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		PRAISE FOR

		THE BIG PAYBACK

		“Exhaustive yet vigorous.”

		—The New York Times

		“The ultimate hip-hop blueprint.”

		—The Source

		“Charnas’ epic account of the music’s rise from Bronx parks to Wall Street is gripping, stylish, impossible to put down.”

		—Flavorpill

		“A must-have for any rap fan.”

		—XXL

		“Charnas’ ‘American success story’ unfolds vividly and briskly, and no hustle goes unturned.”

		—Rolling Stone (4 stars)

		“[Charnas] brings to life the story of the dollars behind the ballers in this absorbing account of hip-hop’s transformation from South Bronx cottage industry to multibillion-dollar global business.”

		—Spin

		“The rap tome you have to read…. Dan Charnas’ chronicle of the genre’s rise to multibillion-dollar industry is essential. Wisely, The Big Payback focuses not on the beefs you know but on the back-room battles you don’t.”

		—Details

		“The book does a page-turningly good job of detailing the clashes between key figures like Russell Simmons and Rick Rubin…. Charnas has done a real service to pop history by following the money.”

		—New York Daily News

		“Dan Charnas’ detailed and colorful account of hip-hop history and its fusion of art and commerce is a must read for fans of the music industry…. His time embedded in a tumultuous, momentous environment doesn’t so much compromise his objectivity…as allow him to get the kind of juicy details no one else has reported—the boardroom brawls, the moguls who mentored.”

		—Los Angeles Times

		“Charnas did an incredible reporting job and the book is a delicious read…. It doesn’t matter if you love hip-hop or not, this book is just an incredible epic about business and culture in America.”

		—The Atlantic

		“[Charnas] writes with the authority of an insider, the passion of a fan, and the cool eye of someone who has maneuvered through the day-to-day working of the business. Nuanced treatment of the impresarios behind signature sounds and recording empires and brisk, dramatic vignettes give this history of a leaderless revolution impressive momentum.”

		—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

		“Monumental in every way…a constant revelation…. Every page is loaded with fresh, acutely detailed, great stories delivered in bite-size, and Charnas’ snappy pace makes getting through its 650-some pages a pleasure.”

		—The Onion A.V. Club

		“The Big Payback isn’t just the most comprehensive journalistic account of hip-hop ever written—it’s a mature, Pulitzer–worthy work, an integral account of essential urban history on a par with Robert A. Caro’s The Power Broker.”

		—The Boston Phoenix

		“The Big Payback stands out as a must read for any fan—or detractor—of the genre.”

		—Forbes

		“The riveting dialogue culled from more than three hundred interviews makes it seem as if Charnas was in the room for every detail that ever went down in hip-hop, and sometimes he was.”

		—The Austin Chronicle

		“Hands-down, one of the best books ever written about hip-hop… Absolutely essential…this isn’t just the most important book on hip-hop that’s come out in years; it’s one of the most important books on pop music, period.”

		—Oliver Wang, Soul-Sides.com

		“Charnas has the shrewdness and experience as a journalist to pull it off extremely well…. [He] is a highly skilled chronicler of the forty years that have paved the way to hip-hop’s present…. The staggering anecdotes knock your mind around, but the excellence of the storytelling will have you surrendering them out loud to your fellow fans.”

		—KEXP.com

		“Charnas captures an epic story full of joy and pain, triumph and failure, grace and greed with the skills of a journalist, the wisdom of an insider and the passion of a microphone fiend.”

		—Jeff Chang, author of Can’t Stop Won’t Stop: A History of the Hip-Hop Generation and Total Chaos: The Art and Aesthetics of Hip-Hop

		“His cast of characters—producers, agents, label executives, talent scouts—is every bit as compelling and dramatic as the musicians themselves…. It’s an unforgettable odyssey.”

		—Samuel G. Freedman, New York Times columnist and author of Upon This Rock, Who She Was, and Jew vs. Jew

		“[A] stunning achievement. Not only does it manage to pack in countless unprecedented anecdotes about hip-hop that you can’t find anywhere else—the read is effortlessly smooth.”

		—Cheo H. Coker, coscreenwriter of Notorious and author of Unbelievable: The Life, Death, and Afterlife of the Notorious B.I.G.
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		NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR

		This is a book about an American success story.

		In 1977 hip-hop was a marginal urban subculture, largely confined to two of the most notorious ghettos in the United States, Harlem and the South Bronx. Over three decades later, hip-hop has become global culture itself, spanning music, language, film, television, books, fashion, sports, and politics. Hip-hop supplanted rock and roll as the signature creative expression for a new generation. It became a multibillion-dollar industry, transcending entertainment and moving into consumer products and services.

		The Big Payback tells the tale of how hip-hop made this improbable leap. It is the story of executives and artists, entrepreneurs and hustlers who together surmounted incredible odds and opposition out of a belief that hip-hop would one day be as powerful as any American pop culture that preceded it.

		Hip-hop changed our society. The commodification of hip-hop fostered a multiracial generation of young Americans brought up on a culture forged largely by Black youth, and transformed the racial dynamic in the United States. The hip-hop generation helped to elect our country’s first Black president. Our society also changed hip-hop. Some would argue the culture lost much of its diversity and its virtue as it became mainstreamed. The Big Payback is about all of these changes as well.

		The phenomenon of hip-hop can’t be understood by examining the lives of the artists alone, because the culture could not have survived and thrived without the people who funded, promoted, and sold it. Therefore, The Big Payback is a book about the business of hip-hop, and about the relationship between artist and merchant—who, in hip-hop, are often one and the same. If hip-hop has four elements (DJing, MCing, graffiti, and breaking), and perhaps a fifth (style), then I argue for the recognition of a sixth: marketing. The flyers promoting hip-hop’s earliest parties were integral to the culture. One man in particular began his career passing out these things; look at Russell Simmons now.

		The Big Payback follows the evolution of famous businesspeople like Simmons and dozens of unsung others who, wittingly or unwittingly, furthered the cause of hip-hop. Some did it for profit, some for fame, some for fun, some for the art’s sake, and many for a combination of motives. Without these people, few would have heard of the artists they introduced to the world, legends like Tupac Shakur and Eminem, Jay-Z, and Run-DMC. These impresarios, promoters, programmers, and managers put their jobs, fortunes, and lives on the line for hip-hop. Now you will know their names, too.

		Some notes about the creation of this book:

		The Big Payback is a work of journalism, culled from personal interviews with over three hundred people, as well as court documents, correspondence, contracts, memoranda, memorabilia, newspaper and magazine articles, radio and television archives, photographs, films, Web pages, and the research and reporting of colleagues both published and unpublished.

		The Big Payback focuses on the lives of a select group of characters chosen for a combination of criteria: their contributions, the compelling nature of their personal stories, and my access to them.

