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“Casanova Fly & the Disco Wiz, that was us. After our lives were divided by circumstance, I stuck fast to the Hip Hop route I was sure would eventually bring me fame and glory, as we used to say. I went through many different lineups after finally settling in with The Cold Crush Brothers. I had reached that status that Wiz and I sought and fought for, but without my original partner. I’d like to think I’ve carried a part of him with me throughout my journey. This book should shed some light on Wiz as a person, father, husband, friend, cancer survivor, and pioneer of Hip Hop.”


— Grandmaster Caz


“It’s Just Begun took me back to when I first came from Cuba in 1971, and most importantly it took me back to the very essence of what I would become later in life.”


— Mellow Man Ace


“Even as a genuine pioneer of an art form now spanning the longer part of 40 years, Disco Wiz has remained humble in his dedication to Hip Hop culture. No matter the accolades, no matter the recognition, no matter the stature, Wiz is a living reminder that perseverance, diligence, and hard work do eventually pay off. It’s been a long time coming, but DJ Disco Wiz can now take his rightful place in history.”


— Carlito Rodriguez, Associate Editor/Staff Writer,
The Source Magazine


“Riveting and truthful — its haunting words leave you speechless. A cautionary tale for some, a confessionary truth for others, It’s Just Begun will have you pinned to your seat throughout the night. You’ll be reading it with your nightlight on, a box of tissues at your side, and your heart in your throat.”


— Jeff Rivera, Forever My Lady


“It’s Just Begun is a gritty and emotional express ride through the South Bronx of yesterday and the life and times of one of Hip Hop’s unsung heroes - DJ Disco Wiz. Urban non-fiction at its absolute best!”


— James “Koe” Rodriguez
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This book is dedicated to my Immortal beloved Lizette who nurtured me with unconditional love and believed in me when I no longer believed in myself.


—Luis “DJ Disco Wiz” Cedeño


“Our biggest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure.”


—Marianne Williamson





This book is dedicated to those few two percent who help me soldier on with this mission called life. My familia for uplifting me when I no longer want to uplift myself. To Heaven, Starr & Anesa... Everything I do in this life is for you.


—Ivan Sanchez


“One should count each day a separate life.”


—Lucius Annaeus Seneca









The Product


I am the prodigal son, and I was born on holy


ground, yes its true I come from mecca


I am the product of many but I am no one and no one


is me, then again I am all that can ever be. You see


these streets sang to me in sweet urban lullabies,


I am the product of kings and queens Mayan Aztec taino dreams


That never die, I am that spicy version of your American apple pie.


I am a product of uprisings revolutionary movements and


my ancestors’ cries


But if you choose to swim in these waters, be ready to die,


cause you might have too.


Some things in this life are just worth that much.









Track One: Watch Me Now… Fill the Room


For as far back as I can remember music has always been the backdrop and recurring theme of my life. It has been the seemly soothing remedy to my problems, and for many years at least, I could say that I was able to find joy in the sweet, melodic melody of music. It would feed my soul when I was hungry, make me laugh when I wanted to cry, and show me another side to life that would fulfill me in my emptiest of times. No song would feed my existence more profoundly than “It’s Just Begun” by the Jimmy Castor Bunch. Although the song wouldn’t be released for a full eleven years until after my birth, it might as well have been playing in the delivery room as my mother introduced me to the world. The lyrics became prophetic to the path I would walk upon this earth as well as the anthem of the Hip Hop movement.


There could be no words more symbolic of how many times our lives had to start over. Each day brought new challenges in the Boogie Down Bronx and each day allowed us the opportunity to awaken to a fresh start in our search for sanity.


The Bronx in the 1960s and 70s resembled the remains of a war zone, with miles of abandoned buildings and empty lots. From my window, I had the perfect view of a policy of “benign neglect,” as the politicians treated the Bronx and the people in it as disposable. Their allies, the slumlords, burned down buildings, collected the insurance money, and relocated to the suburbs to rebuild, reinvest, and raise their own families in a much different surrounding.


