, JDL, Easy A.D., and Almighty Kay Gee. The Cold Crush Brothers evolved into groundbreakers, spreading hip-hop through the global journey of their recorded concerts and directly influenced Run-DMC, among many others.





Easy A.D. (Cold Crush Brothers): Groups were moving around. The L Brothers was Cordie-O, Mean Gene, Kevie Kev, Master Rob, and Busy Bee [Starski]. Then we had us, As Salaam. You had the Infinity Machine. You had Casanova [Grandmaster Caz] and Mighty Mike. But then you had the more established people. You had Grandmaster Flash with Disco Bee and DJ EZ Mike and the Furious Four MCs. You had DJ AJ, and then you had Afrika Islam, which was the son of Afrika Bambaataa over in Bronx River, and the Zulu Nation, Cosmic Force.


Whipper Whip (Fantastic Five): It was just me and DJ Casanova Fly—we grew up together—and Disco Wiz. From there, I needed somebody to help rock with me on the microphone. So I got my man, MC Dot-A-Rock. And he and I became Salt and Pepper. And then Big Bank Hank, every time it comes to doing shows, he’s up there talking about, “Yo, man, I gotta pay for the equipment. Gotta pay for this and that.” Somewhere, I was getting short on the money. So me and Dot-A left the group. I got down with Kool Herc for a minute, yada yada. And then we got down with Charlie Chase and made up the group called the Cold Crush.


Easy A.D. (Cold Crush Brothers): We all intertwined, until we all just got with the right menu. So you went in and out of groups. I remember when our DJ left and went back home to Jamaica from the As Salaam Brothers, DJ Rashid and I tried out for Islam’s group. Donald D made it and I didn’t. And I ran into my brother Tony Tone. I said, “I’m an MC.”


He said, “I’m starting my own group.”


I said, “What’s the name going to be?”


He said, “It’s going to be the Cold Crush Brothers, and you down.”


And that’s it. I moved on from there. And he went and got Charlie Chase, and then Whipper Whip, Dot-A-Rock, and Mr. Tee was down at first, and then Whipper Whip and Dot-A-Rock went on to the Fantastic Five.


Whipper Whip (Fantastic Five): Again, me and Dot-A-Rock are Salt and Pepper, so we go to Chase and it’s like, “Look, we love Easy A.D. and Kay Gee and all these guys, but yo, it’s kind of stagnating our flow.”


We went to [Grand Wizzard] Theodore and he was, “Yo, you want to be down with the Fantastic?” ’Cause I think they were just the Fantastic Four: Ruby Dee, [Waterbed] Kev, Master Rob, and Theodore. So they had an audition. We did our little Salt and Pepper routines. Next thing you know, it became Theodore and the Fantastic Five.


Now, when we did that, Grandmaster Caz and JDL took the slot that me and Dot-A-Rock left in the Cold Crush Brothers.


DJ Charlie Chase (Cold Crush Brothers): Tony Tone was the one who came up with the idea for doing the audition at South Bronx High School. I said, “Okay, great. I’m going to tell Caz to meet me because I want him to help me pick my MCs.” This is my plan, right?


Grandmaster Caz (Cold Crush Brothers): Charlie Chase and I were good friends because of hip-hop. I happened along a couple of his jams at first and then I became a fan. This guy Chase, he was like the next level.


DJ Charlie Chase (Cold Crush Brothers): All kinds of MCs are lining up to audition. And Kay Gee steps to the mic. He had that voice. I just loved his presence on the stage. He just fucking sounded right, and I was like, “Yeah, this is the motherfucker.”


Grandmaster Caz (Cold Crush Brothers): His voice was incredible, and he could follow a rhyme. So I was like, “That dude right there, he’s definitely got potential.” So then it was Chase, Tone. It was A.D. and now Kay Gee. Now, Chase’s idea was like, “Alright, now let me get Caz down here and maybe somebody else.”


DJ Charlie Chase (Cold Crush Brothers): And Caz is there with JDL. I wasn’t really into the kind of shit that JDL would get into. He was wild. He had a crazy fucking reputation. I just knew I wasn’t feeling JDL.


So I said, “Caz, let’s do something, man. Get on with A.D. and Kay Gee and rhyme with them. I want to see how it can go as a group.”