		Whether the narrative describes events, silent thoughts and feelings of characters, or things those characters said aloud, that material is the result of reporting, not invention. For dialogue I use quotation marks to denote exact replication and italics to signify approximation. Often a particular story will be told from two or more viewpoints, a result of reporting from two or more sources. On rare occasions multiple sources have described one incident with irreconcilably different descriptions. Where that kind of conflict occurs in the narrative, I have either addressed this directly in the text, or chosen what I believe to be the most plausible story and then footnoted the conflicting description.

		This book employs several linguistic conventions: I often use the words “hip-hop” and “rap” and “rap music” interchangeably—even though they are not technically the same—to denote only the musical and lyrical portion of hip-hop culture; in other words, the stuff you hear. I have used the term “Black” interchangeably with “African-American,” though I know that those terms are not always synonymous. I have capitalized the words “Black” and “White” where they refer to a group of people. When I use the term “racism,” I really mean “systematic White supremacy.” For characters who are more commonly known by their stage names or nicknames, I generally refer to them by those sobriquets after first establishing their given name and reaching the point in the narrative where they take their alias. For characters whose identities shift back and forth, I try to move with them; one notable exception being Sean Combs, who has adopted one too many professional aliases over the years. In my book he’s “Combs.” Lastly, hip-hop fans and followers know well that there are two figures named “Dr. Dre”: Andre “Doctor Dre” Brown from the East Coast who hosted Yo! MTV Raps and DJed on Hot 97 in New York; and Andre “Dr. Dre” Young from the West Coast, member of NWA, founder of record labels Death Row and Aftermath, and producer of Eminem. Luckily for me, they never meet in this book.

		Finally The Big Payback is a book about the hip-hop industry written by someone who was once a part of that industry. The few things I accomplished during my time in the business don’t merit my own entry into the book; thus, this is not a memoir. Nonetheless I personally witnessed several of the events and scenes depicted herein; in some of them, I played an active role, which I have detailed in the footnotes. As noted in the acknowledgments, I worked for several of the prominent characters in this book. Others have been my friends or colleagues. A few were competitors or adversaries. Many I met only in passing and some not until I interviewed them for this book. In journalism this kind of intimacy with the subject and sources can be both beneficial and problematic. I have endeavored to be fair to all the characters in this book without regard for my relationship to them.

		My motto for the writing of this book was “everyone gets to be human.” That credo is unusual, because even some of the journalists, writers, and lyricists I respect vilify businesspeople without question, research, or reporting as rapacious exploiters of innocent, unsuspecting artists and their audiences. I abhor that cliché. In my years as a record executive, I saw plenty of exploitation. But I also saw plenty of businesspeople who were honest and sincere, moved by a love of hip-hop culture; and artists, producers, and DJs who cared nothing for culture and permitted themselves to live without ethics. My goal for this book was to toss the platitudes and show how hip-hop was cocreated by the artists and by the people who pushed them out into the world.

		My approach may not appeal to hip-hop fans who believe that the culture existed in some pristine state before it was sold, nor to those who believe that corporate executives assembled in a room and decided to promote violent, misogynist hip-hop for profit and the degradation of Black people. My experience and research uncover a more nuanced reality. I invite hip-hop’s devotees to witness the true story of hip-hop’s commercial evolution in the pages that follow.

		Despite the dramatic ascent of the culture, some critics and fans alike argue that hip-hop is not a success story; that its failure to sustain itself as political, “positive,” and uplifting art makes it superfluous and anachronistic; that its continued fascination with all things crude and violent make it dangerous; that its commercial prosperity is yet another cultural sellout or co-optation.

		I think those conclusions are unfair. Materialism, vulgarity, and violence are not hip-hop’s ills. They are America’s ills. Hip-hop is a child of America.

		Hip-hop resulted from unfettered young urban Black expression finding its own way to the masses after being denied access to mainstream and Black marketplaces. Thus, the cultural squeeze that created gangster rap also caused a precipitous rise in Black entrepreneurship. The ostracism of Black youth from traditional modes of commerce and communication created a self-sufficient and self-confident generation. That’s why hip-hop has done as much for the economic, political, and social advancement of Black America as any cultural movement in history. Who desegregated radio stations and video channels across the country? Hip-hop blasted through that wall. Who climbed into the upper echelons of Hollywood? The rappers did. Who truly made good on the Black Nationalist dream of economic independence? The hip-hop entrepreneurs of the late 1990s led a 45 percent growth in Black-owned businesses. Who fulfilled the civil rights–era vision of the “table of brotherhood”? The hip-hop generation, which intermarries four times as much as their parents did. In so doing, hip-hop set all of America free.

		Hip-hop is nothing less than a triumph. Even in its blatantly commercial forms, the culture has given a tremendous gift to this country and the world. The Big Payback is thus a work of passion for hip-hop in all its messy glory.

		With that, here’s a little story that must be told.

		—Dan Charnas, New York City, 2010

	
		ALBUM ONE

		NUMBER RUNNERS

		Hip-hop’s earliest entrepreneurs

		(1968–1981)

	
		Side A

		Uptown

		The man who invented American money lived and died in Harlem.

		He arrived from the Caribbean at the age of seventeen, an orphan subsisting on a modest scholarship. But when he retired in 1800 after founding the first national bank, launching the U.S. Mint, and serving as the first secretary of the treasury, Alexander Hamilton purchased an estate in upper Manhattan. Hamilton Grange sat on the high cliffs overlooking the former Dutch village of Nieuw Haarlem, a pastoral getaway for wealthy residents of the growing city of New York, then still confined to the lower part of the narrow island. On that same rocky ridge, almost twenty-five years earlier, Hamilton fought the British at the Battle of Harlem Heights. Later he became General George Washington’s chief of staff.

		After the Revolutionary War, Hamilton fought a different kind of battle, one that would decide what kind of nation America would become. The battle pitted Hamilton against another founding father, Thomas Jefferson. Hamilton wanted to keep New York as the national capital. Jefferson, who detested cities, wanted to move it to the banks of the Potomac across from his native Virginia. Hamilton saw the future of America in business and manufacturing. Jefferson advocated agriculture. Hamilton was an immigrant. Jefferson was born into a wealthy plantation family. Hamilton was an abolitionist. Jefferson owned slaves.

		This debate—between city and country, between North and South, between abolitionist and slaveholder, between liberal and conservative—would dominate America’s history long after Hamilton died, shot down in a gun duel with a political enemy. It would ultimately lead to the Civil War. By then, the land Hamilton owned was split into parcels for the growing city, and renamed Hamilton Heights. After Abraham Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation, after the surrender of the Confederacy, the argument continued. What is to become of the sons and daughters of African slaves? Will they become fully American, enfranchised with the rights America’s founders accorded to themselves? Or will Negroes in America be remanded to a kind of limbo, neither chattel nor citizen?

