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Beneath the postwar apartments and garden duplexes of Fresh Meadows—a neighborhood in Queens marked by a conspicuous shortage of meadows—there is a network of bomb shelters. They were constructed as part of the namesake housing development built by the New York Life Insurance Company back in the late ’40s, and were accessible via doors in the apartment tower basements. If you had the key.

My friend Chris’s dad worked in the complex, so Chris had the key. In the mid-’70s, when I was a teenager, the bomb shelters were our clubhouse. The bunch of us, all guys, hung out, smoked Marlboros and joints, drank Dr Pepper and Bud tall boys. We flipped through comic books, MAD, National Lampoon, porn; talked about girls (none would ever set foot down there); and marveled at the exploits of older kids—like Dave’s brother, a premed Ivy Leaguer who had fallen into the barbecue at a family gathering while bombed on quaaludes. We talked about the movies we loved. And we talked about music. We were obsessed with music.

Sometimes, if the weather was nice—in summer, when dusk came late—we’d slip out of our houses after dinner and head for the roof of what we called the Thirteen-Story Building. Due to superstition, many tall buildings do not have thirteenth floors; their elevators have buttons for 12, then 14. This apartment tower accepted reality. I admired that.

We’d pile in, press 13, then scramble out, up the final flight of stairs, and through the fire door. And there it was: the city. We’d watch the sun sink behind the Manhattan skyline in a riot of pollution-enhanced reds and oranges, while countless unimaginable scenes played out behind countless glowing windows—a hundred thousand points of amazing and who-knew-how-depraved light. We were ready to fly to them.

Much has been written about New York City in the ’70s, how bleak and desperate things were. The city had careened into bankruptcy, crime was out of control, the visionary idealism of the ’60s was mostly kaput. For a kid growing up then, it was pretty dispiriting. The ’60s was an awesome party that we had missed, and we were left to drink its backwash. The pot wasn’t as cheap. The LSD wasn’t as pure. The free love—as we saw in our parents’ messy divorces and those health-class horror stories—was no longer so free.

Even the music was failing, it seemed. Jimi, Janis, and Jim were dead; the Beatles and the Velvet Underground had split. Sly and the Family Stone were unraveling amid mounds of cocaine. The Grateful Dead buried Pigpen. Dylan grew a beard and moved to Los Angeles. R&B was losing power as slick soul and featherweight funk took over. Jazz and “classical” music seemed irrelevant—the former groping fusions or post-Coltrane caterwauls, the latter dead-ended in sexless serialist cul-de-sacs.

There remains a myth that the early- to mid-’70s—post–Aquarian revolution, before punk and hip-hop begot the new age—was a cultural dead zone.

And yet, amid the skyscrapers we marveled at from the Thirteen-Story Building, down on the streets, artists were breaking music apart and rebuilding it for a new era. Kool Herc, Afrika Bambaataa, and Grandmaster Flash hot-wired street parties with collaged shards of vinyl LPs. The New York Dolls stripped rock ’n’ roll to its frame and wrapped it in gender-fuck drag, taking a cue from Warhol’s transvestite glamour queens. Bruce Springsteen and Patti Smith, both bussed in from Jersey, took a cue from the elusive Dylan, combining rock and poetry into new shapes.

Downtown, David Mancuso and Nicky Siano were inventing the modern disco and the art of club mixing. Uptown, Eddie Palmieri, Willie Colón, and the Fania All-Stars were hot-rodding Cuban music into multiculti salsa, making East Harlem and the South Bronx the global center of forward-looking Spanish-language music. In the wake of Miles Davis’s funk fusions, jazz players were setting up shop in lofts and other repurposed spaces, exploding the music in all directions, synthesizing free-jazz passion with all that came before and after. Just blocks away, Philip Glass and Steve Reich were imagining a new sort of classical music, pulling an end run on European tradition using jazz, rock, African and Indian sources, and some New York hustle.

All this activity—largely DIY moves by young iconoclasts on the edge of the mainstream—would grow into movements that continue to shape music around the world.

Which brings me back to the roof of the Thirteen-Story Building, from which we looked west toward Manhattan and Jersey, south to Brooklyn, and north to the bridges—Triborough, Whitestone, Throgs Neck—that led to the Bronx. Revolutions were unfolding, unseen, as we peered into the night.

This book attempts to see, with telescopic, panoramic, superhero vision, some of what happened during those years, and to zoom in on events—sometimes occurring simultaneously a subway ride away from one another—that made history. In most cases, they reveal people taking the lousy hands they’d been dealt and dreaming them into music of great consequence.

In this sense, it’s an inspirational book. Sometimes the worst situations produce the deepest beauty, and the most profound change.
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This is the era where everybody creates.

—Patti Smith1



An hour after midnight on January 1, 1973, Ernie Brooks was barreling down I-95 toward the city in his mother’s Volvo. His band, the Modern Lovers, had been booked for a New Year’s Eve show at the Mercer Arts Center. The New York Dolls were headlining. But his van died outside New Haven. So he hitched to his parents’ house in New Canaan, got the family car, drove back to the van, jammed guitars and microphones into the Volvo, and drove like hell.

The Mercer was packed. There were teenage girls in miniskirts and garish makeup. There were guys in miniskirts and garish makeup. A woman wore a dress that had been cut into pieces and reassembled with safety pins.

The Modern Lovers went on at around 3:30 a.m., plugging into the Dolls’ amplifiers. As a rule, they wore T-shirts and jeans, but for this gig their leader, Jonathan Richman, had bought a white dress shirt. During “Hospital,” a love song as raw as a skinned knee, he ripped the shirt off. A girl standing beside the stage bent to pick up a stray button as a souvenir.

The Dolls went on just before dawn. The lead singer, David Johansen, wore a white blouse, tight white pants, and white platform heels. He swigged from a bottle of Miller, flipped back his hair, and introduced a song called “Trash.” The band was sloppy—the bassist, who was wearing a yellow plastic tutu, could barely play—but thrilling. And the song sounded amazing, like some ’50s rock ’n’ roll gem retooled for a more jaded age.

There were lots of artists in the crowd that night; actors, dancers, musicians. Truman Capote was there. So was Richard Meyers, a poet who was beginning to play bass and write songs. He was impressed.

The Village Voice announced an “Invent the ’70s” contest in its January 4 issue.

“If you know what the ’70s are, or have any inkling where they’re going,” read the item, “write to [us] and any feasible answers will be printed.”

The ’70s had an identity crisis from the get-go. Richard Milhous Nixon was inaugurated to a second presidential term on January 20, 1973; thousands of troops remained in Vietnam. If a change was gonna come, as Sam Cooke had predicted, it was running way late.

You can hear this stasis in the music. Listen to the Grateful Dead’s Europe ’72, released just before the New Year. It’s the ’60s caught in amber, the Dead’s prickly psychedelia smoothed out in a mix that reduces the audience’s tripping howl to a distant murmur.

But the Dead were living the ’70s. Their hard-partying singer/harpman/organist Pigpen was so sick from years of alcohol abuse that he could barely sing. He played some keyboards on Europe ’72, that’s all, and on March 8 he joined his pal Janis Joplin in rock-star heaven. The Dead’s first show after his death was a week later at the Nassau Coliseum on Long Island. They played mostly with their backs to the crowd, facing one another in a mourners’ circle.2

As for the Voice’s “Invent the ’70s” contest, there were no winners.

Meredith Monk wrapped a wineglass in foam rubber and newspaper and tucked it into an old 45 carrying case marked FRAGILE. She had a concert that night, January 11—her biggest to date, a coming-out party of sorts—and besides her remarkable voice, the glass would be her only instrument.