Caz says, “Sure, sure.”


He goes up there. They start rocking. Caz, JDL, Easy A.D., Almighty Kay Gee—it was real fucking good. The chemistry was there.


Grandmaster Caz (Cold Crush Brothers): I’m already all over the place. I’m halfway out of Casanova Fly and halfway into Grandmaster Caz. I’m still doing DJ parties and then I’m doing MC parties as well. And then there were other crews that wanted me to rock with them. Afrika Islam was trying to recruit me to be down with them as well.


DJ Charlie Chase (Cold Crush Brothers): I was like, “Listen, Caz, you know I’ve been after you for a long time.” Word for word, I told him, “I have ideas, and you are just like me. I come from a musical background. I know what it is to put a show on. You’re a natural on the stage. You’re good at what you do, man. Caz, I’m telling you, you come into my group, I promise you that we’re going to make money and we’re going to be the biggest thing that ever hit this fucking thing.”


And he stopped, and he looked at me because he saw my intensity. I always considered myself to be a good motivational speaker, man. I can motivate a motherfucker to do things.


Grandmaster Caz (Cold Crush Brothers): I finally went to Charlie and I was like, “Yo, listen, man. I’ll get down, but JDL got to be down, too.” Because they didn’t want JDL. JDL was like a wild child. They didn’t know what he was going to do from moment to moment, so he was, like, a risk to them. I was like, “Yo, if he don’t get down, I’m not down.”


DJ Charlie Chase (Cold Crush Brothers): I stopped, and I looked at it and I weighed the options in my mind, and I said, “Okay, fuck it, let’s do it.”


Easy A.D. (Cold Crush Brothers): Caz convinced him to let JDL join the group, and then that’s where what we know now as the Cold Crush Four. Set the hip-hop world on fire as far as our lyrical skills from that point on.


Grandmaster Caz (Cold Crush Brothers): We got on our mission to become a formidable hip-hop group.


DJ Charlie Chase (Cold Crush Brothers): That’s how the Cold Crush was birthed. And the rest is history, man. After that, we gelled so fucking good. We were with each other eight to ten to fifteen hours every fuckin’ day. We were hanging out. We were going to the movies. We were going to Fordham Road. And if we weren’t hanging out, we were practicing. We practiced six, seven, eight hours a day. Every day. For years.




THE COLD CRUSH Brothers were a group ahead of their time in many respects. Beyond their groundbreaking routines, they were pioneers in marketing. They recorded their performances, and used photographs and flyers to grow their name and spread their impact at a time when few others recognized hip-hop music’s lasting potential. The documents generated by the group are now viewed as some of hip-hop’s earliest artifacts.





Easy A.D. (Cold Crush Brothers): We was our own media, our own flyer distribution, our own sound people, so we did everything.


Flash and Theodore and them had tapes, but it was like, “Shhhh”—you couldn’t really hear, you couldn’t really feel what was going on. So I asked my friend Elvis Moreno—I named him Tape Master—I was like, “You need to come and record our shows so when people hear our tapes, they can hear what we’re saying. They can hear the music.”


So he came and he plugged in directly to the system, so our tapes were crisp-clear. That was important to me and also our photographer, Joey.


Joe Conzo (photographer): I went to South Bronx High School. A.D., Adrian Harris, and Angelo King, also known as Tony Tone, went to school there also. So we became friends. A.D. was a star basketball player at South Bronx High School, and I was the school photographer. He invited me one day to take pictures of his group that he was joining.


I landed at the T-Connection one Friday night. I took pictures of the Cold Crush Brothers playing music that I’d never heard played that way. Charlie Chase was playing Aretha Franklin and James Brown, all this music that I grew up on from my parents, but he wasn’t playing it the way I was used to hearing it played. I tell people, that’s the night I was kidnapped by the culture of hip-hop.


Easy A.D. (Cold Crush Brothers): I had a concept because I loved history in school. I wanted to make sure I had our history.


Joe Conzo (photographer): They had the foresight to: (a) have a photographer shooting their jams, (b) Tape Master, Elvis, recording all their shows, and (c) Buddy Esquire doing these flyers. It was a stage performance for the Cold Crush Brothers. We could sit here all day and talk about their four-part harmony and this, that, and the other, but their performances were documented for a reason, because they had the foresight to do that.