		For many years the answer was clearly the latter. By 1920, Hamilton Heights looked down on the biggest Black ghetto in the country. Harlem had become the catchall neighborhood for New York’s Black population, and for the Negro migrants who streamed in from the South and the Caribbean, fleeing poverty and oppression, in search of work. For those escaping Jim Crow’s clutches, New York may well have been paradise. But it was a bleak existence. Black women found work as domestics in middle-class White homes. If factory jobs weren’t available, Black men took custodial work, if they found employ at all.

		Still Harlem buzzed with new life. Southern migrants brought their music with them—blues and its refined, citified cousin, jazz. Nightspots opened along Harlem’s main drag, 125th Street, attracting White revelers from downtown. In those audiences were the founders of the modern entertainment industry—White radio broadcasters, film producers, sheet music distributors, and phonograph record manufacturers. Soon, boisterous Black jazz was being beamed, performed, and published across the United States, becoming the favorite music of young White people across America. Even though segregation put Black performers at a significant disadvantage, and swindlers often robbed Black composers of their rights, entertainment proved to be one of the few ways that Black folks could make a buck in America.

		Harlem also gave rise to an aspirational class who held forth the Hamiltonian dream of an equal society where one’s position was decided on merit, not on lineage or the color of one’s skin; where ingenuity and hard work trumped race. Some of these Harlemites were Black entrepreneurs and professionals: doctors, lawyers, shopkeepers. Others were authors, artists, musicians, poets, philosophers, professors, politicians, and activists. Harlem bore the first institutions of the civil rights movement, the NAACP and the National Urban League, and the first organization to champion Black power, Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement Association. By the 1920s, Harlem had become the virtual capital of Black America, and the artistic, social, and political ambitions of Harlemites comprised a movement known as the Harlem Renaissance.

		The wealthiest among these strivers lived in Harlem’s most expensive homes, up on the ridge overlooking the flatlands, on acreage once owned by Alexander Hamilton, who in his time personified American ambition. It was a place where even Black folks could live “the sweet life” that inspired its nickname.

		The locals called it Sugar Hill.

		Ira Jack Allen had come to Harlem all the way from Tuscaloosa, Alabama, to live with his uncle, Levert Burrell, who worked as a bouncer at the Savoy Ballroom, one of Harlem’s integrated nightclubs. Jack Allen was still a teenager when he arrived in the late 1940s, but he already had streaks of gray running through his curly black hair. Allen sacrificed vials of blood to doctors who tried to help him figure out why his hair was constantly changing color—from black to gray and back again. In the end, they couldn’t tell him much. Maybe it was hereditary, they said. Maybe it was stress.

		Allen turned his gray hair to his advantage, for even at sixteen years old, he could get into any nightclub. Broad shouldered and standing well over six feet tall, he soon found work as a road manager for blues artists like Big Joe Turner. Allen could get even notoriously unscrupulous show promoters to pay up at the end of the night, doing more with his soft, deep voice and imposing presence than most men could do with their fists. In 1951, while performing at Harlem’s Apollo Theater, Joe Turner was approached by two young Turkish-American entrepreneurs who wanted him to record for their new recording company, Atlantic. Soon both Turner and Allen were in the record business.

		By then, music was changing. After World War II, the blues literally sped up, assuming a more danceable form that younger fans loved. They called it by many names: “jump blues,” “rhythm blues,” “rhythm and blues,” or simply “R&B.” A local variant of R&B was especially popular in New York—called “doo-wop,” a name that mimicked the scatty harmonies of the Black vocal groups who performed it. Allen managed a popular doo-wop group called the Moonglows, and became a partner in a small record label called Spectrum, often conducting business out of a phone booth downtown on Broadway outside the Brill Building, the epicenter of the 1950s record industry. The talent may have been uptown, but the business was downtown.

		As the music changed, Harlem changed. In the 1950s, the influx of Black Southerners became a deluge. The refugees from Dixie were joined by Spanish-speaking immigrants from Puerto Rico. These newcomers arrived at precisely the moment that manufacturing jobs began leaving New York City. The poorest of them crowded into tenements and apartments, overwhelmed the city’s social services and schools. Crime rose. White-collar Black Harlemites—doctors, lawyers, and artists who lived on Sugar Hill—began leaving for safer, newer suburban homes in Queens, Long Island, Westchester, and New Jersey. The sweet life vanished from uptown. Shops closed. Hundreds of blocks of older buildings were razed to erect housing projects that compounded the problems they were built to solve. Soon Harlem and huge swaths of other New York neighborhoods in the South Bronx and Brooklyn became vast slums. Harlem’s buildings fell into disrepair as banks refused to finance businesses and real estate. Despite new successes in the long African-American battle for equality—namely the rise of the civil rights movement—Harlem, Black America’s capital, was becoming a desolate place.

		Born of aspiration, the only enterprise that Harlem had left was “the hustle”: like the illicit rackets selling women or drugs. The most common hustle, however, was the numbers.

		Before the first legal state lottery was established—New Hampshire in 1964—the numbers game was the main gambling enterprise in the country, a favorite in poor, ethnic neighborhoods like Harlem. The game was simple. Every day, players could pick a three-digit number. If that number was selected in a drawing, or determined by the last three digits of the local racetrack’s daily pari-mutuel handle, the player won, usually 500 to 600 times the money he or she had waged. The odds of winning the numbers game were 1 in 1000, but anecdotes of victory and the occasional lucky draw by a neighbor or friend kept people playing religiously. For many poor people, those long odds seemed equal to the possibility of attaining a lucrative profession in a segregated America anyhow. In Harlem, “hitting the number” was a very common life goal, a palpable hope. If you won, you could buy a house. You could send your kid to school. You could pay off your debts.

		The numbers game was run by “policy banks,” cellular, neighborhood-based organizations where the bosses tallied bets and ran drawings. Of course, all of these so-called banks were illegal, so they needed insulation from the law in order to operate, usually in the form of payment to local police called a “pad.” The numbers racket in Harlem was run for a time by a Black woman, Madame Stephanie St. Clair. But the business proved too lucrative to leave in Black hands, and White gangsters like Dutch Schultz forced their way in during the 1930s. Despite their illegality, Harlem’s policy bankers in many cases provided the only capital to build a building or start a business. By the 1950s, the numbers represented more than half of the Harlem economy.

		The numbers offered Harlemites something even more tangible: an entry-level job from which one could earn a decent wage. Almost anyone could be a “runner.” The runner’s job was to collect bets and distribute winnings within a certain area, usually a few city blocks, making a commission on all the bets collected. It was a dangerous business. You had to keep a lot of numbers in your head: dates, handles, bet amounts, payoffs. As with all hustles, if you got in trouble—came up short with the money, ran afoul of your bosses, your customers, or the law—you had to talk fast and talk slick, or else speak with your fists.

