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To Andrew Weatherall, for reminding us that DJing
is ‘a series of beautiful, totally futile gestures’
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Foreword

In 1999, the original publication of the book you’re holding in your hot little hands came out, and I read it. This thing completely unmoored me at a time when I was already staggered by a combination of MDMA, new experiences, new friends, new fun, and piles upon piles of amazing new (to me) music, pouring in from all sides, landing in my sleep-deprived lap, bewildering me.

To be clear, I did not, before this time, like dance music. Or DJs for that matter. DJs, I opined, made money just playing other people’s records. My whole life, I went to see bands. More specifically, small, independent bands in little clubs. See them play live music in front of me, give up something of themselves. Leave it there on the floor. Open up and bleed. I played in meh versions of said bands. Mashed my sad little guitar into sad little mic stands with ‘feeling’, until the fretboard was all dented. Drummed as furiously as my not-so-little arms and legs could manage until I threw up into the cardboard box the nice promoter lady quickly pitched next to my hi-hat stand. No, the DJ was not for me. But the millennium was ending, my ‘80s a memory; my ‘90s, thankfully plunging, already dead, into quicksand, and I was, unbeknownst to me, getting ready for something else.

In about 1997, I made friends with a DJ, Marcus Lambkin (later, aka Shit Robot), and started ambling to his parties to, you know, ‘show support’ – or maybe to do something other than play pinball over cheap beer next to the indie rock jukebox in some East Village rock bar with my embittered musician buds. Though I mostly wore NEU! shirts and feigned boredom, once Marcus started playing, I could tell something changed in the room. It was instantly more fun. I knew none of the music he or anyone else was playing, but I could tell that the party was, in that moment, better. And that was probably the first crack in my resistance …

When Marcus’s friend, the DJ David Holmes, showed up in NYC to make a record at my studio with Tim Goldsworthy and Phil Mossman (LCD’s original guitarist!), I was fully stuffed face first into a world that I had long assumed would be idiotic. I was, instead, suddenly, and against my better judgement, beginning to have fun – actual fun. I remember clearly wandering downstairs to the basement at Vanity in Manhattan, hearing David playing ‘Crosstown Traffic’ by Jimi Hendrix wafting up from his wilfully weird little party and thinking, ‘This is something a DJ is allowed play?’ It wasn’t long before I started looking sideways at the giant pile of music I had amassed over the years, wondering if there were any records in there that I could pull off playing at a party of my own. There were, indeed, many, and some simulation of a DJ Career was born.

Embarrassing as it is to admit, I was soon pretty proud of myself. I mean, people actually started to show up and dance while my idiot friends and I played krautrock and post-punk records next to acid house and the Patrick Cowley mix of ‘I Feel Love’. I thought we were rewriting the rules, breaking tradition with all the DJs who had come before us. We were these serious record nerds! Playing these weird, personal and beloved tracks you wouldn’t think of to a dance floor accustomed to, well, Late-Nineties Dance Music! Look out, world!

And then I read this book. It’s hard to explain the effect it had on me. I went, quickly, from thinking we were renegade geniuses, to understanding that we were, instead, lucky to accidentally find ourselves part of a long and beautiful tradition of evangelists, hosts, caretakers, maniacs, etc., whose job was more about making a place for the people who were willing to come listen and dance than it was about, well … us. So, this here book quickly and firmly disabused me of any egotistical DJ notions I might have been harbouring, and changed my life for the better.

It was a miraculous and humbling gift to read about Francis Grasso, playing records for fourteen hours straight at the Haven, just steps from my first apartment in The Village. Or about David Mancuso, the Herc/Bambaataa battles, Ron Hardy, Deep Space Soundworks … To read about Larry Levan’s uncompromising vision and work with the Paradise Garage sound system … I had been a sound engineer for years. It was my living. I was obsessed with making things hit you just right – so loud you had that fear response, but never hurting your ears. Just deep. It was so strange to find this kinship and inspiration in a world to which I had never given much thought.