Easy A.D. (Cold Crush Brothers): One of the things that I really like about what we did is our tapes went from New York City to Florida to Germany to Japan, so it went to all the military bases around the world where people had their brothers and sisters in the military. One of the other things people used to say: “Don’t never lend your Cold Crush tape out, because you ain’t going to get it back.”


DMC (artist, Run-DMC): I talked to [Easy A.D.]. He was like, “Yo, whether or not this shit was going to be commercial, this shit is historic.” And it is. But see, that was the thing: He cared. He wanted the clarity. He wanted the tape to feel good.


Easy A.D. (Cold Crush Brothers): Run and D from Run-DMC said that Russell [Simmons] made them listen to our tapes every day, and he said, “You’ve got to be better than them.” That’s why they knew all our routines and rhymes.


Daddy-O (artist, producer, Stetsasonic): Flash and them seemed like they was always headed for the pop charts. When I heard the Cold Crush, none of that was in the music. It was just pure street stuff.




GRAND WIZZARD THEODORE had already etched his name in history by experimenting with the equipment owned by his brother Mean Gene, and inventing the scratching technique for DJs. After forming the L Brothers with his siblings, Grand Wizzard Theodore eventually headed the Fantastic Five, a group that came to consist of Theodore, Whipper Whip, Dot-A-Rock, Waterbed Kevie Kev, Ruby Dee, and Master Rob.


A rivalry between the Cold Crush Brothers and the Fantastic Five culminated in a showoff at Harlem World on the evening of July 3, 1981. The Cold Crush came equipped in stylish suits, fedoras, and plastic handguns. That night, the crowd’s applause crowned the Fantastic Five as the victors, awarding them a $1,000 prize. Soon, recordings of the matchup were disseminated in the streets, and while they may have lost the battle against the Fantastic Five, the Cold Crush Brothers developed a reputation as the city’s most elite hip-hop group.





Easy A.D. (Cold Crush Brothers): One of my favorite memories is us walking towards the stage at Harlem World [before the battle] and seeing all the floors were packed. And us having on our gangster suits with our lyrical machine guns, it was incredible. I’ve never experienced that euphoria inside my body ever again.


DJ Charlie Chase (Cold Crush Brothers): What sticks out to me about the rivalry was that the MCs were always at each other’s throats. But me and Theodore were always cool with each other. Me and Theodore never had a fucking grudge. We were always good friends. To this day, we’re still good friends.


The other thing that stood out to me was how ferocious we were towards each other [as groups]. That shit sticks out to me, because we had it out for each other. It didn’t matter where we were, if we bumped into them before the night of the battle, it was a fucking scene. Almost fistfights and all kinds of shit. We really took that seriously.


DMC (artist, Run-DMC): When I first heard the Cold Crush, it was different hip-hop because it was the first time where the MCs were actually going at the other MCs with a destroying attitude. They made it all about the performance and presentation of the DJ and MC. All the beats that Charlie Chase and Tony Tone was choosing precisely fit the attitude and the vibe of each routine. What I liked about Cold Crush, they didn’t need to have successful records because they kept hip-hop to its rawest form.


Easy A.D. (Cold Crush Brothers): We mastered the performance level of entertainment and hip-hop. We just had that thing, that energy, and understood the vibration of our audience, and we delivered it properly.










03 WHAT IN THE WORLD IS THIS?


Englewood, New Jersey; New York City 1979–1982




Sylvia Robinson engineered a varied and influential music career long before she was dubbed “the Mother of Hip-Hop” for having the epiphany to bottle the new music and transfer it to vinyl. As a teenager in the 1950s, she recorded R&B singles as Little Sylvia. A few years later, she joined her guitar teacher, McHouston “Mickey” Baker, to form the guitar-and-vocal duo Mickey & Sylvia. In 1956, their single “Love Is Strange” leaped to the top of the R&B charts.


Later, Robinson made a mark as a producer and also played an instrumental role in Ike & Tina Turner’s gigantic single “It’s Gonna Work Out Fine.” Robinson did not receive the compensation or credit she likely deserved for her role, which became a recurring complaint of some of the artists and musicians who later worked for her.