		That’s what happened one day in the late 1950s on top of Sugar Hill. Jack Allen was playing handball against the side of a sports bar on Amsterdam Avenue. Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted one of the local number runners—a tall, thin guy with a pockmarked face—surrounded by a group of angry men. One of them was saying that his number had “hit,” and the young runner, for whatever reason, didn’t have the money to pay him. Allen immediately sensed that the runner was in serious trouble. In his fashion, the levelheaded, soft-spoken, gray-haired young man walked over to cool things down. The entertainment hustle wasn’t so different from the numbers hustle. Jack talked fast, Jack talked slick. And the young number runner, Joe Robinson, was able to walk away intact.

		Allen knew that Robinson wouldn’t last much longer in the numbers game. If he wanted to survive, Robinson would have to find a safer, better hustle. The guy couldn’t rap to save his own life.

		A decade later, thirteen-year-old Anthony Holloway seemed headed toward the same line of work.

		It was a summer evening in 1968, and Anthony was rolling as usual with Charles, the number runner, watching the brownstones of Sugar Hill flow past him from the passenger seat of Charles’s car. Anthony was in the streets now. He wasn’t going back home, that was for sure, now that he was on the outs with his mother.

		Dorothy Holloway had come home from work one day to find her son and a bunch of his friends in her living room, skipping school, playing cards, and listening to her records. Anthony was a good kid, pudgy and smiley, who could sing and dance like nobody’s business. It was only recently that he had started acting up. So she didn’t ground him. She didn’t beat him. Instead Dorothy did something to scare the hell out of Anthony. She had the police arrest him for truancy. The court sent Anthony for a time to Spofford, a juvenile detention center in the South Bronx, and then a youth camp.

		Now that he was out, Anthony drifted. And who better to glide with than Charles, the number runner, who rolled a purple Ford Thunderbird made of pure steel. Charles got a lot of attention from pretty girls with that car, and Anthony loved riding around with him as Charles made his stops, pockets filled with cash, collecting bets and paying on wins.

		One of Charles’s regular collection spots was Lou’s Place on Sugar Hill. Lou’s was a small bar, but they had a lively clientele. In the corner, an old-timer named W.T. spun records on a BSR McDonald turntable, speaking to the crowd over a microphone as he changed the records to keep the party going. Every time he came to Lou’s, Anthony couldn’t take his eyes off of the spinning records and the microphone.

		Anthony learned the power of the disc jockey at his mother’s house parties. While he was still in grade school, she would put him in charge of the stack of 45 rpm singles that comprised her record collection. If he ruined the “vibe” with a bad record, his mother scowled.

		“Why would you play that?” Dorothy Holloway barked. “Put on the hits!”

		Anthony learned which records made people dance and which didn’t. In junior high, Anthony was captivated by the between-song spiel of New York’s most popular Black DJ, Frankie Crocker, on the AM soul station, Harlem’s WWRL. Frankie talked fast, Frankie talked slick.

		“I’ll put a dip in your hip, more cut in your strut, and more glide in your stride,” he said. “If you don’t dig it, you know you’ve got a hole in your soul. / Don’t eat chicken on Sundays. / Other cats be laughin’ and jokin’. / Frankie Crocker steady taking care of business, / Cookin’ and smokin’. / For there is no other like this soul brother.”

		I could do that, Anthony thought. So Anthony practiced his own rhymes over the intros of records, trying to time them so that they ended right when the vocal came in, just like Frankie Crocker did on the radio.

		W.T. must have noticed the hunger in Anthony’s eyes, because tonight the DJ approached the thirteen-year-old with a proposition.

		“Listen,” W.T said. “I gotta go and do something. I will be right back. All I need you to do is, when a record goes off, put another record on.”

		W.T. left. As Charles, the number runner, held court with his customers and admirers, Anthony stepped behind the turntable and did what W.T. told him to do. He spun “Tighten Up” by Archie Bell and the Drells into “Cool Jerk” by the Capitols, dancing as the music played. But Anthony couldn’t resist the microphone. So he said some rhymes in between the songs, just like Frankie Crocker did, to keep the party going while he changed the record.

		“Hey, y’all!” Anthony began. “If I was snow I would be cold. /If I was a jug of wine I would be old. /But since none of this is true / And I’m right here with you, / Passing the time / With the baddest jams I could find, / Without further time wasted / Or another drink tasted, / Let’s go!”

		It went on like this for a while—Anthony dropping in at Lou’s and covering for W.T. whenever the older DJ had to step away. It was a great deal for W.T., this kid who loved to DJ and didn’t cost him any money. Soon, W.T. asked Anthony to come with him to his after-hours gig at Lovey’s on 148th Street and 7th Avenue. By 1971, Anthony was working the club all by himself, playing records for a roomful of hustlers.

		This was the year that Anthony Holloway finally hit his number. It was a two-digit number—to be exact: 15, the amount, in dollars, that Anthony made for a night’s work at Lovey’s. One Hamilton and one Lincoln.

		It wasn’t a lot of money, but there was sniff and smoke and women, and the gig kept him busy enough that he had to stop rolling with Charles, the number runner.

		Holloway—who now called himself DJ Hollywood—had found a hustle of his own.

		It may have been mere coincidence, but “Hollywood” was also one of the many nicknames that Frankie Crocker took for himself. Crocker had others: “Fast Frankie,” “the Chief Rocker,” and so on. Years later, after the two men had become the most popular DJs in New York—Crocker on the radio and Holloway in the nightclubs and discotheques—the shared sobriquet became a point of contention. But it would take quite some time before Holloway would make it onto Crocker’s radar. Crocker, after all, was a superstar well before Holloway made his first $15 as a DJ.

		In the early 1960s, Frankie Crocker came from his hometown of Buffalo, New York, to work at Harlem’s WWRL, the premier radio station serving New York’s Black community. Crocker was one of a roster of Black DJs, like Hank Spann and Gary Byrd, serving up R&B with a side of hip patter. The on-air shtick of WWRL’s personality jocks was as important as the music they played. WWRL’s Jocko Henderson was legendary for his slick talk: “Eee tiddly ock, / This is the Jock / And I’m back on the scene with the record machine. /Correct time now, 10:17.”

		If Henderson was going to tell you the time, he’d work it into the rhyme.

		Black DJs talking fast and talking slick was nothing unusual. One heard that kind of talk on every street corner, playground, and in every church in Harlem. The ability to “talk shit” had always been prime currency in Black communities. It was especially vital for hustlers, whether they were preachers trying to hustle their flock to Jesus, or young men trying to hustle up a Friday-night date with a pretty girl. The better your rap, the better your rep.