As a result of the economic and environmental destitution, the community changed as radically as the landscape. Small time hoods trying to feed their families were running numbers rackets, selling dope, and committing robberies. Gangs were running in packs, whether for protection or intimidation. The lawlessness led to a lot of violent and senseless crime in the city. This is the place into which I was born, on August 11, 1961.


Thirty-three years earlier, my mother, Anna Cira Garcia was born in Pinal Del Rio, Cuba, in 1928. She was the baby sister in a family with four brothers. Both of her parents died when she was very young so her older brother Candido raised her until 1958, when Fidel Castro came into power. While Fidel had promised to hand Cuba back over to the countrymen, peasants, and farmers, my mother had very bad feelings about Castro’s takeover because her family lost their farmland and were forced to move out of their home. Sold on tales of gold-lined streets in America, my mother followed her brothers and other family members to Miami before choosing to venture out on her own. In 1959, she arrived in New York City completely alone.


I’ve often thought of my mother as being just as tough as the men who marched with Che Guevara in the revolutionary 26th of July Movement. Men who continued marching and fighting for the people of Cuba even after they had contracted mazamorra, a foot disease that made each and every step the soldiers took intolerable. My mother would have to take many of the same intolerable steps to keep her family moving in the right direction, and without that Cuban heart, the heart of those soldiers, I’m not sure she would have survived the struggles she faced in the trash-lined streets of New York. My mother didn’t find gold when she arrived in the Bronx but she remained resilient.


Shortly after arriving in the United States my mother was introduced to my father, Alberto Nieves Cedeño, by her cousin Luis. They married within months. A year later, I was born in the Bronx and given the name Luis Alberto Cedeño.


My father was born in Toa Alta, Puerto Rico, in 1932. He had three brothers, Heño, Eddie, and Mario, as well as three sisters, Zaida, Carmen, and Sheffa. My grandmother Virginia was the head of the family, and she left Puerto Rico in the 1950s to get away from my abusive grandfather, Norberto. No one really spoke of my grandfather much as a person but always praised his artwork. Norberto Cedeño was born in 1897 in Tao Alta, PR, and he would go on to become famous for his sculpture, La Mano Poderosa, which translates in English to, The All Powerful Hand of Christ. In this work made of wood, St. Anne, her husband St. Joachim, their daughter the Virgin Mary, and her husband St. Joseph, are presented on each finger of the hand. The child Jesus lies on the thumb, as it is said that without the thumb the rest of the hand would be useless. Today this sculpture resides at El Museo del Barrio, on Fifth Avenue in New York City.


I don’t know a great deal about my father’s early history but I can recall hearing stories of how he helped the Coast Guard find the dead bodies of drowning victims in Bayamon, Puerto Rico, where he lived before moving to New York. If there is anything good I know of my father, it is that he loved the sea—and going fishing with my father and younger brother are some of my fondest memories as a child.


My brother Ricardo, who we call Rico, was born on September 30, 1962. My brother was always a good kid and a real homebody. He was very smart and hung out with a lot of geeks. We always got along as kids; he brought out the good in me. I was comfortable being myself with him, whether it was laughing at some really stupid shit, reading comics, building models, or our favorite pastime, watching scary movies, the TV series Creature Features, and Chiller Theatre—that was our shit.


When I was five years old we moved into 2350 Ryer Avenue in 1966 where mi abuela lived with her second husband, the building’s superintendent. In addition to my grandmother, my aunts, my uncles, and my cousins all called the building home. Every day was a family reunion, which made it feel like it was our neighborhood. My favorite aunt was Zaida, she was like a big sister to me; I remember breaking nights in her apartment playing Monopoly. She was very cool and would try her best to keep me off the streets, even to the point of beating my ass in public. She was tough and always kept it real with me. I also looked up to mi tío Mario tremendously. If I wanted to be like any one man in my family at that time it unquestionably would have been him. Young, hip, and cool, Mario was a ladies man and everyone in the neighborhood admired him.