By the mid-1960s, Robinson had moved to New Jersey and started All Platinum Records with her husband, Joe Robinson, who owned nightclubs in Harlem, and whom many suspected of having mob ties. When Al Green passed on a demo tape that Sylvia Robinson delivered to him, she opted to record the song herself. The effort resulted in 1973’s racy hit “Pillow Talk,” which rose to third on the Billboard Hot 100 and earned a Grammy nomination.


But a few years later, the hits had dried up. All Platinum and its subsidiary labels faced bankruptcy by the time Robinson agreed to attend a party at Harlem World in 1979. There, Robinson witnessed Lovebug Starski work the turntables and the crowd into a frenzy with his call-and-responses.


Robinson wanted to capture the music and release it commercially. When Lovebug Starski declined the arrangement, Robinson went on a hunt for other artists. Meanwhile, Joe Robinson partnered with Morris “Mo” Levy, an acquaintance from his club-owning days and a music executive with alleged mob ties, to form Sugar Hill Records, named after a historic section of Harlem.


The search for talent, piloted by their son, Joey Robinson Jr., eventually led Sylvia Robinson to a New Jersey pizza parlor. Before long, Henry Jackson, who worked at the pizzeria and helped manage the Cold Crush Brothers, sat in Robinson’s car for an impromptu audition. Guy O’Brien and Michael Wright happened upon the car and showcased their skills as well, and Robinson christened them a group. Big Bank Hank, Master Gee, and Wonder Mike became the Sugarhill Gang.


Robinson’s house band re-created a loop from Chic’s disco smash “Good Times” (Nile Rodgers and Bernard Edwards were not credited for their song and later threatened to sue for copyright infringement, before receiving credit as co-writers) and the group met for a session. They produced a charismatic and catchy fifteen-minute song where they traded verses, boasted, rhymed, and even defined the form: “Now, what you hear is not a test, I’m rapping to the beat / And me, the groove, and my friends are gonna try to move your feet.”


New York City radio stations initially dismissed the song, but the Robinsons had a connection with WESL out of St. Louis, which agreed to play it. In the fall of 1979, “Rapper’s Delight” flooded the airwaves and the streets. The song’s success relegated the Fatback Band’s “King Tim III (Personality Jock)”—hip-hop’s first commercially released song, which had debuted just a few months earlier—to the status of historical trivia.







FOR SOME OF the genre’s Bronx pioneers, “Rapper’s Delight” sounded like a sanitized imitation of what they had created. The song even included phrases and lines taken from better-known practitioners. Most egregiously, one of Grandmaster Caz’s monikers, Casanova Fly—is spelled outright by Big Bank Hank. Few in the Bronx took the song or the group seriously.


But the dam had been broken. A phenomenon was born. In becoming the first label to specialize in hip-hop music, Sugar Hill Records proved it was financially viable. Robinson became known as a rainmaker, and many held her in high regard, while others questioned Sugar Hill’s business practices.


And the commercial door for hip-hop music, once opened, would never close again.





Russell Simmons (cofounder, Def Jam): [Sylvia] was everybody’s mother. She was nice to me. Like those singing niggas to her. She was very sweet to all of them, but she didn’t pay ’em. They was kind of gangster too, because they had the gangsters behind ’em, right?


Duke Bootee (producer, Sugar Hill): My father’s frat brother was Joe Robinson’s lawyer, and he said, “Son, you working for gangsters. I was Joe Robinson’s lawyer when he was buying bars in New York with cache cases full of money, so just know who you’re dealing with.”


So, I knew who I was dealing with.


Russell Simmons (cofounder, Def Jam): [Sugar Hill Records] didn’t see the artists the same way. . . . Every one of them deserved the opportunity to be a brand. They had spent their whole life as artists. They were not disposable singers out of their church, they were people who had their own personalities that could have exuded their own charisma that could have been branded and built out bigger. And they didn’t get that opportunity at Sugar Hill or anywhere. The white guys who bought into the companies, they didn’t give a fuck neither.


Lady B (artist, radio DJ, Philadelphia): Before her and Mr. Joe [Robinson], may they both rest in peace, decided to do “Rapper’s Delight,” they had their label. She was always a very classy, very opinionated lady. She was like my Aunt Sylvia, in my head. She was always so brave, and I never saw her fearful as a woman. I was impressed with that—to see a woman go even toe-to-toe with her husband sometimes.