		For African-Americans, the slang word “rap” was the measure of the way a person talked. To talk was merely to converse. To rap was to get a particular point across with style, perhaps make someone smile or laugh, or get a rise out of them. It was no wonder, then, that the men who spoke to the Black masses through the radio perfected this skill. One of them, “Jockey Jack” Gibson, who got his start in 1948 on the first Black-owned station in the country, Atlanta’s WERD, called himself “Jack the Rapper.”

		Dozens of these new Black-oriented radio stations began popping up across the United States after World War II. Disc jockeys like Henderson and Gibson said their crazy rhymes and played rhythm and blues records. Suddenly, slang and music by and intended for Black folks was now accessible to anyone with a radio. Many White kids who had never met a person of color in their lives found their way to these stations with a simple twist of the dial. The music was furious, funny, and often filthy, with rampant references to sex, about “rocking” and “rolling” all night long.

		Soon Black radio stations amassed a huge underground White following.

		In 1951, a Jewish disc jockey who played classical music on WJW in Cleveland discovered that White kids were buying Black rhythm-and-blues records by the hundreds at a local record store. The jock, Alan Freed, asked his station manager for permission to play the records on his show.

		This was tricky. Rhythm and blues was well-known as Negro music, and one couldn’t just start playing Negro songs on a respectable station. The solution required a bit of subterfuge. So Freed changed his handle to “Moondog,” and changed the name of the music from “rhythm and blues” to a phrase unknown to Whites, “rock and roll”—which, when one considered the meaning of the term, was even more suggestive.

		Freed’s “Moondog Rock and Roll House Party” became a sensation for both White and Black teenagers across the Midwest. By the time Freed was hired by the biggest pop station in the country, New York’s WINS, Freed had riled parents and civic authorities by throwing regular, sold-out integrated concerts featuring Black rhythm-and-blues acts that were attended equally by Black and White youth. Soon, Freed was joined by other White “rock and roll” jocks playing rhythm-and-blues records and talking fast and slick like Black DJs—including Wolfman Jack, whose show on huge 250,000-watt XERF-AM just across the Mexican border with Texas could be heard from coast to coast in the United States.

		This was how radio DJs, Black and White, sparked the cultural desegregation of young America. The rhythm-and-blues/rock-and-roll revolution formed the soundtrack to the civil rights era, and many of the White children who grew up loving Black music in the 1950s became supporters of the Black liberation movement in the 1960s.

		Ironically, while America desegregated, the music business itself remained one of the most segregated industries in the country. The big record companies of the 1950s—RCA, Columbia, Capitol—traditionally relegated “race music” to smaller imprints, if they dealt with Black music and Black artists at all. These companies simply ignored the new Black youth music, raunchy rhythm and blues, and barely flirted with R&B’s White doppelgänger, rock and roll. Thus, the windfall of R&B and rock and roll largely fell to smaller, independent labels like Chess, Kent, and Atlantic. Many of these labels were owned by entrepreneurs whose ethnicity put them outside the American capitalist mainstream—Jewish Americans in particular and some Black Americans as well. Black-owned Vee-Jay Records was the first American label to take a chance on a British R&B group called the Beatles.

		Race and class blinded corporate America to the opportunities with the new music, so Black entrepreneurs like Berry Gordy enjoyed a virtual monopoly on local music scenes like Detroit’s. Gordy’s Motown Records not only became an industry powerhouse to rival the corporate record labels; Motown was, until it was sold in the 1980s, the largest Black-owned business in America.

		The segregation of radio eased in the 1960s, mainly because radio stations played the records that sold and were requested the most. As the popularity of Black music increased among White kids, “Top 40” played more of it. The opening of radio created opportunity for a few Black DJs, too. In 1969, Frankie Crocker was hired away from WWRL to become one of “the Good Guys,” the lily-white roster of Top 40 DJs at New York’s WMCA.

		The success of the Black music business eventually attracted the corporate attention that nearly killed it. Clive Davis—the new, young chief of Columbia Records who signed Sly and the Family Stone to Columbia—saw untapped potential in Black music and needed some ammunition to make his point. Davis commissioned an analysis of the Black music market from the Harvard Business School. “A Study of the Soul Music Environment Prepared for Columbia Records Group” was delivered to Davis on May 11, 1972. The Harvard Report, as it came to be called, advocated that Columbia buy its way into the Black music market.

		Columbia soon purchased two independent labels, Stax and Philadelphia International. Other majors followed suit, Warner Bros. purchasing Atlantic. By the mid-1970s most of the Black independents had been either bought up or edged out, their artists and executive talent lured away to the growing “Black departments” at the six big record companies—CBS, Warner, RCA, MCA, EMI, and Polygram. These companies were called “majors” because they owned their own national distribution networks.

		Meanwhile the brief years of integrated pop radio were drawing to a close. AM radio was losing listeners to high-fidelity FM stations that played only certain kinds of music—“rock” or “soul” or “country,” for example. “Narrowcasting” was an attempt to deliver specific audiences to advertisers. Because many advertisers and programmers assumed that White listeners preferred music by White artists, many FM stations began dumping Black artists.

		By the mid-1970s, the lucrative business of Black music was largely out of Black hands. Motown remained the only viable Black-owned label. Most of the new Black-oriented FMs were not Black-owned. But in 1971, a Harlem lawyer and politician named Percy Sutton led a group of Black investors, including David Dinkins, to buy two New York stations, WLIB-AM and FM. Sutton changed the FM station’s call letters to WBLS, and hired Frankie Crocker as his star air personality and first program director.

		The call letters “BLS” were said to stand for “Black Liberation Station.” Indeed, WBLS gave Frankie Crocker freedom during a time of corporate captivity for Black music and Black artists. In turn, Crocker’s WBLS freed the minds of a generation of New Yorkers. Under Crocker, WBLS redefined and expanded the concept of the “Black” radio station. To the traditional soul and R&B fare of James Brown, Aretha Franklin, and Stevie Wonder, Crocker added an eclectic mix of rock, jazz, and pop standards—everything from the Rolling Stones to Frank Sinatra. Crocker’s tastes were broad and cosmopolitan, and he expected no less from his listeners. He gave New Yorkers their first taste of a Jamaican rock-and-roller named Bob Marley. Crocker was among the first on radio to play the beat-heavy, dance-oriented soul that was becoming so popular in the new DJ-driven nightclubs called “discotheques,” records like Manu Dibango’s “Soul Makossa” and MFSB’s “Love Is the Message.” Crocker presented a show that was sophisticated and grown-up. If WWRL was Harlem, WBLS was Sugar Hill—a cut above, a station that gave its listeners a taste of upward mobility. WBLS was more than just a so-called Black station, just as so-called Black music included more than music played by Black artists.

		In a time when Black music was being pushed from the airwaves across the country, and record and radio executives subscribed increasingly to the notion that there were records that were simply “too Black” for White listeners, Frankie Crocker turned WBLS into the number one–rated music station among all listeners in the largest city in the country.