Monk, a thirty-year-old composer, singer, dancer, and multimedia artist, had rented Town Hall, a 1,500-seat theater on West Forty-third Street built by the League for Political Education, a bunch of monied idealists who’d fought hard for women’s suffrage. In 1921, the year it opened, Margaret Sanger was hauled offstage and arrested for daring to speak to an audience of men and women about birth control. In ’35, the great American contralto Marian Anderson gave her first New York recital there; in June ’45, Dizzy Gillespie and Charlie Parker pretty much debuted bebop to the world there. Through the ’70s, it remained accessible to artists who most promoters wouldn’t touch.

Dressed entirely in white, her hair pulled back into tight braids, Monk walked downstairs from her new loft space on West Broadway ($400 a month, a stretch for her) and caught the uptown IRT at Franklin Street.

Monk performed Our Lady of Late that night, her wordless vocals dancing over a drone created by rubbing her finger around the rim of the wineglass. Sometimes she mirrored the drone perfectly, making microtonal shifts in her voice so it rippled like a banner in the wind. She purled out gorgeous, haunted, lowing melodies; sighed breathlessly in rhythm; applied severe vibrato to frightened babbling; bleated vowels and phonemes into unintelligible, sometimes hilarious chants. Her friend Collin Walcott, a multi-instrumentalist with an interest in world music, occasionally tapped out rhythms on another wineglass. Periodically, Monk sipped water from her own glass to alter its pitch.

A couple of days later she got a review in The New York Times, her first. John Rockwell called her “an incontestable virtuoso” and the concert “an extraordinarily consoling, meditative experience” that he heard as “a compendium of womanly experience, from birth to girlhood to motherhood to shamanistic ecstasy to grief to old age to death.”3

It amazed her that the aesthetically conservative Times reviewed it. Even more amazingly, the writer seemed to get it.

That Sunday afternoon, the twenty-five-year-old Laurie Anderson lay on Coney Island beach with the chill of the New Year swirling in the salt air. Her turtleneck was pulled up to her nose, her watchman’s cap pulled down over her eyes. She was trying to sleep—perchance, to dream. It was a performance art piece sans audience, to be documented by snapshots and diary entries, part of what she called her “Institutional Dream Series.”

The work was not entirely successful. Sleeping outside the women’s bathroom in the Schermerhorn Library at Columbia University (where she’d recently earned an MFA in sculpture), she managed to dream that the library was “an open-air market” and that all the shelves were stocked with produce. She dreamed of “a bright white desert” in a boat berth at the South Street Seaport, and had her camera confiscated while trying to sleep on a bench in night court at 100 Centre Street, where, for some reason, she couldn’t dream.4

Dreaming would play a major role in Anderson’s creative life. But at the moment, she was just an ambitious midwestern art-school kid with a viola, wanting New York City to shape her subconscious. As with many, it did.

About twenty-five miles down the coast from where Anderson slept in the sand was Asbury Park, a kindred seaside town in New Jersey where Bruce Springsteen, age twenty-three, a small, skinny dude with a scrubby beard, had been living in an apartment over a drugstore. But he’d been evicted, and his buddy Big Danny Gallagher was letting him crash on his living room floor. Springsteen wasn’t around that Sunday; he was wrapping up a seven-day, fourteen-set run opening for David Bromberg at Paul’s Mall, a jazz and blues club in Boston. Some of the ads misbilled him as “Rick Springsteen.” But that was nothing new, and Bromberg, being a gentleman, let him play nearly eighty minutes per set, way more than most headliners would allow. Things were going great; unbelievable, really. He’d done his first-ever live radio performance that week at the local WBCN-FM. And his debut album, Greetings from Asbury Park, N.J., had been released by Columbia just over a week ago.

Last spring, he’d ridden the bus into the Port Authority Bus Terminal with his acoustic guitar to audition for John Hammond, the producer who had gotten Billie Holiday, Bob Dylan, and Aretha Franklin their record deals. Springsteen’s manager, Mike Appel, an Irish-Catholic–Jewish hustler from Flushing, had wrangled it. And the singer-songwriter did well, impressing Hammond so much, the label don helped arrange a last-minute showcase for him that night at the Gaslight Café on Bleecker Street. Hammond wanted to see him in situ. He also wanted him back the next day to record demos at the CBS studios on West Fifty-second Street.

There were maybe eight people in the Gaslight audience that Wednesday night, but like most any room in the city, it was full of ghosts. Originally located in the basement of 116 MacDougal, where it helped spawn the Greenwich Village folk explosion (it was the site of a widely bootlegged 1962 Dylan performance), the club had recently moved into the basement of 152 Bleecker, formerly the Café au Go Go, where Lenny Bruce was arrested in 1964, and where the Dead had their first New York gig. Springsteen played originals: “Growin’ Up,” “It’s Hard to Be a Saint in the City,” “Arabian Nights.” Hammond was wowed yet again.

In the studio the next day, the desire in Springsteen’s voice was so aching, coiled, breathless, it was like he was about to explode, or pass out. In the first line of “Mary, Queen of Arkansas,” he sang tenderly, “It’s not too early for dreamin’.”

Hammond thought that one was a bit melodramatic. But he was sold.

Springsteen signed a contract in the summer; deducting the money they needed for recording costs, he and Appel got to celebrate with an advance of $25,000.5

Hammond was convinced that the singer-songwriter’s future was as a solo acoustic act. Springsteen liked playing the lone troubadour, and he could be riveting in that role. After all, he had caught the music bug as a kid in part from watching the guys in the folk-song circles on the Asbury Park beach, wooing girls with their acoustic guitars. “I’d be standing there like ‘Someday I just wanna get good enough so that I can bring my guitar to the beach, sidle into that circle, and play along,’ ” he said years later after a rehearsal in the old Paramount Theater on the Asbury Park boardwalk. “That was the height of my ambition.”

But ever since he began fronting the rock outfit Child in ’69, playing beach parties and college peace rallies with his pal Danny Federici, he’d been, at heart, a band guy.6 So, against the wishes of both Hammond and Appel, but with the support of Hammond’s boss at the time, Clive Davis, Greetings from Asbury Park was recorded with Springsteen’s bandmates. It riffed off rock history, and indulged in Dylan-style lyrical splatter-painting. The title, meanwhile, chosen by Springsteen, proudly proclaimed him a Jersey kid when Columbia was hoping to sell him as a New York poet.

The record tanked; it sold fewer than twelve thousand copies that year, despite full-page magazine ads showing the bearded singer in a tattered denim shirt beneath a headline declaring, “This man puts more thoughts, more ideas and images into one song than most people put into an album.” The hype probably hurt more than it helped. Radio pretty much ignored the record; Dave Herman, DJ at the powerhouse New York rock station WNEW-FM, was so put off by the hard sell, he wouldn’t even listen to it.7 When Rolling Stone got around to running a review six months after its release, Lester Bangs described an artist singing verses that reveled in “the joy of utter crass showoff talent run amuck and totally out of control.” For Bangs, the magazine’s enfant terrible, this was a fairly positive review, but still.8

As a teenager, I found the record and its characters hypnotizing; I spent hours with it. This was not the noodling blues-rock or fantastical prog rock I heard on the radio. This music was virtuosic and expansive, but a sweatier, more hardscrabble thing, telling stories about neighborhood characters with a soulful, speed-freak poetry. Queens, like Jersey, was bridge-and-tunnel territory; we were all exiles from Manhattan’s main stage, acting out small-potatoes, inconsequentially life-and-death dramas. I knew these people.