Kids were always in the streets, the alleyways, and rooftops, on the stoops, or in the lobbies of buildings playing neighborhood games that were passed down by the older generation, like skellzies whose roots can be traced back to the early 1900s. On the concrete floor we would draw a skelly board with chalk. The board was made up of numbered boxes and the object of the game was to make it from square one to the end of the board. We usually used bottle caps with melted wax as our weapon of choice. The heavier the shooter, the better chance you had of knocking the other kids off the board or of avoiding being knocked off the board yourself. We spent countless hours lying on hot concrete in the parks and sometimes right in the middle of the street. We also spent hours playing ringolevio, stoop ball, and stickball and, my favorite, watching the girls in the neighborhood play double-dutch.
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In the first grade I entered P.S. 9 Ryer Avenue Elementary School, but my public school career was over by the third grade. Like many Latinas, my mother believed, “If I give my children a Catholic school education, they will have a much better chance to succeed at life,” so she enrolled me in Saint Simon Stock Catholic School. In Catholic school they had an interesting perspective on life: they preached a lesson of turn the other cheek. Didn’t they know that message just didn’t fly in our neighborhoods? There were times when I wanted to scream out to the priests and nuns, “Do you see what’s going on outside the window!”


What my mother didn’t realize was that growing up on the streets had as much to do—if not more—with our success as actual schooling. The neighborhood was my training ground and I learned the code of the streets on Ryer Avenue and the surrounding areas like Tiebout, Valentine, and Creston Avenues. It didn’t take long for me to discover my fists were the best teachers of all.


As a child, I had a stuttering problem. Sometimes I would stutter when I got really excited about something or when I was stressed out, but I never did when I was relaxed, happy, or creative, be it drawing or painting, building models, or listening to music. Some of the kids on the block use to call me Gago (stutter) and I hated that fucking name more than anything in the world. Young kids don’t really feel compassion towards others who are different, so whether you are the fat kid, the Latino or black kid, the poorest kid, or if you stutter, like I did, you are going to be put through hell and back. But I wasn’t an easy target. Like my father, I chose violence to resolve conflict.


The neighborhood tough guy, my father came home many a night bruised up from his legendary street fights. He was passionate about drinking, and when he was drunk, he was extremely abusive. In hindsight, my father had a great deal of inadequacies and the only power he felt came from him putting his hands on people. Unfortunately, my mother, brother, and I were the people he spent the most time around and my father beat us for nothing, for anything, and for everything. He got more pleasure out of beating his family than any man should ever get from anything.


If my father would have remained sober long enough, he might have learned a thing or two from my mother. My father never protected us and he definitely didn’t shelter us or feed us. It was my mother who did all of those things. He didn’t do any of the things a father is supposed to do. He never taught me about life. If he did teach me anything, it was only one thing, and it was a lesson I’d rather forget.


When I was seven or eight years old he took me to my grandmother’s backyard, the alley behind our building, and said he was going to teach me how to be a man. As he marched me down the stairs I could smell the alcohol on his breath and coming through his pores. Couple that with the fact that he hadn’t showered in a few days and I remember feeling as though I was going to throw up. Maybe being a man meant being drunk, so maybe my father was going to drink a tall can of Budweiser with me.


Instead, he told me that he was going to “give me a boxing lesson.” Cool, a boxing lesson! I put my hands up to emulate what I had seen on TV and what my father was now doing. WHAP!!! Damn that hurt. My father punched me right in the face. All I could see were stars. WHAP!!! He followed up with another punch. This motherfucker was throwing combinations at his little boy. I was a puny kid but I did the best I could not to let him see my fear or my pain—I didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of seeing me cry. When he beat me I held it in and that made him more upset. He started hitting me harder and harder while taunting me with insults at the same time. He told me that I was going to cry before he was done beating me, but that never happened. I wished I were bigger so that I could fight back and knock him on his ass but all I managed to get in were a few shots I am sure he never felt.


Maybe my father felt if he taught me how to take a beat down from a man, I’d always be able to take whatever these mean streets of the Bronx would throw my way, but this is most likely just wishful thinking on my part. That day, my father damaged the little boy I was and the young man I would become. For years, I had trouble eating and became malnourished as a result. I was a very nervous child, never knowing when to expect the next beating or, even worse, when I had to sit idly by and watch him attack my mother.