Russell Simmons (cofounder, Def Jam): She stood up in the Fever and sniffed coke with me—in the front. Everybody had to go to the back. We would sniff at the bar in the front. Because she was Sylvia.


Edie B. Anderson (radio DJ, WESL, St. Louis): I worked at a radio station called WESL. On Tuesdays, we played the oldies-but-goodies. On the last hour, I would call it the “Ladies’ Concert Half Hour,” where I would play the ladies back-to-back—like the Billie Holidays, Dinah Washingtons—and I had a real nice following.


Jim Gates, my program director and general manager, walks into the control room and he’s carrying this album. He handed it to me, I put it on the turntable, and I dropped the needle on it, and all of a sudden it’s like, “I said a hip-hop, the hippie the hippie.” I’m like, What in the world is this?


But the minute I did that, the phones lit up. And from what I learned, Sylvia Robinson was their manager, she and Jim Gates were friends, and she wanted the record played on air. At the time that I dropped the needle on the record and start hearing the hippity-hop and all that, it went for like fourteen minutes. I said to Jim, “This is going to be the end of R&B as we know it.”


Bill Adler (journalist, Def Jam publicist): With rock [and] R&B running out of gas, and the pop music universe segregated by race, it was a perfect moment for this new rap music to emerge. And unlike punk rock—the revolution that failed—rap was going to be the revolution that succeeded.


DMC (artist, Run-DMC): The two things that changed the world creatively, artistically, and even in an educational-mindset way simultaneously was punk rock and hip-hop. The punk rockers came along, anti-government, “Fuck this. We going to make our music, say what we want to say.” So, when hip-hop came along, it validated what the punk rockers was already doing.


Bill Adler (journalist, Def Jam publicist): Punk rock electrified the critics. The everyday music lover at home did not pretend to care about it. But “Rapper’s Delight” comes out in the fall of 1979: It’s fifteen minutes long; it’s on an independent label; it’s Black artists in a moment where supposedly white folks aren’t listening to Black artists.


It not only does very, very well in America, but it charts in a dozen countries worldwide.


It had everything that you would really want from rock and roll. It had sex and humor and aggression, and it’s right-up-to-the-moment and it looked different. And the way it looked was super cool. It just rang a bunch of bells at that moment.


Cory Robbins (cofounder, Profile Records): It was a phenomenon. I used to go to a record store at lunch every day around the corner from where I worked and the line for the cash register was to the back of the store, and everybody had a copy of “Rapper’s Delight.”


Al Kapone (artist, Memphis): My aunt at the time was dating a DJ. I used to listen to the radio station to catch him when he was DJing, and that was the first time I heard “Rapper’s Delight.” And I memorized it. Every word, every line in reverse, I just fell in love with it.


Dupré “DoItAll” Kelly (artist, Lords of the Underground): There was the relatable lines. If you talking about fried chicken in the Black and Brown neighborhood, when you talking about it tastes like wood, you know that there’s somebody’s mama that couldn’t cook. Everybody’s mother in the Black and Brown neighborhoods can cook some fried chicken.


Cormega (artist, Queensbridge): I remember hip-hop being fun when I first heard Sugarhill Gang and they said something about a chicken tastes like wood. My father was laughing, he said his sister’s chicken tastes like [that]. The song was cool to us, ’cause we was young and it was cool to the adults.


Mike Gee (artist, Jungle Brothers): Grandmaster Caz, he is my top, he is like my number one. He is my G.O.A.T. He is that dude to me.


DJ Clark Kent (producer): The guy who I would say was the best in that beginning-of-rap era, it’s definitely Grandmaster Caz. He had everything. He had bars, he had stories, he had style, he had flair, he had stage presence. He was the true first definition of pure rapper.


Mike Gee (artist, Jungle Brothers): Those late ’70s, early ’80s mixtapes, Caz was dropping verses, dropping stories. He was top-notch, and there were only really a handful. Him, G.L.O.B.E. [of Soulsonic Force], Kool Moe Dee. There are probably like two more, but if it was top five, Caz was number one. He had rhymes, all solid content. He was ahead of his time.