Springsteen began a six-night opening-act residency with his band at Max’s Kansas City on January 31. The bar-restaurant, at 213 Park Avenue between Seventeenth and Eighteenth Streets, was the temple of New York’s rock scene, home to the Velvet Underground until their split in ’70, and now a proving ground for up-and-comers. Springsteen was out of his element there, the South Jersey rocker among the terminally cool downtown crowd. But Sam Hood was booking lots of folk music in the upstairs space, and Springsteen had been working in his solo singer-songwriter guise there. In ’72 he opened there for Odetta, Dave Van Ronk, and the New York Dolls.9 He’d usually play his last note, pack up his guitar, and grab a cab up to Port Authority to catch the last bus to Asbury Park. (He first saw the Dolls on a night he missed his bus, watching the show from beside the soundboard. “The scene was unusual for a provincial guy out of New Jersey,” he recalled. “But they were incredible.”)

Tonight, with his band, he impressed the crowd that had come for the hippie-folk wise guy Biff Rose, splitting his hour-long set between acoustic spiels and rockers. Along with songs from his debut was a Van Morrison exercise, “Thundercrack,” and “Bishop Danced,” a boozy rocker about Catholicism that ends with drunken choirboys chasing a girl named Dinah—a play on “Dinah blow your horn,” a cheap pun by a Catholic school kid who liked tweaking the Church.10 The Voice critic Dan Nooger caught one of the Max’s shows and predicted, “If he doesn’t get lost under the attendant hype, Springsteen might even do something really amazing one of these days.”

Bruce Springsteen was the least of the Church’s worries in New York in 1973. The year began with the decision in Roe v. Wade on January 22, which legalized abortion in the first trimester. It was, as Andreas Killen suggests in 1973 Nervous Breakdown, Year One of the Culture Wars.11

One of the year’s biggest films—among the first true “blockbusters”—was William Friedkin’s The Exorcist, which depicted a heroic Catholic priest saving a twelve-year-old girl (Linda Blair) from Satanic possession. Upon its release, the critic Andrew Sarris wrote that the film “may represent the most spectacular public relations coup for the Jesuits since the conquest of forensic television by William Buckley.”12

The Exorcist hit home with everyone who felt America was a moral cesspool in need of soul-saving. And looking back, you could hardly be called a prude if you felt that way a little bit, especially in New York City, where the very stink of the place made simply wandering around Manhattan feel obscene.

Porn’s great push into the mainstream began in June 1972 with the opening of Deep Throat at the New World Theater in Times Square. The film had legs, among other parts; its tale of a woman with a clitoris in her throat was one of ’73’s highest-grossing films, and it was quickly followed (with a nod to The Exorcist) by The Devil in Miss Jones and a flood of other titles.13 Porn was not confined to the Times Square tittie-show ghetto; you could see Behind the Green Door at downtown art houses like the Cinema Village, over at the comfy Lido East on Fifty-ninth Street, or at the Capitol Cinema in Passaic, New Jersey, which hosted a personal appearance by the film’s star, Marilyn Chambers—a onetime commercial model whose face was a cultural icon of purity thanks to a particular brand of clothing detergent (“Prints of the famous Ivory Snow package will be given away to each patron, plus personally autographed photos”). An ad for Resurrection of Eve quoted Kevin Saunders of ABC-TV exclaiming, “Marilyn Chambers is the first hard-core film star who has radiated the old-fashioned Hollywood-style glamour.”

Even Fresh Meadows had its own porn palace: the Mayfair Theater, just off Utopia Parkway and Sixty-ninth Avenue. It had once been an arthouse cinema, but the local crowd (which included budding film enthusiasts Harvey and Bob Weinstein, who in those days pretty much lived there) couldn’t sustain it. If I decided to walk to school—as I often did, since riding the young-thug-packed Q17 bus was the most dangerous part of the day—I’d pass the Mayfair en route to and from Ryan Junior High. I think it was open only at night; I can’t recall ever seeing anyone go into it. The posters for Behind the Green Door, or whatever, hung in the marquee window, curling up at the edges.

Lou Reed’s Transformer, produced by David Bowie and Mick Ronson, was released in November ’72. It earned its name: it transformed Reed from rock musician into rock star. In early ’73 the single “Walk on the Wild Side” was a radio staple, reaching number 16 on the Billboard charts despite, and because of, lyrics that peeped through a dirty window at New York City’s gender-melting underground. Reed biographer Victor Bockris called it “the no. 1 jukebox hit in America in 1973,” which may well be true; it was definitely worth a quarter to play it in a diner or pizzeria and watch heads turn. Most listeners had no clue that the song’s characters—Holly the transvestite, Candy the blow-job queen, Little Joe the gay hustler, Sugar Plum Fairy the Harlem cruiser, Jackie the speed freak—were actual people: Holly Woodlawn, Candy Darling, Little Joe Dallesandro, Joe “Sugar Plum Fairy” Campbell, and Jackie Curtis were all members of Reed’s extended artistic family at the Factory, Andy Warhol’s salon/clubhouse/culture incubator, which at the time was located on the sixth floor of 33 Union Square West, just across the park from Max’s.

Reed was born in Brooklyn and raised on Long Island. He was moody, pegged as a problem child, and the summer after he turned seventeen, a psychiatrist convinced his parents to send him to Creedmoor State Hospital in Queens for eight weeks of electroshock therapy, intended to cure him of his homosexual and antisocial sentiments. He attended Syracuse University, played in a rock band, took drugs, and studied with the poet Delmore Schwartz, who he called “my teacher, my friend, and the man who changed my life.” He moved back home to Long Island and got a job as a staff songwriter and session musician with Pickwick Records, where he met John Cale, an expat viola player from Wales.14 The two became musical pals and drug buddies, and Reed moved into an apartment with Cale at 56 Ludlow Street, south of Delancey, in the old Jewish ghetto of the Lower East Side.

The two formed the Velvet Underground in 1965 with two other Long Island kids, the guitarist Sterling Morrison and the drummer Maureen Tucker. They were all fans of raw R&B: Ike and Tina Turner’s “It’s Gonna Work Out Fine,” Eddie & Ernie’s “Outcast.” Reed also loved Ornette Coleman; Cale had worked with John Cage and, when the Velvets came together, was performing screechy, hypnotic drones with the composer La Monte Young in the latter’s Theatre of Eternal Music ensemble.15 The Velvets swiped their name from the title of a paperback about suburban sex kinks that Cale’s friend Tony Conrad plucked from a Manhattan gutter, and they made music where scuzzy primitivism camouflaged brainy underpinnings, playing Reed’s vérité rock songs about S&M and heroin at the height of international flower-power culture. As the critic John Rockwell noted, “Psychedelic weirdness never caught on very firmly in speedy, street-oriented New York.”16

The Velvet Underground never made it big, but their aesthetic had a lasting effect. In a sense, the ’70s began with them. And with Transformer, Reed became an idol. He still held court in the back room of Max’s Kansas City, but his solo debut in January took place uptown, at two shows in Lincoln Center’s Alice Tully Hall.

Tom Miller was tripping his balls off on LSD in his hometown of Wilmington, Delaware. The next thing he knew, a week later, he was in New York City, crashing in a crappy East Village apartment with his old friend Richard Meyers. They were both nineteen years old.

They’d met at Sanford, a boarding school for ne’er-do-wells and other types near Wilmington. Meyers was raised in Lexington, Kentucky, a town shadowed by the Lexington Narcotics Farm rehab facility, where William Burroughs and Sonny Rollins, among many others, had taken the cure. At fifteen, Meyers stole and wrecked a car; he was suspended from school and wound up at Sanford, but didn’t last long there. By late ’66, he headed to New York City. He was besotted with Dylan Thomas, and intent on being a poet.