My father didn’t teach me how to be a man that day, he didn’t teach me how to take a beating, he didn’t teach me anything. The only thing my father accomplished that day was teaching me how to hate. The kind of hate that changes your perspective on life until you realize this hatred will cause your own self-destruction. The kind of hate I could never match and would never want to pass along to anyone in this world. Oh, my father taught me plenty in my lifetime, but not one of those lessons was positive.
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BOOM, BOOM, BOOM, BOOM…


BOOM, BOOM, BOOM, BOOM…


The knocking at our front door was loud and loud knocking was never a good thing. I watched my father cautiously, but quickly, walk towards the door. A family relative burst in shouting, “MARIO IS DEAD!” and with those words I saw my father transform from angry drunk into grieving brother, crying and screaming at the same time, trying to get more information about how his younger brother had died. Just like that, I was introduced to not just death but to suicide for the first time.


A teenager in the neighborhood witnessed his death. Mario had asked him and a friend to walk with him into an alley. There, Mario asked the two teens to hold his jewelry and his wallet; they thought it was a little strange but quickly complied. Then Mario pulled a .45 caliber out of his waistband. As the kids turned to run away, they heard the gun go off. Mi tío, who was just thirty years old, had chosen to end his life in a dirty alley in the Bronx.


Apparently Mario had found out that his wife was cheating on him. As Puerto Rican men, we are very jealous, quick tempered, and passionate by nature and can be driven to madness when we feel slighted by a woman. Maybe Mario decided to kill himself rather than take the life of the mother of his two children, but his suicide was a decision I would never respect. The only ones left to suffer are the children. Shortly after his death, his wife would be shamed into moving out of the neighborhood; I never saw her or my cousins again. I still wonder how she lives with herself knowing her cheating ways caused the father of her children to take his own life.


I was only seven years old but I realized that death was final, and no amount of prayer or tears was going to bring him back. My entire family was devastated by our loss. I don’t believe my father ever fully recovered. If anything, it made him care less about himself and his family, if that was even possible.
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For the most part, my parents were nonexistent in our lives, so I was Rico’s guardian and protector, especially in the streets. I spent a lot of my youth trying to protect Ricardo and myself from bullies who seemed to inhabit every street corner in the Bronx. The problem was that my brother wasn’t a street kid, he wasn’t a tough kid, and he wasn’t a bully—he was goofy, innocent, and very shy, I think mostly because of his weight problems. Rico was always a huge kid—a behemoth compared to the other kids in the neighborhood. He might have been just seven or eight years old, but he easily looked like he was 13 or 14 years old because of his size and that got us both into a lot of trouble.


One of the first street fights I recall was in the third grade. I was coming home from Catholic school with one of my friends, Joey Adams, one of the toughest Irish kids I had ever met, when someone ran up to me and said, “Yo, your brother is getting beat down in the schoolyard!” As Joey and I ran into they yard, I could see these two little black kids who barely came up to Rico’s armpits slapping the shit out of him. They were so short they had to jump up to hit him in the face but that didn’t stop them.


I got right in there, throwing punches to defend him. Much to my surprise Joey didn’t jump in to help me out; shit, I guess he wasn’t as tough as I thought he was. When I turned around to see where Rico was, I barely made out the soles of his shoes as he ran out of the schoolyard. It was at that moment that I realized I would be alone in the streets and that despite this I would always have the heart to rescue my brother from any fight.


I lost the fight that day. More accurately, I got the living shit kicked out of me, but I felt good about what I had done for my brother. I got my blows in there and was headed home to face the real beef, the beef with my mother and father, over the ripped and bloodied Catholic school uniform that was going to cost my mother a small fortune to replace. Anyone who ever went to Catholic school knows those blazers weren’t cheap, so I’d have to take another beating when I reached the apartment.


When I got home my mother asked me what the hell happened to me, meaning what the hell happened to my uniform. I told her I had gotten into a fight and just as I had predicted, my mother pounced on me and started giving me a boxing lesson of her own. All I could do was cover up my face. When I looked up I saw my father coming to join the fracas. Fuck me…Here we go!


