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The year 1969 is not usually thought of  for its 
association with hip hop music. However, this was 
the year that Pete DJ Jones, a club DJ playing in 
downtown Bronx, first played two copies of  the 
same record together and began a revolution. This 
new technique allowed Jones to isolate the break 
beat--the short instrumental 
part of  a song with lots of  
energy--and repeat it. One 
song could be stretched out 
for long periods of  time.  This 
gave dancers a chance to find 
grooves and stay there.

The technique caught on 
quickly. In the South Bronx, 
Clive Campbell, a very young 
Jamaican immigrant who went 
by Kool DJ Herc, was throwing 
house parties. He began playing 
two copies of  the same funk or 
reggae album and looping the 
break to keep the dance floor 
packed for hours. He termed the 
technique “merry-go-rounding.” 
These parties were small (in 
lieu of  a strobe light, they had a 
guy named Mike flip the lights on and off), but Herc 
began attracting a larger crowd around late 1973.  
Herc’s side of  town is where hip hop culture truly 
began. Pete Jones played downtown disco clubs 
with an age limit and a high entry fee. Herc, on the 
other hand, was playing shows in the park and the 
aforementioned house parties. Anybody could attend 
these events, and everybody did. Herc quickly built a 
reputation as the best DJ in the area, and soon found 
himself  playing to large crowds.

It was at these large parties that break dancing 
emerged. During long instrumental breaks, dancers 
would clear an area and start doing intense dances, 
writhing around and moving with a new kind of  
furious athleticism. Herc dubbed these the “break 
boys,” or “B Boys.”

Herc’s Jamaican childhood gave rise to another 
popular element of  hip hop music - rapping. Herc 
would go to parties in his home town of  Kingston 
and notice DJs “toasting,” or calling out names and 
making chatter over the music to get the crowd 
excited. He brought this with him to New York, 
where it evolved to include the element of  rhyming. 
As Herc’s popularity grew, toasting and DJing at the 
same time grew to be too much, and he brought on 

Coke la Rock to rap for him, effectively making Coke 
the first hip hop MC.

Success such as Herc’s is likely to bring 
competitors. In this case some of  the notable 
opponents included founder of  the Zulu Nation 
and ex-gang leader Afrikaa Bambaataa and a young 

underfunded electronics wizard by the name of  
Grandmaster Flash. Competition was fierce, and 
it was common practice to remove record labels 
and put decoy wires around your speaker setup so 
nobody else could steal your breaks or get their 
speakers quite as loud as yours.

Herc was still on top and would often humiliate 
the other DJs by calling them out during his set or 
making fun of  their stereo setups. If  another DJ 
refused to stop playing when it was Herc’s turn, he 
would simply drown them out with his incredibly 
loud system, which could be heard from blocks away. 
Whenever Herc saw Grandmaster Flash on the dance 
floor, he would turn off  his system’s highs and lows, 
leaving just the mids, to make fun of  Flash’s built-
from scratch stereo setup which had no bass.

While Grandmaster Flash found little acceptance 
or success with his lackluster system against the 
competitive DJs of  the South Bronx, he was able to 
work with Pete Jones and learn tricks of  the trade 
which were otherwise closely guarded secrets. It 
was during this time that Flash developed the DJ 
technique which would thrust hip hop music into 
its second generation - the backspin, which soon 
evolved into complex cutting and scratching.

The hip hop movement was in full swing by 
1975, and a rift was growing. South Bronx partygoers 
were not fond of  the different crowd Pete Jones 
catered to, nor the fact that he would sometimes 
play disco music, which was the popular radio music 
of  the day. Herc described Jones’ audience as “The 

bourgeoisie, the ones that 
graduated from the little house 
parties, you grown now you 
out your momma’s house. You 
puttin’ on Pierre Cardin now, 
you wearing Halston, you gettin’ 
into the Jordache and Sassoon 
era.”

The rift came to a head 
one night in 1977. Pete Jones 
and Kool Herc were to have 
a DJ battle at the Executive 
Playhouse, a club where Herc 
would play often. Two of  
Herc’s regulars, known as “The 
Nigger Twins,” had recently 
had a fallout with the DJ. They 
found his playlist for that night’s 
battle and took it to Jones and 
Flash. Jones, who was set up to 

play first, played the exact same records which Herc 
was about to play. Dismayed, Herc was able to think 
fast and pulled out incredibly rare records and kept 
his edge.

The battle was going poorly for Jones, until some 
time during the night Jones stepped aside and let 
Grandmaster Flash play on his system. Flash used his 
backspin method in front of  a large audience for the 
first time, and was able to display his magician-like 
showmanship. The crowd went wild, and Herc wasn’t 
able to keep their attention any more. That night, 
Grandmaster Flash’s name blew up, and he became 
known as one of  the great DJs of  the Bronx.

Herc’s reputation was badly damaged, and his 
crowds shrank. Several months later he was stabbed 
in the Playhouse, and his career never fully recovered. 
Pete Jones retired in 1980 to manage his clubs. These 
two men--Jones and Her--had been the basis for one 
of  the most important and quickly evolving musical 
genres of  the last forty years. They developed the 
techniques, they developed the culture, and they got 
the next generation of  DJs and MCs started in the 
right direction. Nobody since has had as much of  an 
influence on hip hop music as the two original greats 
from two sides of  the same city.

BLACK HISTORY MONTH 
SPECTACULAR

A Tale of Two Bronxes: The History of Hip Hop

A DJ Kool Herc flyer from 1973...

At a lecture held in Reed College’s Kaul Audi-
torium on February 24, Professor Faith Ringgold 
spoke of  her experiences as an African American 
woman realizing her identity as an artist during the 
Civil Rights Movement. She is calm and soft-spoken, 
yet her work--which both spans and conflates the 
disciplines of  story-telling, painting, and quilting-
unabashedly challenges the European status quo.

Ringgold is well-known for her children’s book 
“Tar Beach” (1991), adapted from her story-quilts 
“The Woman on a Bridge Series” (1988). “Tar 
Beach” has received more than 30 awards, among 
them the Caldecott, and Ringgold has dubbed it a 
book “for children of  all ages”.

“Marlon Riggs: Tongue-Tied” (1993) is currently 
on exhibition at Reed College’s Cooley Gallery as 
part of  Working History: African American Objects, 
curated by Stephanie Snyder. This is a story-quilt-her 

method, she said, of  telling a story in a new format 
since many are unable to accept the validity of  her 
story in book-form. The quilt was painted of  her 

friend and colleague Marlon Riggs, who was dying 
from AIDS. She painted him in her studio, celebrat-
ing his life before he died.

Her story-quilts are an innovative way to not only 
tell stories in a visual and tactile format, but also to 
have the potential of  complete independent mobility. 
She candidly admitted, “I don’t have to hire two men 
and a truck to get where I need to be.”

Feminist pioneer, social activist, artist, and profes-
sor, Faith Ringgold told the story of  her work in a 
quilted Powerpoint (consisting of  222 slides!) that 
took us through the adventure of  her life.

This lecture was part of  Reed College and the 
Cooley Gallery’s initiative, along with the Cooley 
Gallery, to bring four prominent African-American 
artists to Portland in commemoration of  Black His-
tory Month.
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