Miller stayed in touch and eventually followed. “Will be coming up Friday for good,” Miller wrote to him in the summer of ’68, scrawling on loose-leaf paper in ballpoint ink. “Had first acid trip on last Friday. Fucked me up and I know I found out some shit about everything.” In the center of the page is a smiling cartoon figure caught in a whirlpool. Miller added that he’d probably be broke, and hoped Meyers and his girlfriend wouldn’t mind him being around. He signed the missive, “Love, Tommy Poop.”

Soon enough, Miller had a room at the seedy Village Hotel on Bleecker Street. He also saw himself as a poet. He and Meyers were now in thrall to the French Decadents, Baudelaire and Lautréamont, Rimbaud and Verlaine, Bréton and the Surrealists. Meyers was already self-publishing a tiny poetry magazine, Genesis : Grasp. The final issue, completed in 1971, featured a mysterious woman named Theresa Stern. Her poetry was actually the collaborative work of Meyers and Miller, her photo a composite of the two young men in drag. They liked the female alter ego, who Meyers imagined as a Hoboken hooker; a Stern chapbook called Wanna Go Out? followed.

They also adopted individual aliases—Tom Miller became Tom Verlaine, in honor of the poet; Richard Meyers became Richard Hell, in honor of the locale and Rimbaud’s Une Saison en Enfer. Having enjoyed collaborative poetry, they turned their attention to music. Verlaine, who studied classical music and played sax in high school, worshipped Albert Ayler and John Coltrane. He’d begun playing guitar, further inspired by Hendrix, the Mahavishnu Orchestra’s John McLaughlin, and the Grateful Dead’s improv epic “Dark Star.”17 Shortly after he’d arrived in New York, he picked up a Fender Jazzmaster for ninety-five dollars up on Forty-eighth Street, and eventually persuaded Hell to buy a Danelectro bass at a pawnshop on Third Avenue.

Hell, who’d never studied music, was a fan of the Stooges. The two shared a love of the Velvet Underground; for the tight, mid-’60s British Invasion rock of the Stones, the Beatles, the Yardbirds, and the Who; and for the gnarly mid- to late-’60s American garage rock of bands like the Seeds and the Standells. Their taste for the latter had been stoked recently. Verlaine bought a box of old singles from a Hare Krishna kid in Washington Square, and also picked up the double-LP anthology titled Nuggets, released in the fall of ’72. A hard-boiled mix of the familiar and the forgotten, it was compiled by a rock critic, musician, and record-store clerk named Lenny Kaye, who called the music “punk-rock” in the liner notes.18 Like Harry Smith’s 1952 Anthology of American Folk Music—also curated by an erudite, record-collecting New Yorker—it caught the ears of many musicians. It was a between-acts staple on the sound system at Max’s, where Hell and Verlaine would sometimes hang out, nursing drinks and rubbernecking, trying to make the scene.

Eventually they formed a trio called the Neon Boys with their old pal Billy Ficca, who came up from Delaware to join them in the fall of ’72. They tried to recruit a second guitarist the way all local bands did, through an ad in the Voice. Theirs read: “Narcissistic rhythm guitarist wanted—minimal talent okay.” A Brooklyn player, Chris Stein, tried out, but didn’t like the material; according to Verlaine, he thought it too fast and uncommercial. A Queens kid named Douglas Colvin auditioned, but was too inept.19

The Neon Boys never found a second guitarist, but in April they decided to record some demos anyway, Hell playing bass and Verlaine playing both lead and rhythm. The six songs, including Hell’s “Love Comes in Spurts” and Verlaine’s “Hot Dog,” were harsh and high-strung, in the spirit of Nuggets. Demos cut, they disbanded. Verlaine knocked around as a solo act with his Jazzmaster. Hell went back to the life of a writer, as he imagined it, living in a girlfriend’s apartment overlooking the St. Mark’s Church cemetery, working in a $16-a-week furnished room on East Tenth Street, where he would set up every day with a bottle of cheap wine and unspool words until he’d filled one single-spaced page. Before the end of the year he’d finished a short novel of surreal, horny, grim metafiction involving two young men, Caspar Skull and Arthur Black, that bore some resemblance to Hell and Verlaine. He titled it The Voidoid.20

Since last summer, the Mercer Arts Center, a theater complex at 240 Mercer Street, between Third and Bleecker, had become the New York Dolls’ live-performance home. It was started in 1970 by the theatrical producer and off-Broadway pioneer Gene Frankel, who set up shop on two floors of the crumbling Broadway Central Hotel building with his partner Seymour C. Kaback—an engineering consultant who was the silent partner in another multiroom venue around the corner on Bleecker Street, Art D’Lugoff’s Village Gate (where Bob Dylan wrote “A Hard Rain’s Gonna Fall,” in an apartment in the club’s basement). The Mercer was primarily a theater space. It made its mark in ’71 with a revival of the ’65 Broadway production of One Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest, a play whose theme of inmates taking over the asylum seemed fitting for the place. Another early hit was Tubstrip, which was advertised as a “new play with all male cast … better than a trip to the baths.”

The site itself had a storied past in the city’s arts world. In the fall of 1850, the opera singer Jenny Lind—“the Swedish Nightingale”—had a historic fifteen-show run, arranged by her manager, P. T. Barnum, at Tripler Hall in the Lafarge House Hotel, which occupied the same footprint as the Mercer. In the 1860s it was the Winter Garden theater, hosting a legendary hundred-performance run of Hamlet with the renowned thespian Edwin Booth, brother of John Wilkes Booth (whose assassination of President Abraham Lincoln in 1865 made Edwin’s life very difficult; he subsequently required a police escort to get through the hotel lobby to his dressing room so that he wouldn’t be assaulted).

The Winter Garden burned down in 1869, and the hotel expanded, eventually renaming itself the Broadway Central. It saw lots of action. The Wall Street shyster and playboy James Fisk was shot dead on the grand stairway in 1872 by a jealous suitor over the affections of a showgirl. In the Gay ’90s, Diamond Jim Brady partied hard in the hotel’s restaurants. A bit later, one of the hotel’s eateries—Trotsky’s Kosher Restaurant—was allegedly a fave of a Russian visitor of the same name, the gentleman known, pre-Revolution, as Lev Bronstein.21

For their venue, Frankel and Kaback divided two floors in the Broadway Central (then functioning more or less as a welfare residence called the University Hotel) into seven small theaters. The Dolls usually played on the second floor in either the Oscar Wilde cabaret or—as they had for the New Year’s Eve gig—the slightly larger O’Casey, which had tiered seating for three hundred or so people. They’d grown a good-sized following, and word was out; at one show, as legend has it, the seventy-one-year-old actress Marlene Dietrich—a fan of drag balls back in Weimar-era Berlin—turned up with some friends one night to check them out.

But it had been a nightmarish few months for the Dolls. In November, their drummer, Billy Murcia, died during their debut British tour after mixing champagne and Mandrax (the British brand name for methaqualone, the popular sedative/aphrodisiac/date-rape drug sold in the United States as Quaalude). The “friends” who attempted to revive the unconscious Murcia—killing time between gigs without his bandmates—heaved him into a filled bathtub and poured black coffee down his throat, quite possibly drowning him, and proving once again that serious drug users should study basic EMS.