My father, who hadn’t spent a dime to buy my uniform, joined right in. After a few blows I screamed out, “I did it to protect Ricardo!” Surprisingly, my father stopped dead in his tracks and looked at me with both pride and confusion. I explained that they were beating up on Ricardo and that I had no choice but to defend my brother, hell, to defend my family name, in the streets. Hearing this, my father started to walk away in search of Rico. When he got a hold of my brother, he almost beat him to death. I began to feel bad for him but, shit, he did leave me there to get my ass kicked. I couldn’t be the only one getting beat down today.


A few years later I wouldn’t have to worry about getting my Catholic school blazer messed up in a fight ever again, as my mother’s hopes of a Catholic school education for her boy went up in flames. A lot of my trouble in the early years derived from being a Latino kid in a predominantly white neighborhood. Economically we were probably the poorest family in the neighborhood, but culturally we were rich beyond our means. My earliest friends were Irish, African American, Turkish, Greek, and Armenian. I remember going to my Turkish friend Ali’s house and eating his mother’s fresh baked bread, dipped in oil and spread with olives,  while all of my friends would come over and eat white rice and black beans at my house. I grew up with friends from all walks of life. I have never judged a person because of their race or background and it has always been hard for me to maintain family ties or friendships with people who do.


To me racism is the ugliest form of human expression. When I was young, I was shitted on for being Latino and poor. Then I wasn’t Puerto Rican enough because I was half Cuban, or not Cuban enough because I was half Puerto Rican. I had been hearing “spic” all my life but it became worse when I starting going to an almost all-white Catholic school. No matter how hard my mother worked to send us there, the kids would always treat us like if we were on welfare.


In school, being called a spic automatically became a challenge to a duel. At the time I was too young to understand what all the biases were about; I just knew that if you messed with me, I was going to give it right back to you. One afternoon a few white boys decided to start with me in the school hallway. As soon as one of the white boys got within striking distance I pulled out the 007 knife my cousin Cano had given me after I had gotten into some trouble around my way.


So there I was in the hallway, brandishing my knife. It was the first time I had pulled it on anyone and I made sure they saw what I was holding. A few of the boys ran off immediately but I had one boy backed up against a locker. I warned him, “If you ever call me a fucking spic again I will kill you.” Then I backed off and let the boy go running to the nuns. Needless to say, that event ended my Catholic school education.


My only regret for being thrown out of school was the embarrassment it caused my mother and the look of pain in her eyes when she asked me why I had done it. I don’t think she really understood the racism I was being subjected to at such a young age, or maybe she just didn’t care. I’m sure she would have preferred that I turn the other cheek, but I just couldn’t do it any longer. I was happy that her effort to bribe the priests with more tuition money wasn’t successful.


When I look back now, I wish I was mature enough to make it work. My mother worked two jobs to finance our education. She ran two laundromats in the Bronx, one on Tiebout Avenue and one between Ryer and Valentine Avenues. She had to work twice as hard to provide the life she wanted for her family with absolutely no help from my father. As a slave for a small wage, my mother used what little she earned to give us the opportunity to do better in life. My mother laid the foundation, and although I wasn’t ready to follow her lead at that time, I would eventually understand and come to appreciate her sacrifice.









Track Two: Into Something… Gonna Make You Move


Back in the early 1970s the Fordham Road area of the Bronx was broken up into two sections: if you were on the 183rd side of the Grand Concourse, you were most likely black or Latino and if you crossed over towards Poe Park, you were walking into a lighter side of town, the side of town infested with white gangs like the Golden Guineas, a predominantly Italian-American gang that ruled north of Fordham Road. I learned early on not to go there.


At the time, 183rd Street could have been considered a neutral ground for gangs. At any given time you would see the Royal Javelins, the Supreme Bachelors, the Golden Guineas, the Seven Immortals, the Black Assassins, the Black Spades, the Savage Skulls, the Savage Nomads and the Ghetto Brothers marching through.


Gang life was not for me because I didn’t need or want anyone telling me how to live my life. I didn’t need their orders or their rules. I chose to run with my boys from the block and when the time came we dubbed ourselves the East Side Boys. The difference was there was no single leader, we were all leaders, and that structure worked out a lot better for me.


