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TAKING THE STREETS TO THE MUSIC

I blew this one. The New York Times Magazine sent me to London to do a profile on Mike Skinner, a young, white semi-rapper who performs under the name The Streets. He had just put out an album I loved, so I was pretty jacked about doing this. I’d also never been to London, so that seemed intriguing. Unfortunately, I choked during the interview.

Many reporters try to “save” questions for the end of interviews, because they don’t want to make the subject upset. I rarely do this; I occasionally ask the toughest, most uncomfortable questions at the front end of an interview. The best interviews always involve a certain degree of creative tension. However, I should not have tried this with Skinner. Because his lyrics were so smart and sophisticated, I overlooked the fact that he was still a young guy who wasn’t political or aggressive or interested in verbal sparring; he just wanted to hang out, talk about bullshit, and get this interview out of the way.

Still, I wrote the story and turned it in to the magazine. This initiated a new problem, because my editor and I suddenly recognized something about Mike Skinner that we both should have recognized before I ever left the U.S.: the Streets isn’t famous here. For most people who read The New York Times, this would be the first time they’d ever heard of him. As such, it wasn’t clear why we were even doing the story; it wasn’t like American culture was on the precipice of being overrun by boyish British rappers. I rewrote the story completely, this time basing the narrative around a Streets show in a Brooklyn club that happened a few months after I had gone to England. This gave the article more context, but not much. The new draft was also more confusing, because almost everyone at the show in Brooklyn was white; it suddenly seemed like this story was about race (although in no specific way). A few months passed; I assumed my editor would just kill the story entirely. But then—almost a full year after the original interview—Skinner released a few random songs over the Internet, so the Times mag cut down the second draft of the story from 3,000 words to 1,200 words and ran it as a two-page “Perspectives” piece.1
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