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Hip-hop music was born in the South Bronx, a New York City borough across the Harlem River from Manhattan, during the 1970s.
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The Early Years


In October 1979, a disc jockey on station WESL-AM in St. Louis “dropped the needle” on a 12-inch vinyl record. A catchy, upbeat tune with rhymes spoken in time to a funky beat played across the airwaves. The station’s phone lines lit up. What’s that music? listeners wanted to know. Who’s doing it? Where can I buy the record?


And even though the song was almost 15 minutes long—three times longer than most songs—callers begged for it to be played again … and again … and again.


The group was the Sugarhill Gang. Their song was called “Rapper’s Delight,” and it was the first hip-hop song to become a mainstream hit.


STREET MUSIC


Hip-hop was new to a lot of radio listeners, but had been heard on the streets of Bronx, New York for years. “Hip-hop is street music!” explained rapper Busta Rhymes. “It ain’t come from nobody’s house! You know what I’m saying? It’s something that we all gathered in the street to do.”
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Members of the Sugarhill Gang (left to right) Michael “Wonder Mike” Wright, Guy “Master Gee” O’Brian, and Henry “Big Bank” Jackson perform on stage in New York during the late 1970s. Their hit “Rapper’s Delight” is generally considered to be the song that drew national attention to hip-hop music.





In the 1970s, many people in this borough of New York City were poor. Most of the residents were African Americans. Their neighborhoods were run-down, with cracked sidewalks, piled-up garbage and burned-out apartment buildings. Drugs and street gangs led to crime and death. It was a tough place to grow up in and live in.


But there was always music to lighten things up. Most young people could not afford tickets to dance and music clubs. There were no mp3 players then, no downloading to a computer or an iPod. People got their music from the radio. They played vinyl records on a turntable or cassettes on a tape player. Someone was always playing music at neighborhood block parties, in the parks, on the street corners. These outdoor places became the “clubs” where people gathered to have a good time and dance to the music.






FAST FACT


“Rapper’s Delight” hit number four on Billboard’s R&B charts. It made it to number 36 on the pop charts. At the height of its popularity, it was selling 50,000 copies every day.





THE DJ, THE MC, THE B-BOYS, AND THE RAP


Hip-hop was born at these street parties. It started with the DJs who set up turntables and speakers and played soul, funk, R&B and disco at the parties and parks. But DJs didn’t just put on a record and let it play. They experimented with the sound. One technique that DJs used became known as “scratching.” This technique was developed by a DJ who called himself Grand Wizard Theodore. He would move a record back and forth against the needle to make a scratching sound that would add to the song’s rhythm.


Another Bronx DJ, known as Kool Herc, liked to use two records of the same song on separate turntables. He would play the “break”— the instrumental section of a funk or R&B song—over and over again, making it last longer. The break was the most popular part of the music for dancing, and DJ Kool Herc’s long breaks gave dancers a chance to perfect and show off their intricate footwork and spinning moves. Kool Herc called these dancers “break boys,” because they danced during the song breaks. After a time, the term “b-boys” came to mean anyone who lived the hip-hop lifestyle.
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Grandmaster Flash was one of the leading figures in the early days of hip-hop. A talented DJ, his most influential hit was 1982’s “The  Message.” It was different from the usual good-time party music of the early hip-hop days. “The Message” was one of the first hip-hop records to talk about the harshness of street life, and included the well-known refrain, “It’s like a jungle sometimes/it  makes me wonder how I keep from goin’ under.”





Another important figure on the hip-hop scene was the MC—the master of ceremonies. While a DJ was busy playing records, the MC would grab the microphone and get the crowd involved. At first, they would simply encourage the audience to dance or clap to the beat. But many MCs didn’t stop with simple catchphrases. They took their performances to a whole new level. They began speaking lyrics to accompany the beat of the music. These grew into complicated, poetic raps. Freestyle rhyming—in which an MC made up rhymes on the spot, without working out a rap ahead of time—became a hip-hop art form.


In the late 1970s, a DJ named Grandmaster Flash began working with five talented MCs. They became known as the Furious Five, and were famous for their intricate rhymes. By breaking up the phrases, they could make five MCs sound like one.


MCs soon became the stars of the hip-hop scene. And the hip-hop scene was fast becoming more than gatherings on the street or in apartment courtyards. Clubs like Harlem World and the T Connection packed in huge crowds. People recorded the sessions and traded or sold their tapes.
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