Murcia’s replacement, Jerry Nolan, joined the band just weeks before the New Year’s gig. He was a fairly seasoned musician—he played with Queen Elizabeth, among other local acts. But his debut with the Dolls, the early show at the Mercer on December 19, was a debacle of missed cues. Doubly unfortunate, it was in front of a room full of bizzers looking to sign the band. “That night we blew it fucking big,” said Syl Sylvain. “Every major record company passed on us.”22

At the late show, however, after Ahmet Ertegun and the other industry folks left, the band played an awesome set. “Dolls are the new Rolling Stones,” Patrick Carr typed breathlessly for his column in the Voice. “Dolls are the best New York City band in a decade.”

In the April 19 issue of The Village Voice, an item in the “Scenes” column noted that heroin, sniffed (“no needles, please”), was staging a comeback at parties in the Hollywood Hills, where people would “go downtown” with a snort, then “go uptown” with a wake-up toot of coke.

“You can bet that if it catches on out there,” it read, “it will sweep its way through New York press parties by mid-summer.”

The rioters at the Stonewall Inn in Greenwich Village in ’69 were, by and large, not closet cases; they were warriors, and drag queens like Sylvia Rivera and Marsha P. (for “Pay It No Mind”) Johnson were on the front line.24 Richard Hell remembered James “Sweet Evening Breeze” Herndon, the real-life cross-dresser immortalized in Carson McCullers’s Suttree, who cut a striking figure on the streets of Lexington.25 In Hell’s new home, Candy Darling, Jackie Curtis, and Holly Woodlawn—variously cast by Warhol in films such as Women in Revolt and Flesh—were celebrities. Queen Elizabeth’s front man-woman Wayne County was mixing drag with crude garage rock, and Reed appeared in full drag on the back cover of Transformer. Now the Dolls, who played their first proper show in a Times Square welfare hotel with Curtis as a support act, were ramping up their own cross-dressing. Boys with long hair were no longer shocking, at least in New York. But add lipstick, panty hose, and high heels … people noticed. What, after all, was more badass and transgressive than a New York tranny?

The Dolls were émigrés in Manhattan. Sylvain Mizrahi began his musical career playing a toy oud in Cairo. His father was a banker there until 1956, when the Suez Crisis made Egypt an impossible place to be Jewish. The family moved to France, then to Buffalo, New York, and wound up in Queens, where Mizrahi got kicked out of Newtown High School for, as he put it, “lookin’ like a fruitcake—because I was wearing bell-bottoms and had long hair.”

He and his Queens pal Billy Murcia soon formed the Pox (with the inevitable “Catch the Pox!” gig flyers), playing their first gig at Crawdaddy’s, a club in the West Fifties owned by the R&B legend Lloyd Price. The Pox played tough, hard rock à la the early Who. It wasn’t hippie music, but something newer and older, with a sensibility the Dolls would inherit.

But not for a few years. When the Pox failed to take off, Mizrahi and Murcia turned their attention to the schmata trade. With help from Billy’s Colombian mom, they set up a business—Truth and Soul Fashions—manufacturing trippy South American–style sweaters and tie-dyed bikinis upstate in Woodstock. They sold wholesale to various shops; one customer was a young designer named Betsey Johnson. In ’69, the men drove over to Bethel on the other side of the Catskill Mountains to sell their goods at the Woodstock Music and Arts Festival, which had been relocated out of town at the last minute. Restless hustlers, they soon pawned their designs to a large-scale manufacturer in Brooklyn, took the money to Europe, and blew it on hash, clothes, and musical gear.

Back home, they hooked up with the art school dropout Arthur Kane, a quiet, blond, extremely tall Irish kid from the Bronx, and Johnny Genzale, an Italian baseball obsessive and sartorial cockatoo from Queens who, like Mizrahi, had been kicked out of Newtown High School. The lead singer, David Johansen, was a troublemaker from Staten Island who had gotten expelled from Catholic school. “They just realized I was not the right person for them,” he told me decades later in a café on Twentieth Street, exploding in a phlegmy laugh. “Because they couldn’t break my spirit. They don’t try to break everyone’s spirit—only the people with spirit.”

Johansen had been in San Francisco, mostly hanging around the Fillmore West; he worshipped Janis Joplin and pictured himself as her onstage, wailing hot-wired blues. When he wound up back home, he shifted his studies to the Fillmore East on Second Avenue, played with a few half-assed bands, got involved with the fringe theater scene. He hooked up with the Warhol actress Diane Poluski, a few years his senior, who introduced him to the inner circle at Max’s. After a visit to the band’s Upper West Side rehearsal space, located in the back of a bike shop, the twenty-one-year-old singer signed on.

The Dolls took their name from the New York Doll Hospital, a toy repair shop across the street from a midtown boutique Mizrahi had worked in. Ditching his last name, he became simply Sylvain Sylvain; Genzale became Johnny Thunders. The Dolls played dives, gobbled up drugs, and loved playing dress-up, their fashion sense inspired in equal parts by the Max’s drag queens and Detroit glam rockers like Alice Cooper and the Stooges, in stacked heels, blouses, and makeup. They played simultaneously brute and campy rock ’n’ roll that owed plenty to those bands—Thunders spewing metallic riffs, alternately squealing and spitting power chords, over Johansen’s sashaying street-punk hollers.

“Personality Crisis” was their defining song, summing up a zeitgeist where who you were on the street, in the club, and in the bedroom was infinitely, confusingly mutable. “You’re a prima ballerina on a spring afternoon,” sang Johansen. “Change into the wolfman, you’re howlin’ at the moon—OWOOOOOOOOO!”

One of their earliest gigs was at the cowboy-themed bathhouse Man’s Country, located in the basement of 55 Pierrepont Street in Brooklyn Heights. During one set, Johansen pulled a prop saddle off the wall and put it on Arthur Kane’s back and rode him around a bit. The first night, the band were all dosed on MDA. “I think I was selling it at the time,” recalled Sylvain. “There was no audience, because all the guys stayed in their cubicles having sex. We weren’t sure how to dress for the bathhouse, so the first night we went feminine; I wore hot pants. They didn’t seem to appreciate the femme look, although we had a lot of fun on the MDA. The next night we came back in leather and chains and got more interest—everyone came out of their little cubicles to watch us.”26

Few venues supported live music by rock acts playing original material; you pretty much had to be a cover band recycling the ’60s. So the Dolls threw rent parties at their loft at 119 Chrystie Street, two dollars a head. When they heard the Mercer was booking bands, they went on a reconnaissance mission.

“They walked us all through the rooms and everything,” Sylvain said. “You had to go through this one place, sort of like a cabaret, and the group Suicide were playing there. I don’t know if they were doing their soundcheck or their first performance of the evening—there were like two people in the audience, black tablecloths on the table. And they scared the shit out of me. Marty Rev would glue together all this stuff to make these synthesizers, and Alan Vega was onstage in this wig looking like this kind of—I don’t know how to describe him. He was wearing these glasses, like radiation glasses. I was like ‘Oh my God, do we have to play here?’ ”27

But it was definitely a step up from the baths, so they did, with a residency that gave them the Oscar Wilde Room every Tuesday. They played there for seventeen weeks straight. Lou Reed turned up. Alice Cooper. And one night, David Bowie, the twenty-five-year-old British superstar, producer of Reed’s Transformer. Bowie grilled the band about their clothing sources.

On March 20, the New York Dolls signed a two-album deal with Mercury and got a $25,000 advance. Their debut, The New York Dolls, was released on July 27.