While I knew some real motherfuckers who were ex-gang members, I also saw that a lot of punks joined gangs because they wanted the security of numbers. The sad thing is that they are usually the ones to start all the shit. They become the instigators of most of the beefs because they feel a sense of power when their boys are around. It’s easy as hell to be tough when you outnumber someone five-to-one.


In my eyes a gang leader doesn’t look to prove their power to anyone. If you know you are tough and you know you have the heart of a lion, there is no reason for you to walk around flexing your muscle. There is a lot of truth to the saying, “Real bad boys move in silence.” The toughest guys I ran with back in the days were also some of the most quiet and humble men I knew. The real tough guys in my neighborhood only did what they had to do when they were provoked, to survive, to get ahead, or to protect their own.
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When I was eight years old, I was into drawing, painting, and building models of ships, cars, and monsters like Dracula, Frankenstein, or the Mummy. The problem was I didn’t have any money to buy my art supplies or models. A friend of my father’s introduced me to the shoeshine hustle and even built me a shine box and  gave me all the necessary things to start my own route. I was excited to make my own money so that I could be independent and buy my own gear or grab a slice of pizza at Susie’s anytime I wanted. But I failed to realize the risks associated with owning my own business in the Bronx.


I set up shop right in front of Alexander’s department store on Fordham Road, where I caught heavy foot traffic and charged a quarter for a shine. What I didn’t know at the time was that I was sitting in someone else’s territory. One afternoon while I was waiting for my next customer, two black guys rolled up on me. They told me not to make a sound and not to move. It was the first time I was the victim of a strong-arm robbery and when I told my cousin Cano about it, he told me I was stupid for not packing the 007 knife he had gotten me. From that day on I swore I would always be carrying and I never moved from my spot.


Not too long afterwards, four Golden Guineas approached me. I didn’t wait for the guy to finish asking me what the fuck I was doing there. I just pulled my knife and started walking towards them, making sure they read in my face that I would not hesitate to stab one of them. It felt good to see the, “Oh shit!” look on their faces.


“Leave the crazy spic alone,” one of the guys told his crew before they disappeared. Having a weapon in my hand gave me a sense of power that became an addiction and an obsession that would stay with me for years to come.


One afternoon after grabbing a slice at Susie’s, I headed back to the block to check on my boys. As I was about to bite into my pizza, a tall Spanish older guy grabbed me from behind and put me in a chokehold while his partner, a black guy, opened his trench coat to block people from seeing what was happening. Within seconds they had snatched my baby chain, a chain with a cross that many Latino parents buy for their children when they do their first Communion.


When Cano, a Savage Skull, heard about the incident he sent out word that when he found the person that robbed his little cousin, there would be a price to pay. Being that most criminals are connected on the streets, it took Cano only a few days to find the guys. When he got them, he brought me to the schoolyard where I saw two guys from my cousin’s crew holding the Spanish guy. As I walked towards the guy, Cano asked me what I was going to do. I looked my cousin in the eye and said, “What do you want me to do?”


Cano snapped back, “I want you to fuck him up. He robbed you, he disrespected you, he disrespected this family, and you have to make him pay.”


I looked the guy in the face and felt more sorry for him than anything else. When I told Cano to let him go, my cousin slapped me in the face. I looked up at the Spanish guy again. He had this shitty grin on his face, looking at me as though I was a little punk. Anger began to boil within me. I pulled out my knife and I stabbed him.


Damn… I just stabbed somebody.


He let out a loud scream. I could barely feel the blade go into his body so I stabbed him again and again. Each time I stabbed him, his screams grew louder, giving me a sick sense of satisfaction. I think I took out all my years of pent up frustration on this poor guy, and eventually Cano had to pull me away so I wouldn’t kill him. What surprised me most was that I felt no remorse. I felt nothing, just numbness.


After the incident I was considered a member of the Baby Skulls. I was ten years old. I tattooed an L, for my name, with India ink on my upper right arm; my introduction to gang life in the Bronx. Even though I was a member of the Baby Skulls, I didn’t run with them. They were just a bunch of wild-ass little kids who were not old enough to roll with the big boys. Instead, I had my own crew, the East Side Boys.