		More profoundly, Crocker created a generation of young music aficionados in New York, kids from the inner city and from the suburbs, to whom he gave the gift of an open mind and the notion that a DJ could change the world.

		The nightclubs where bands played live music were vanishing from Harlem, replaced by spots like Lou’s and Lovey’s, where disc jockeys spun records over a loud sound system for a crowd that came to dance. All over the city, “discos” were on the rise. In this new world order, the DJs were the stars—like Pete DJ Jones, who spun for Black folks uptown and mixed crowds downtown. This new breed of disco DJ developed techniques and technology to keep the party going nonstop.

		In 1972, DJ Hollywood heard his first “mix.” He was still spinning records for short money at Lovey’s when he decided to pay a visit to a new disco on 125th Street called Charles Gallery, where the men wore suits and ties and the women pretty dresses. He couldn’t see behind the smoked glass of the DJ booth, but Hollywood got chills as he heard a Booker T. & the MG’s song, “Melting Pot,” blended seamlessly into “Power” by Earth, Wind & Fire. The music never stopped. The disc jockey—a Puerto Rican kid named Angelo—didn’t even talk between songs. Hollywood had been thinking of himself as a DJ at the top of his game, but now he realized he had a lot more to learn.

		Hollywood befriended Bo Huggins, another DJ and the brother of the Gallery’s owner, Charles Huggins. The next Sunday, Bo invited Hollywood back to the booth for a closer look. Hollywood almost fainted when he saw the secret weapon that the Charles Gallery DJs used to blend beats. They had two record players and, between them, a small box with separate volume knobs for each turntable. Bo called it a “mixer.” Best of all, it had a headphone jack that allowed him to listen to one record while the other one was playing.

		Charles Gallery literally became DJ Hollywood’s Sunday school. How did Bo get two different records to “lock” together, their drumbeats falling at exactly the same time? First, Bo selected two records of roughly the same tempo. He then matched their speeds by moving a “pitch adjustment” lever on one of the turntables. While the first record played, he muted the second turntable so the crowd couldn’t hear it. Listening to the second record in his headphones, he found the spot where its beat started by rubbing it back and forth with his fingers to position the needle. Bo held the second record steady with his thumb until the precise moment where it would match the beat of the first, and then released it into the rotation of the spinning platter below. Slowly, Bo would bring the volume of the second turntable up and—voilà—the beats were matched.

		DJ Hollywood practiced these techniques with devotion, coming back to Charles Gallery week after week until, inevitably, Bo turned to Hollywood one evening and said, “I’ll be right back. Take over for me.” Soon, Hollywood was DJing his own set of nonstop music at Charles Gallery, the big time in Harlem. But with his new nonstop mixing techniques, there wasn’t any silence in between songs. This was a problem. For Hollywood, talking to the crowd was the best part of being a DJ. So Hollywood began using any part of the record that didn’t have singing on it to talk over—sometimes the intro, and sometimes the breakdown, which was the part of the song where the musicians literally “broke it down” to just drums, or drums and bass. Hollywood not only matched the beat of one record to another; he started matching his rhymes to the beat, as well:

		“Can you feel the groove? Everybody, let’s make a move….”

		Hollywood always had routines where he would involve the crowd. He called them “conversations”:

		“Party time is anytime / And anytime is party time. / Say what?”

		And the crowd would answer: “Say we-oooo, baby!”

		Not everyone in Charles Gallery understood. “Bo! What’s up with your man yapping?” one hustler shouted. “Tell him to stop talkin’ and let the music play!”

		Hollywood was offered another regular gig, at a new disco farther east on 125th Street called A Bunch of Grapes. The place was perfect. It had new Technics SL-1200 “vari-speed” turntables. The DJ booth was encased in glass, sitting in the middle of the dance floor, so everyone could see him. At Charles Gallery, Hollywood had been a junior DJ. But at A Bunch of Grapes, he was the star attraction. Hollywood developed set lists of music and a repertoire of call-and-response rhymes that regular clubgoers recognized and repeated with glee. After his shows, he sold eight-track tapes of his mixes for $15 a pop.

		As word spread about the rhyming DJ, Hollywood was lured up to the Bronx to play at a new disco called Club 371. The owners, who called themselves the “Ten Good Guys,” were a bit stiff. One of them, Bob Knight, was the regular DJ. Much to Hollywood’s frustration, Knight wouldn’t let his guest DJ even touch his turntables.

		“You can talk on the microphone,” Knight said.

		So Hollywood asked Knight to play MFSB’s “Love Is the Message”—Frankie Crocker’s favorite disco anthem—because it had a long instrumental breakdown. Hollywood talked fast, talked slick, and by the time the song ended, the audience was yelling and screaming for more.

		Hollywood left in frustration, vowing never to return. Knight didn’t even know how to mix. Hollywood couldn’t do his act the way he wanted to under those conditions. But Knight did him a favor that night. For the first time, DJ Hollywood was liberated from the turntables. He had danced and performed his rhymed routines with only a microphone in his hand.

		Eventually, DJ Hollywood did return to Club 371, and Bob Knight let Hollywood touch anything he wanted. At the end of the night, Hollywood collected $50 from the Ten Good Guys. As his following grew, his act expanded. Hollywood got some girls to dance onstage with him, and he found a young apprentice DJ who called himself Junebug. Now Hollywood was free to spin records, or roam the stage at will. The crowds grew. Between his various disco gigs, he was pulling down $500 a week.

		In 1973, that wasn’t a bad living.
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		If you wanted to see DJ Hollywood play in a nightclub or disco, you needed a few things. You needed to be eighteen years old or look it. You needed money to get inside. You needed clothes: nice shoes, good slacks, a dress shirt. Discos, in short, were for grown-ups. If you were older and had money, you could go out and party. If you were young and didn’t have money, you made your own party.

		That’s what Cindy Campbell did in August of 1973. Cindy lived in the West Bronx with her Jamaican-born parents and older brother, Clive, in a tall apartment building on 1520 Sedgwick Avenue, at the foot of the Alexander Hamilton Bridge, just across the Harlem River from upper Manhattan. With fall approaching, Cindy Campbell needed money for school clothes. Her father had a huge sound system, and Clive—whom everyone called Hercules or “Herc” on account of his size—was a good DJ. Cindy suggested they rent the rec room in the basement, throw a party, and charge their friends admission. If they got enough people, she would have the money to buy her gear on Delancey Street in Manhattan, rather than on the even more downscale Fordham Road in the Bronx. Cindy and Herc created handwritten flyers on ruled index cards: A DJ KOOL HERC PARTY, BACK TO SCHOOL JAM, they read; $.25 LADIES, $.50 FELLAS.