And on August 3 at around 5:00 p.m., the Broadway Central Hotel building, with the Mercer Arts Center in it, collapsed. Rescue workers dug through the rubble with shovels and picks; twenty pine coffins were sent down to the site. Many people were carried out. Four people died.28

Eric Emerson and the Magic Tramps, a glam-rock band who also called the Mercer home, were rehearsing in the building when it came down. At first they thought it was an earthquake; they grabbed whatever instruments they could, and made it out. A Long Island band, Mushroom, had been rehearsing in another room; they made it out as well. Alan Vega was walking down the street and could see the Blue Room, where Suicide had just played. “There was just a stage sitting there, with no building around it,” he said.29

Until the following spring, New York’s rock scene was essentially homeless. In the interim, the semifamous Dolls would travel to L.A., where Thunders would taste the heroin those Voice columnists had written about back in April while hanging around Hollywood with Iggy Pop, one of his heroes.

Thunders was nineteen. It was his first time. He liked it a lot.30

On certain days, if the sun was out and you cocked your head just so, you could still hear Sonny Rollins searching for a sound on the Williamsburg Bridge. Or at least you could imagine it. Rollins became a fixture up there in the early ’60s, when he’d grown sick of the liquor-and-dope-fueled jazz club scene. He took a hiatus from gigging, and as he didn’t want to disturb the neighbors in his Grand Street apartment on the Lower East Side, he hit on the idea to practice on the bridge. Out over the water, he’d parry with the sound of tugboat foghorns, weave around the steel-on-steel clatter of the BMT subway trains when they surfaced between boroughs, echo the hum and grind of the automobiles. He’d play for eight, twelve, fifteen hours at a stretch, the criss-crossing lines of girders and cables suggesting a physical geometry for his fast-changing melodic lines.

He bothered no one. After all, only fools even walked under the Williamsburg Bridge. The damn thing was so decrepit, it rained a steady shower of rust on the sidewalk below.

On April 5, the beleaguered mayor of New York, John V. Lindsay, presided over a ceremony and jam session at City Hall, declaring April to be “Jazz Month.” Elected in 1966 with a campaign slogan of “He is fresh and everyone else is tired,” Lindsay was now exhausted, in his final year of an eight-year run trying to hard-sell progressive politics to a city in fiscal meltdown. Hosting a jazz gig probably seemed a safe-enough move. Tellingly, the event was mostly old-schoolers: Billy Taylor, Roy Eldridge, Jo Jones, Willie “the Lion” Smith, Teddy Wilson.

It was a tough period for most New York jazz vets. Bebop and post-bop seemed like ancient history. Coltrane had been dead for five years, Albert Ayler two. Sonny Rollins was back from yet another self-imposed retirement—spent partly in India—and playing brilliantly. But his comeback LP, Sonny Rollins’ Next Album, was disappointing, and no one was setting the scene on fire.31

Not even Miles Davis, who, ever ahead of the curve, began inventing ’70s jazz in 1969, first with the sublime electrified sounds of In a Silent Way and again, later that year, in New York City at Columbia Records Studio B (the same room where Springsteen would record his demos). At 10:00 a.m. on Tuesday, August 19—the morning after Jimi Hendrix closed the Woodstock festival a hundred miles upstate with his wildly improvisational take on “The Star-Spangled Banner”—Davis began recording Bitches Brew, the opening salvo of the jazz-fusion movement.32

That record sold well, but the jazz establishment hated it, and hated Davis’s subsequent fusion records even more. After a stretch of declining sales and critical drubbing (the genre bible Downbeat dismissed the complex funk of 1972’s On the Corner as “repetitious boredom”), the trumpeter was in a bad way, hoovering up cocaine, gulping down Tuinals and vodka.33 He fired his manager of seventeen years, and one morning that fall, he fell asleep behind the wheel of his Ferrari on the West Side Highway—en route to an after-hours party in Harlem, as far as he could recall. He plowed into the divider, breaking both his ankles.

Davis began 1973 with crutches, hobbling onstage at the Village East (formerly the Fillmore East, on Second Avenue off Sixth Street) with another version of his endlessly mutating band. On February 23, he was busted with a girlfriend in front of his apartment building on West Seventy-seventh Street with a .25 automatic and three packets of coke. He’d been banging on the lobby door—he’d lost his keys—and a neighbor had called the cops.34

Miles’s band boasted two Hendrix-influenced electric guitarists, Pete Cosey and Reggie Lucas. They came on like a lava flow, often working a single chord while the drummers would pile on churning cross-rhythms. The records, produced by Teo Macero, continued to pioneer the use of tape collage and other postproduction trickery in a jazz context. But there was already a young generation of fusion musicians outshining Miles—many, like Herbie Hancock, Wayne Shorter, John McLaughlin, and Tony Williams, former sidemen/protégés of his. And like Lou Reed in the city’s rock demimonde, Miles was at once of the scene and above it.

What generally gets called “free jazz”—improvised music that considers set chord changes, keys, time signatures, and bar lines optional—began in the explorations of Cecil Taylor and Ornette Coleman the late ’50s, abetted by Coltrane, Ayler, and others in the ’60s. In 1970, Coleman launched Artists House at 131 Prince Street, a combination performance space, recording studio, clubhouse, and apartment. Coleman was following Yoko Ono, one of his many musical collaborators, who hosted what was arguably the first New York loft concert in her sixth-floor walk-up at 112 Chambers Street one snowy night in December 1960. Soon a new generation of players took their cue from Coleman, building a scene in downtown industrial lofts repurposed as both homes and venues.

During July Fourth weekend in ’72, the jazz promoter George Wein staged Newport—the World Cup of jazz festivals—in New York City for the first time. The festival had been kicked out of Newport, Rhode Island, the previous year after a mob of stoned kids, feeling music should be free and taking a cue from Woodstock, crashed the gates and freaked out the town elders. But New York presented its own problems. The city had emptied for the holiday, crowds were lean, and Miles was a no-show for a Carnegie Hall booking, allegedly due to a money dispute. There was a triumphant performance by Cecil Taylor (a single shape-shifting forty-minute piece that earned him a standing ovation), and the American premiere of Coleman’s symphonic piece Skies of America, a composition funded by a recent contract with Columbia. But the bookings were otherwise typically conservative, largely ignoring the young loft scene.

Which, in fact, wasn’t entirely young. The saxophonist Sam Rivers, who also played flute, piano, harmonica, and most anything else, was no newbie; the son of a Fisk Jubilee–schooled gospel singer and a student of the Armenian composer Alan Hovhaness, he was a transitional member of Miles’s group in 1964, had albums on Blue Note as a leader, and at this point was pushing fifty. He’d moved into a loft at 24 Bond Street, between Bowery and Lafayette, back in ’69, so he could give lessons and make music with his colleagues after hours.35 Before long, it became a performance space, too: Studio Rivbea, named in part for his wife and comanager, Bea.

The drummer Rashied Ali, ten years Rivers’s junior, also had a résumé, including his tenure as Coltrane’s drummer during the saxophonist’s final, farthest-out years. He’d been living in Williamsburg, in a loft building on Bedford Avenue whose tenants included other jazz players: Don Cherry, Archie Shepp, Roswell Rudd, Karl Berger, Marion Brown. Ali was paying double rent—$100 a month—because he’d connected two lofts. He had a good head for business, and was making good money with Coltrane. In 1971, Ali moved into a second-floor space in Manhattan, at 77 Greene Street, just off Spring. When the rag merchant on the ground floor finally called it quits, the drummer nabbed that space as well, and he, too, opened a performance venue: Ali’s Alley. His total rent there for both floors: around $200 a month.