We named ourselves the East Side Boys, after the TV series The Bowery Boys, and we even had our own favorite candy store that we used to hang out in every day, on 184th Street and Valentine Avenue. My East Side Boys period started around 1969. I was heavily influenced by the music of the era—the Doors, Rolling Stones, the Motown explosion, Led Zeppelin, and my favorite band, War. I remember rocking to hits like “The Cisco Kid,” a favorite of gangbangers in the 70s, and “Spill the Wine,” which I loved because it had a Spanish woman speaking on the background over a crazy funky phat beat.


The East Side Boys became my extended family from the ages of seven to 14. Karim was one of the oldest guys in the crew and had moved to our block a few years earlier from Bushwick, Brooklyn. He had a fascination with the mafia and mob culture, and brought that mindset to our crew. My best memories of him were of our trips to Delancey Street in the Lower East Side to buy fresh clothes and cop some matzo ball soup, potato knishes, and hot pastrami on rye from Katz’s Deli. His brother Tony Rome was just as crazy as me. Then we had the three brothers, Tony, Eddie, and Benny Sunshine, who were down for anything—and of course there was my oldest friend from the crew, Joey Adams, his brother Pat, my friend George, and Robert who we called Chino.


There was also my boy Josh and his cousin Pierre who were being raised by their grandmother from St. Lucia who made the best apple pie I ever had in my life. I first met Josh in the schoolyard of Elizabeth Barrett Baron when we got into a fistfight, which ended with me snatching a stickball bat from Karim and knocking Josh the fuck out, leaving behind two permanent lumps on his forehead. The stickball bat incident was a result of him punching me in the balls during our fight. From then on he went by the name Lumpy, which he hated. Over the years we became real tight friends.


I can’t forget about my boy Papo—we became like brothers. His mother died in a Bronx apartment fire in the early 70s and from then on he just didn’t give a fuck about anyone or anything. He would mutilate his arms with a 007 knife and I picked up the game of cutting myself from hanging out with him. I was just so numb from all of the shit happening to me that the only way I could feel alive was to feel the pain of a blade slicing into my arm or to punch out windows in the hallways of buildings around the neighborhood. We must have gone to the hospital together at least a half a dozen times. He never gave a fuck about dying; he was the realest dude in our crew.


In the beginning we were into everyday type trouble, the same shit all innercity youth get into when there are no programs, no camps, and no after-school activities. I remember there was a General Electric warehouse on 184th and Fields Place, right across the street from my house. The rocket scientists who worked there would discard the old fluorescent light bulbs right in front of the warehouse, which we scooped up by the box-load before taking them to the roofs of buildings facing the Grand Concourse. Why no one ever questioned ten teenage boys running up the steps of their buildings, laughing loudly, and carrying as many light bulbs as we could, is beyond me.


Let the games begin…


Call it the Bronx Olympics, if you will, as the East Side Boys and I had honed our tossing skills launching light bulb after light bulb down onto the street six stories below. No one was safe. We aimed at pedestrians, cars, buses, and delivery trucks. We would throw fast, then get the hell out of there. I’m sure if we had ever been caught, we would have been thrown off the roof ourselves.


The Grand Concourse originally named the Grand Boulevard and Concourse was actually modeled after a famous street in Paris called the Champs-Élysées. Construction began on the Grand Concourse in 1889 and it officially opened in 1909—and here we were some 60 years later turning this road into our own private amusement park for the thrill of a laugh and teenage mischief.


At this early stage in our criminal careers, although we were far from the worst the Bronx had to offer, we proved to be a definite nuisance to the neighborhood. When the East Side Boys weren’t throwing shit off of rooftops and getting into fights with other neighborhood crews, we used to sneak into the RKO, Loews Paradise, the Capri Theatre, the Art Jerome, and the Valentine Theatre. We played basketball, softball, and stickball all the time. We never really cut class, but if we did, we would do it together and sneak off to the movies to catch the latest kung fu or blaxploitation flick like 5 Fingers of Death, The Chinese Connection, Fist of Fury, Return of the Dragon, Enter the Dragon, Superfly, Shaft, Cleopatra Jones, Truck Turner, and Dolomite. We were just restless kids looking for stuff to get into to occupy our time.
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