		On August 11, 1973, Herc assembled his father’s system in the basement. As dozens of kids descended to the rec room, Herc began to spin the songs he knew would drive them crazy. They didn’t want to hear the smooth songs that Frankie Crocker played on WBLS and Hollywood played in the discos, records like “Love Is the Message.” They liked funk, music that sounded raw and angry like James Brown. They preferred songs with long breakdown sections, or “breaks,” like “Get Ready” by Rare Earth, which had a drum break that lasted two full minutes. The “get-down part,” as Herc called it, was the moment that the kids let loose with their best dances, spinning footwork that often recalled Brown’s manic performances and the Bronx’s own crazy history of mambo and swing.

		Cindy turned a profit that night, and she and Herc started throwing monthly parties in the rec room. When those got too crowded, Herc hauled his sound system to nearby Cedar Park. His reputation grew for several reasons. First, he had the loudest system that most people had ever heard. Second, his parties were generally safe; no one wanted to piss off Hercules. And third, he focused on the records with good breaks: “It’s Just Begun,” by Jimmy Castor; “Apache” and “Bongo Rock” by the Incredible Bongo Band. In fact, Herc had taken to playing only the break sections of his records—just the parts where the song stripped down to a bare beat. But it was frustrating, because the breakdowns were usually only seconds long. It meant that Herc had to go through a lot of records in quick succession, or else pick up the needle and drop it back to the start of the break, which he could often discern by looking at the texture of the grooves in the vinyl. But that meant that the music had to stop, which was jarring for the “b-boys,” Herc’s nickname for the kids who came to dance to the breaks.

		What if, Herc thought, I could extend the break without stopping the beat? The solution came to him. He needed two copies of the same record. Placing one copy on each turntable, as soon as the break section ended on the first, he’d start the second. Back and forth he’d go, turning a fifteen- or thirty-second breakdown into a three-, five-, or ten-minute beat-down, before moving onto the next break, and the next.

		Herc called it the “merry-go-round.” It was a small innovation, but in that moment of inspiration, something huge happened: The DJ transformed from a person who merely presented music into a person who altered it.

		In short, the DJ became a musician himself.

		Herc, too, had grown up with the slick talk on the street corners and the radio, as well as the reggae chatting of sound system DJs back in his native Jamaica. So it was only natural—as it was for DJ Hollywood—for Herc to call out to the crowd over a microphone as he played. Soon, Herc’s chatter became more elaborate: “You never heard it like this before, / And you’re back for more and more and more.”

		Herc’s “merry-go-round” required constant attention, and so—as it was with DJ Hollywood—the labor got divided. Herc’s friend, who called himself Coke La Rock, had become the master of ceremonies: “There’s no story that can’t be told. / There’s no horse that can’t be rode, /No bull that can’t be stopped, / And ain’t a disco that we can’t rock.”

		Herc and Coke assembled a small band of MCs, the Herculords, who found their way into some small venues like the Webster Avenue Police Athletic League and nightclubs like Hevalo. Herc could make $150 for a night’s work, and Coke would make ten times that amount by hustling weed on the side.

		Herc’s true audience was the kids who couldn’t get into the discos, children still in middle school and high school. From all over the Bronx, they were coming to see this new mix of DJing, MCing, and b-boying or breakdancing. Kool Herc made people want to be b-boys themselves, made them want to MC and DJ.

		Joseph Saddler was another teenager from the Caribbean, raised in the Bronx, who shared Herc’s obsession with music and electronics. But unlike the muscled Herc, the diminutive Saddler was a perfectionist. Saddler spent hours watching Herc in Cedar Park run his “merry-go-round,” and saw that Herc was visually locating the starting point of the breaks, dropping the needle and hoping for the best. When he switched back and forth between the turntables, Herc never really stayed on beat.

		Saddler went home and worked at getting it right. Living in the South Bronx, he didn’t know about the downtown DJ innovations that Hollywood had discovered, like “beat matching” (aligning the tempos of records) and “slip-cueing” (using headphones to audition and cue a record before releasing it into play). Saddler had to invent them himself. He came up with his own names for the techniques: the “peek-a-boo system,” and “clock theory.” In the laboratory of his bedroom, Saddler took the science of DJing further than anyone had. Before long, he could “cut” between duplicate copies of a record seamlessly, without dropping a beat. Since most breaks were agonizingly brief, the quicker he cut, the shorter breaks he could use. Saddler got really fast. His friends called him “Flash,” like the comic-book hero who possessed superhuman speed.

		Flash came up with more homegrown innovations that Harlem DJs like Hollywood or the downtown disco jocks had never imagined. The “punch phase”—throwing in a momentary guitar lick or vocal from one record while another one played. The “rub”—invented as he accidentally opened the volume on a turntable too early, revealing his method of moving a record back and forth to find its precise release spot just before he let it slip. Practicing in his partner Gene Livingston’s apartment, Flash’s skills caught the fancy of Gene’s kid brother, Theodore, who added a new technique to Flash’s repertoire when he took Flash’s “rub” and kept rubbing. In so doing, he invented the “scratch.”

		DJ Flash used all these techniques for percussive effect, treating turntables like drums. Flash put his hands all over his records, marking them with grease pencils and smearing them with fingerprints. By the time he began playing the playground at Intermediate School 63 on Boston Road in the South Bronx, Flash made Kool Herc look sloppy.

		To keep the party going at “63 Park,” Flash assembled his own crew, just like Herc did. Flash’s MCs were as innovative with their rhyme routines as Flash was on the turntables: Keith “Cowboy” Wiggins and the Glover brothers, Mel and Nathaniel, who called themselves “Melle Mel” and “Kid Creole,” respectively. The three MCs took turns rhyming, and divided the lines into short bursts, trading them back and forth as fast as Flash could cut.

		“Eeenie meenie,” Cowboy would say.

		“Miny,” Creole would continue.

		“Moe,” Mel would finish.

		Their routines and rhymes became more elaborate. “One, two, this is for you, you and you. / Three, four, cuts galore is what we have in store.”

		One winter day, as Flash and his “3 MCs” were rocking in 63 Park, Flash was approached by an older guy from the neighborhood, an ex-cop named Ray Chandler. Chandler asked Flash why he and his crew were performing outside. Because, Flash replied, we have no place else to go. Chandler was opening a social club nearby, and he invited Flash and his MCs to come in from the cold.

		The Black Door on Prospect Avenue was a tiny venue to hold a disco. Chandler charged a dollar a head and always packed the place. But the problem with having a successful business in the Bronx was that it inevitably became a target for stickup kids and street gangs. Ray Chandler was an imposing man, but he wasn’t bigger than the Casanova Crew, who demanded free admittance. Instead of fighting the Casanovas, Chandler enfranchised them. He gave them bulk discounts on tickets. He hired them as security. On some nights, Chandler even gave them the entire take from the door if they covered his expenses, which included paying Flash. But even with the Casanovas on his side, Chandler always faced the threat of robbery and violence.