Together, Rivers and Ali organized a Newport counterevent in ’72 called the New York Musicians’ Jazz Festival, staged simultaneously in venues across the city. Rivbea presented Anthony Braxton, Dewey Redman, Andrew Hill, and Rivers. Studio We, run by the trumpeter James Dubois and the drummer Juma Sultan at 193 Eldridge Street, hosted Leon Thomas, Clifford Jordan, Cedar Walton, and Paul Bley. Pharoah Sanders played up at Mount Morris Park in Harlem with a fledgling bassist, Stanley Clarke, who had just turned twenty-one. There was music at the University of the Streets on Seventh and A, Slug’s on East Third, Free Life Communication (run by the musicians Dave Liebman, Bob Moses, and Richie Beirach) on West Thirty-sixth, the Third World Cultural Center in the Bronx, and the Far East in St. Albans, Queens.36

Audiences were modest at best. “Despite its attempt to be rebellious,” pooh-poohed The New Yorker’s estimable jazz critic Whitney Balliett, the event “appears to be merely an inevitable overflow from the Newport affair.” But for the loft scene, it was galvanizing—a validation and a baptism. Jazz players around the country heard about it, and New York’s gravitational pull grew that much stronger.37

For the ’73 Newport Festival, the pragmatic Rivers worked in conjunction with Wein, and the bookings reflected it. In addition to a concert by Sun Ra and his Arkestra on July 6 (the synthesizer-playing big-band leader released his trippy, landmark Space Is the Place in April), Rivers led his own trio at the Wollman amphitheater in Central Park on a July 5 afternoon bill that included the New York premiere of the Art Ensemble of Chicago. Responses were mixed. Robert Palmer, a young clarinetist and saxophonist from Little Rock, Arkansas, who also wrote for Rolling Stone and had spent January in the Rif Mountains of Morocco with Ornette Coleman playing ritual music with the master musicians of the Jajouka village, penned an enthusiastic preview piece for The New York Times. In his New Yorker review, Balliett described the Art Ensemble’s one-song set—staged with the tribal face paint and trailerload of percussion instruments that became their trademark—as “entertaining for a third of the forty-five minutes it lasted.” He pronounced his feeling at the end of Rivers’s “cantankerous” set as akin to “having just eased out of a pair of tight shoes.”

But the Newport gig was a sign of things to come. Studio Rivbea was now at the center of the new jazz scene. The building at 24 Bond Street was lively. The landlady was the painter/art-world activist Virginia Admiral, whose son, Robert De Niro, a young actor, had just hit the Hollywood big time that summer with the baseball drama Bang the Drum Slowly (he had also finished a film called Mean Streets, which would open in October). The building had recently become home to a young photographer as well, Robert Mapplethorpe, who bought a loft on the fourth floor in late ’72 for $15,000. Mapplethorpe had shot some portraits of Rivers, and would occasionally take the elevator down to Rivbea to check out the music. Ali’s Alley, meanwhile, became home to regular gigs by the drummer’s own group; he’d get a liquor license by the end of the year.

And soon players were coming in from around the country: from L.A., St. Louis, and especially Chicago. Many would stay. Jemeel Moondoc was a Chicago sax player who studied with Cecil Taylor when the pianist was briefly on the faculty at Antioch (Moondoc never enrolled; he just showed up to the class). The saxophonist soon moved to New York and assembled the band Muntu. Their playing was very free; gigs were hard to come by. Moondoc was ready to throw in the towel when Rivers offered his band a standing Thursday gig at the club in ’73. And thus the scene grew.38

Of course, the loft scene was based on affordable lofts. And just as it gained momentum, the beginning of the end arrived on April 4, 1973: the official grand opening day of the twin 110-story towers of the World Trade Center.

Designed by Minoru Yamasaki, the towers were meant to reclaim and revive the area written off by Robert Moses in the early ’60s, when the city’s emperor-bureaucrat planned to level much of the areas now known as SoHo and TriBeCa for his unrealized Lower Manhattan Expressway project. Reclaim the area they did, when the financiers who moved into the WTC realized the potential of the surrounding loft district.39

It makes an odd kind of sense that the event to announce New York salsa’s coming-of-age, and to reboot the career of Latin music’s greatest living singer, would be a salsa remake of the Who’s Tommy staged at Carnegie Hall.

The “rock opera” Pete Townshend had written a few years earlier represented more than his need to be perceived as an Artist in the wake of Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band; it was a landmark of prog rock’s hypervirtuosic, movin’-on-up sensibility of the early- to mid-’70s. Similarly, salsa wanted to travel beyond the barrio—to be seen, and to see itself, as more than just a ghetto dance-hall soundtrack. It was virtuoso music with deep history and an international pedigree; it wanted respect.

Appropriate to salsa’s melting-pot culture, Hommy, a Latin Opera was cooked up by the flamboyant composer-bandleader Lawrence Ira Kahn, a.k.a. Larry Harlow. Kahn grew up in Brooklyn, the Jewish son of the opera singer Rose Sherman and Buddy Kahn, who worked for a while as bandleader at the Latin Quarter in Times Square under the stage name Buddy Harlowe. By the time he was a student at the High School of Music and Art up on West 135th Street in the ’50s, Larry was obsessed with Latin music. He would head back to Manhattan on Sunday afternoons to see incredible bands at the Palladium Ballroom, the second-floor dance club on Fifty-third and Broadway—Arsenio Rodriguez, Machito, Tito Puente. Harlow was underage, but the owner, Max Hyman, a kindred Jewish mambo fan, would let him in anyway. In his late teens, Harlow went to Havana to study Cuban music. But the revolution soon forced him back to New York, where he followed in his father’s footsteps—first playing Latin music, and, for a while, leading a Blood, Sweat & Tears–style rock band, Ambergris.40

The storyline of Hommy was written by Genaro “Heny” Alvarez, a Puerto Rican singer, drummer, and songwriter who worked days as a jewelry polisher in the Diamond District on West Forty-seventh Street. It involved a blind and deaf boy with a talent not for pinball but for—what else?—Latin percussion. The music bore no resemblance to the Who’s original; this was Cuban son and guaguánco spiced with jazz charts and other flavors. And who better to sing the production’s signature number, thought Harlow, than Celia Cruz?

Cruz had been living in the New York area since declaring herself a political exile from her native Cuba in ’62. But the music she’d been making in Havana as a singer with the great Sonora Matancera, and in New York with Tito Puente and others, had fallen out of fashion, overshadowed by Latin soul and boogaloo, as well as rock and the nascent pan-Latin salsa sound. At this point, she spent seven months of every year living and performing in Mexico.

Harlow met Cruz in Mexico and told her about his project. When Cruz returned to New York, she scheduled her first meeting with Jerry Masucci, cofounder (with the bandleader Johnny Pacheco) and business end of New York’s preeminent Latin label, Fania. Cruz had come merely to talk. But it was a setup: when she arrived, she found a studio full of musicians ready to record. The song was Hommy’s equivalent of Tommy’s “Acid Queen,” the kinetic “Gracia Divina.” Cruz had never heard it before.

“I got so angry,” she recounted in her memoir, “and I’m not an angry person.” But the gracious and professional Cruz learned it and sang it.41 Over a swirling, elegant charanga-style groove with full strings and gleaming brass, her bittersweet chocolate alto sound is unassailably regal. It’s hard to know whether to dance or simply bow down.