Whipper Whip (Fantastic Five): When you first heard [“Rapper’s Delight”], it’s like, Holy crap. The city was like, What is that? “Yo, Caz, that don’t sound like you, but it’s your shit.” Everybody knows Caz’s shit.


Grandmaster Caz (Cold Crush Brothers): When I first heard “Rapper’s Delight,” I thought it sucked, because I heard it in my house on the turntables. [Big Bank] Hank came over, and at first I was shocked that he was serious, he had really made a record. But then when I heard it on the radio and I heard other people listening to it, I was like, “Oh, wow. That’s me. That’s my rhymes on a record.”


Whipper Whip (Fantastic Five): Well, some of it was my rhymes. Me and Dot-A-Rock. [Hank] was our manager and he had that opportunity. Caz gave him a book and he did his thing.


Grandmaster Caz (Cold Crush Brothers): He didn’t have to look through my rhyme book. Hank was down with me. He knew my rhymes. These are rhymes that were on tapes and that we used to do at jams and at parties. Of course he knew my rhymes. He knew which ones to say, and he knew the fill-ins to use as well.


Sometimes I’ve been misquoted, and then sometimes I’ve made the mistake myself of saying I wrote all of Big Bank Hank’s lyrics for “Rapper’s Delight.” What I meant is his verses. I meant his rhymes. But the little bridges, the hook, that’s DJ Hollywood. That, “Imp the Dimp, the ladies’ pimp. The women fight for my . . . ,” that’s Rahiem from Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five. Those two things, I didn’t write, but the full rhymes he says, “I’m the C-A-S-AN, the O-V-A from the time I was only six years old” and then the Superman and Lois Lane, I wrote all of that.


DMC (artist, Run-DMC): When “Rapper’s Delight” came out, the only reason that I liked [it] was because of Big Bank Hank’s rhyme, which happened to be Grandmaster Caz’s rhyme about Superman. I related to it, because all I did as a kid was read comic books.


Caz’s rhymes about “Oh, he’s a sucker flying through the air in his pantyhose.” Even that rhyme had attitude. Caz is dissing Superman. I’d never experienced this before.


Rahiem (Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five): When I heard my line, I guess I was just as pissed off as Grandmaster Caz was when he heard his lines. But the difference between Caz and I, as far as the Sugar hill Gang is concerned, I never gave Hank a book of my rhymes or permission to use them. He used my rhyme because it was popular, and he wasn’t the first one to bite that rhyme. Busy Bee Starski was the first one. And I guess as a result of him biting it, other people bit it.


My reaction was pretty much the standard reaction from every Bronx MC who heard “Rapper’s Delight” when it first came out. And that is: “Yo, who the fuck is this? They ain’t no real MCs. We never heard of them. They ain’t no real rap group. They ain’t never did no park jams. Ain’t nobody ever paid no money to see them perform at the club. They didn’t establish a street following.” So we just bombarded them with all kinds of “What the fuck?”


Grandmaster Caz (Cold Crush Brothers): We hadn’t accepted the fact that hip-hop had started to spread to other places. We were still under this veil of Yeah, this is the Bronx.


Rahiem (Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five): So, I heard Hank use [my line] and, prior to me learning of how much of a commercial success “Rapper’s Delight” was at that time, to me he sounded very corny saying my rhyme. They all sounded really corny to me. And at first when we got signed to Sugar Hill Records, Sugarhill Gang was our archenemy. And every time we toured together, we relished in the thought of spanking them on stage.


Whipper Whip (Fantastic Five): It was actually great. After a while, it became the phenomenon that set up a whole new genre. It showed the whole world what hip-hop was.


Rahiem (Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five): I’ve known Hank for many years, and Hank was not an apologetic kind of a person. If he knew he wronged you in some way and he had to face you, he’d probably buy you dinner or get you high or something like that. Never say sorry, though.


Grandmaster Caz (Cold Crush Brothers): When I heard my lyrics, I thought it was dope. I always joke when I tell people the story, “I thought the song sucked.” But I never gave the song a chance. I never really gave it a good listen. I was mortified by it, and then after a while, I thought I should’ve been on that shit. I’m Casanova Fly. If they came to Hank and they were looking for an MC, that was supposed to be me. I was so entrenched trying to succeed in the street that I didn’t really pursue that, I guess, as vehemently as other people would have.
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