		The Casanovas were an offshoot of the Black Spades, one of several street gangs that alternately secured and terrorized neighborhoods in the Bronx throughout the 1970s. The Bronx River Projects were once Black Spades territory, until a burly young Spade formed an alternative for kids looking for something safer and more fun to do. The Bronx River Organization centered around DJing and party promoting. But with a healthy dose of Black Nationalism and pan-Africanism, it eventually became known as the Zulu Nation, and its creator as Afrika Bambaataa. The flyers for Zulu parties always read, “Come in Peace.”

		Bam’s parties weren’t always peaceful, and the Zulus, many of them ex-Spades, too, could be as menacing as any gang. But Bambaataa himself was known for crossing the Byzantine boundaries of the Bronx with respect, and for respecting outsiders in turn. Bambaataa’s ecumenical spirit translated into an openness in music, too. As a DJ, Bam became known for being able to find a danceable break in any kind of record: rock, jazz, even music from television show and cartoon themes, like The Monkees and The Pink Panther.

		Tales of Bambaataa’s skills and taste lured many kids to make the risky cross-borough pilgrimage to Bronx River. Slowly Bam’s mystical vision of peaceful warriors rising to supplant the gangs of New York became a self-fulfilling prophecy. As more Bronx kids became DJs and MCs, and b-boys and b-girls, their creative pursuits began to soak up the poisonous pool of competitive energy from which the gangs drew. Where the map of the Bronx was once parceled into fiefdoms by the Savage Skulls, Savage Nomads, and Black Spades, by the mid-seventies it was carved into spheres of influence for DJ, MC, breaking, and graffiti crews: Kool Herc in the West Bronx. Flash in the South Bronx. Bambaataa in the East Bronx. DJ Baron in the North Bronx. Gang colors were replaced by shiny jackets with the names of sound crews. Battles were fought less with guns and knives and more with styles. Breaking crews battled for neighborhood pride, and to gain an edge, their routines became more elaborate. Dancers now dropped to the floor, whirled their legs and feet, spun on their backs and heads. Graffiti artists, among the first to escape the gangs’ clutches, created elaborate flyers to advertise local dances. Promoters like Ray Chandler could take in hundreds of dollars a night and, occasionally, thousands. DJing and MCing for a bunch of kids wasn’t as lucrative as the stuff that DJ Hollywood and Pete DJ Jones were doing for the adult crowd in the discos. But money wasn’t the point for the Bronx DJs like Bam, Flash, and Herc. Recognition was. Intrepid partygoers from other boroughs carried bootleg cassette tapes of park jams in the Bronx back home with them. They made copies for their friends and cousins, who blasted them on “boom box” radios for their entire block to hear. Graffiti writers and taggers sent their names and murals on subway trains streaking like rainbows through all parts of the gray city.

		Most New Yorkers saw it as blight.

		Some saw it for what it truly was: a bona fide culture.

		And then there were those who saw what it could be: a business.
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		They called him “Sal the Nigger Lover.”

		He drove around Pelham Parkway in a purple Eldorado. He wore applejack hats and alligator shoes. He dressed like them. He talked like them. He hung out with them. The Italians of Pelham Parkway had left the South Bronx to get away from them, but Sal Abbatiello and his whole family still consorted with the mulignane.

		Teenage Sal tended bar for his father, Allie, who coowned a nightspot in the old neighborhood with a Black partner. They called it Pepper-n-Salt, a jazz joint serving an upwardly mobile Black clientele. Sal had grown up in and around his father’s club. He learned to dance, learned to play basketball, learned to talk shit in South Bronx. Half of his life was spent in the old neighborhood, where his grandmother still cooked Christmas dinners for the families who couldn’t afford their own. The other half was in Pelham, where he worked his father’s goomba hangout, the Golden Hour. The wise guys didn’t like Sal, but Sal didn’t take any shit from them. One night, while breaking up a fight, Sal punched a connected guy from Arthur Avenue. A few days later, at a sit-down meant to squash the beef, Sal was struck in the head and dragged, unconscious, into an alley. Sal woke as he was being shot—bam! bam!—in the shoulder and hip. Sal ran as the Arthur Avenue crew gave chase. He lost them in the Bronx Zoo and took a cab to a hospital.

		While he healed, Sal decided to stay where it was safe: the South Bronx. In 1977 he helped his father open a new club just down the block from Pepper-n-Salt on 167th and Jerome. Sal’s mother suggested they call it The Disco Fever. Sal, now twenty-four, tended bar and helped with the books while he figured out his next move.

		One night in the wee hours while he was fixing a cigarette machine, Sal heard a commotion on the dance floor. He rushed out to see what all the yelling was about. George Godfrey, the night manager who called himself “Sweet G,” was spinning records for the remaining party stalwarts. But he was talking over the microphone, calling out to the crowd, and the crowd was shouting back. It was four in the morning, but the party was jumping. To Sal, Sweet G’s rapport with the crowd was like some secret language, something that everyone seemed to be in on but him.

		“What the fuck are you doing?” Sal asked.

		Instead of explaining, Sweet G took Sal to Club 371 to see DJ Hollywood.

		“This is the best guy at talking on the microphone,” Sweet G said.

		Sal discovered that Hollywood wasn’t merely a DJ. He rhymed. He sang. He danced. He had girls onstage called “Holly’s Angels,” and another DJ named Junebug. When Hollywood entered the club, his entourage shouted, “Holly,” and the crowd would chant, “Wood,” as they cleared a path for the big man through the adoring throng. The crowd seemed to know every word to his routines. DJ Hollywood was a genuine entertainer, a ghetto celebrity.

		What would it take to hire Hollywood at the Disco Fever? Too much, Sal discovered, as Hollywood was making $1,500 a night opening for live acts at the Apollo Theater. The guy could hit four small spots all over the city in one night, do one or two songs, and collect $500 at each joint. Sal couldn’t afford any of these new talking DJs who played Club 371, people like Reggie Wells, or Hollywood’s friend, Eddie Cheba.

		Sweet G suggested an alternative approach to securing talent. “There are plenty of DJs in the parks,” he said.

		So Sweet G took Sal to see Flash in the park. Sal couldn’t believe it. Flash mixed records behind his back. He mixed with his feet, with his teeth, even. His “3 MCs” put on a hell of a show. Sal Abbatiello decided that these street kids were even better than the disco DJs.

		First, Sal convinced his father to let him experiment with a Flash show on Tuesday nights. Getting Flash to say yes was harder. Sal offered him $50 to play every Tuesday night. Flash balked. When Pete DJ Jones hired him as a backup DJ, Flash made hundreds.

		“But how often is that?” Sal countered. “Every two months? I’m offering a steady gig. If you come to the Fever, you’re gonna be a star, because you’re going to have a place every week where people could come to see you. As it gets busier, you get more money.”

		Flash
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