Knocked off in a day, “Gracia Divina” became a massive hit on New York Latin radio: on Polito Vega’s Spanish-language afternoon show on WBNX 1380, Joe Gaines’s late-night English-language show on WEVD 1330, Felipe Luciano’s Sunday specialty show on the jazz-minded WRVR 106.7. On March 29, Cruz sang “Gracia Divina” for a packed house in Carnegie Hall at Hommy’s world premiere, backed by the Orquesta Harlow and alongside the deep-voiced Cheo Feliciano, who had recently returned to claim his throne as the king of New York salsa singers after kicking a heroin addiction. The record flew out of the racks; the opera was produced in Puerto Rico and elsewhere.

But Hommy’s greatest effect was validating a group of young musicians, proving their music was worthy of Latin music’s queen, and of one of the world’s great concert halls. And performancewise, Harlow and the Fania crew would pull off something even more amazing by the end of the summer.

Latin music had been an integral part of New York’s musical fabric for decades. Always part of the jazz scene, there were periods when the music’s cultural presence ballooned. There was the mambo craze, which took off in the mid-’40s at the Palladium Ballroom. In the late ’60s, there was the boogaloo era, in which Latin acts responded to R&B’s golden era with their own hybrid soul music. Boogaloo was hated by Latin music purists, but it was perfect New York street pop, all simple, irresistible rhythmic and lyrical come-ons. (One critic dubbed it “cha cha with a backbeat.”) Joe Cuba’s “Bang Bang,” Johnny Colon’s “Boogaloo Blues,” Ray Barretto’s “El Watusi,” and Pete Rodriguez’s “I Like It Like That” are songs smart DJs still drop into dance mixes, and they always rock a party.

The “salsa” of the early ’70s was not only more traditional than boogaloo, it was hotter, faster, brighter. It was not mellow, and it was not as refined as its Cuban models. Heard as a compressed radio signal blasting from shops, apartment windows, and passing cars, it sounded brassy and shrill—fun, hustling, terminally high-strung.

New York salsa was fusion music; you could hear urbane Havana son and country Puerto Rican jibaro styles, jazzy horn and flute solos, Santana-style rock guitar, wah-wah keyboards, long percussion jams that drew on funk and African music while mixing in various Caribbean and South American rhythms. It was integrated, like the city it came from.

To wit: on May 3 at the Lowe’s Paradise—the spectacular old Bronx theater at 2413 Grand Concourse—a triple bill featured the formal debut of Tipica ’73, the salsa group that had just splintered from the conguero Ray Barretto’s band. With them was the Jersey City R&B crew Kool and the Gang, who were working on an album that would include a song called “Jungle Boogie.” Rounding it out were the ’60s pop-rockers Tommy James and the Shondells, whose ’69 hit “Crystal Blue Persuasion” was a hit among Bronx soul fans, Latinos included; Joe Bataan and Tito Puente both covered it.42

It was an unusually mixed bill, given the tendency of music marketers to divide audiences along cultural lines. But salsa, R&B, and rock have a central thing in common: they worship rhythm. If it makes people move, it’s all good. Not far from the Grand Concourse, a group of smart young DJs were learning this.

Hip-hop’s ur-jam, described in Jeff Chang’s sweeping hip-hop history Can’t Stop Won’t Stop, was a party held on the last week of August 11, 1973, in the west Bronx rec room of 1520 Sedgwick Avenue. There, Clive Campbell came of age as a DJ. He was a fairly recent immigrant, coming with his parents and siblings to the Bronx from Kingston, Jamaica, in 1967. It was a modest affair, coordinated by his younger sister Cindy, a budding businesswoman driven by a desire to buy herself a sweet back-to-school wardrobe.

Cindy’s brother was known in the neighborhood as Kool Herc: the latter part of the nickname, short for “Hercules,” was given to him by kids on the basketball court impressed with his size and power, the former inspired by a TV ad for the menthol cigarettes everyone smoked. Herc set up the gargantuan sound system he’d rigged with the Shure P.A. equipment that their dad, Keith—himself a hard-core music fan—used for gigs with a local R&B group. The siblings bought soda and malt liquor (Olde English 800 and Colt 45, the strongest brews of the era) and charged at the door. The space wasn’t much for vibe—linoleum floors, steel-encased radiators, and a low, white-tiled drop ceiling with fluorescent lighting fixtures that a friend of the Campbells turned on and off to heighten the mood. Herc played some reggae sides—the kind that would fire up the yard parties he’d witnessed as a wide-eyed kid in Jamaica. Here, though, they didn’t go over. Then he played some harder, funkier tracks: “It’s Just Begun” by the Jimmy Castor Bunch, “Bongo Rock” and “Apache” by the Incredible Bongo Band, “The Mexican” by Babe Ruth, “Get Ready” by Rare Earth, Baby Huey’s “Listen to Me,” the Isley Brothers’ “Get into Something,” “Yellow Sunshine” by the Philly funk band of the same name, James Brown’s “Give It Up or Turn It Loose.”43

The crowd, mostly high schoolers, went bonkers. Being August, the side door of the building was opened to let the heat out. Kids hung by the Dumpsters smoking weed and drinking, and Herc’s dad’s sound system pumped beats out into the summer night, over the Major Deegan Expressway, up toward River Park Towers. It was Herc’s first party under his own direction, on his own turf. The next day, it was the talk of the neighborhood.

In truth, the hard funk that the kids were sweating to that night was out of style in 1973. R&B was toning down and dressing up: Barry White’s “I’m Gonna Love You Just a Little Bit More, Baby,” Marvin Gaye’s “Let’s Get It On,” and Harold Melvin and the Blue Notes’ “The Love I Lost.” Some grittier, funkier tracks still made the charts: War’s “Cisco Kid” in May, Stevie Wonder’s “Higher Ground” that fall. But by the year’s end, the satin-sheeted “Love’s Theme” by Philadelphia’s Love Unlimited Orchestra would become a radio staple, followed the next spring by “TSOP (The Sound of Philadelphia)” by MFSB featuring the Three Degrees: the string-sweetened opening salvos of disco.

These were the records played by Herc’s competition—guys like Anthony Holloway, who went by the moniker DJ Hollywood and played at grown-up clubs like Charles Gallery and A Bunch of Grapes, both on 125th Street in Harlem, places you generally had to look sharp to get into. Holloway became a DJ by accident, seeing a route out of the numbers running that helped land him in the Spofford Detention Center in the South Bronx during his high school years. His hero was Frankie Crocker, the king of New York soul radio, who made his own name at Harlem’s WWRL-AM until he was hired away by the newly launched, black-owned WBLS-FM in ’71. Crocker—who, coincidentally or not, also used the nickname “Hollywood,” among others—often rhymed on-air between tracks, and his acolyte started doing the same in the clubs. Hollywood chanted things like “Throw your hands in the air, and wave ’em like ya just don’t care. And if you got on clean underwear, somebody say ‘Oh yeah!’ ” And then the crowd would shout back: “Oh yeah!”44

There were others in the game—the veteran R&B party-starter Pete DJ Jones; Edward Sturgis, a kid from Harlem’s Douglas projects whose sobriquet was Eddie Cheeba; Brooklyn’s Grandmaster Cameron Flowers, who played records in Yankee Stadium before James Brown’s 1969 concert there. But at this point, Hollywood was the prince of the uptown discos.

Downtown, meanwhile, was a different story.

There is a pretty young woman standing on West Twenty-second Street, and she is screaming hysterically. Her pupils are pools of motor oil. Between shrieks, she tries to form words. One utterance sounds like “animal”; another like “gorilla.” A young man with longish hair is trying to assist her, but he’s laughing so hard he’s nearly choking.

The scene takes place outside the Gallery, located on the second floor of an industrial loft building at 126 West Twenty-second Street. The nightspot began its life as a straight club in February 1973, but
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