This book also taught me something new about the universality of feeling – the body feeling that I was always chasing. It taught me that there were tribes upon tribes, as in awe of music as I ever was, throwing themselves into it with love and weird, blind fury. Even though I had dug for records, traded tapes, followed bands, searched in the pre-internet emptiness for a vinyl copy of the first Suicide LP, I had somehow remained completely blind to this history.

I’m now deeply grateful for this history. And I’m also really, really thankful for the playlists in the back of this book. (I’m pretty sure Charlie Grappone over at the old Vinylmania store is also happy Bill and Frank included those charts, since I pretty much spent all my money there over the ensuing decade, finding records like some weird disco archaeologist, climbing around in the Etruscan dust to score an original pressing of Sylvester’s ‘Over and Over’ – which I then proceeded to cane for, well, the rest of my life. If you ever bother to hear me DJ, and I play that, know that I’m having a great night.)

I know that now, with information at everyone’s fingertips, people feel like they know all they need to know about everything in music. But I think it’s important to understand the power of stories, and this book is an excellent place to either begin or deepen one’s investigation into the chronicles of this most hilarious, maligned, lauded, ridiculous and beautiful human from our planet’s musical lexicon: the DJ.

James Murphy, 2022


Preface

‘There’s not a problem that I can’t fix – ’cos I can do it in the mix.’

– Indeep, Last Night A DJ Saved My Life

No Requests

Back to the scene of the crime. Our fingerprints are still all over it. After twenty years this is an older and wiser book. As Grandmaster Flash once told us, ‘First is forever’, and we’re glad we beat everyone to the punch. But so much great and learned stuff has come out since, so an update was a chance to snaffle all the extra wisdom that didn’t exist in 1999 and let it seep into our bones.

Twenty-three years ago we rode into town all guns blazing. We wanted to earn the music we loved some respect. We’d had some of the most intense and poignant moments in the company of a DJ and a crowd of bodies, and we wanted to explain the aesthetic of that – why the sharing-recorded-music thing can be so much more than the staring-at-a-stage thing. We wanted the grown-ups with their Beatles books to understand that DJing is clever and complex and very influential. Now, thankfully, we can relax. The idea of dance music having a history is no longer preposterous.

This book was built from people’s voices. Wild people who tried new things. DJs who were always looking for the next thrilling piece of organised noise. The people are what make it so much fun. There are hundreds of lives in here, all adding some inspired colour to the jigsaw of history. We caught a few just before they passed, and in twenty years we’ve lost a lot more. We originally set out to follow a line of transmission, so we traced the most impactful, the most inspiring, the ones who did something first. It was very much a backwards relay, with each interview leading to five or six more. And us hiking round The Bronx and The Village with pager numbers and scraps of paper and pockets full of quarters for phone calls.

This is the third time we’ve fattened up the book and each time it’s become more rounded, more true, and with more great stories away from that central dotted line. It’s a very male story, and while we previously honoured the few women who touched the main narrative, we didn’t go out of our way to bring the others into view. Now we have. It remains a very male story – because it’s the same story – but we’ve brought those rare women onto the page as well, which is especially important because clubland is finally making more room for them. We originally put a section on women DJs in the ‘Outlaw’ chapter because they were revolutionaries fighting for respect. Two decades later they roar like lions.

Savile turned out to be more than ‘odd’. Disco is no longer a dirty word. Musicians have stopped thinking DJs are the enemy. MDMA is medicine. America eats its young. DJs are the bumblebees of music. If you thought superstars were silly, what about Vegas? This version is way better. It’s so good we can’t believe it was little old us all along.

Rewind!

Bill and Frank, 2022
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Custom-made double turntables, built in 1955 by Edward P Casey of the Bronx, New York.


Introduction

‘You may shake your head, smile, mock, or turn away, but this dance madness proves nonetheless that the man of the machine age with his necessary wristwatch and his brain in a constant ferment of work, worry and calculation has just as much need of the dance as the primitive. For him too the dance is life on another plane.’

– Curt Sachs, writing about the tango in

World History of the Dance, 1937

‘Music lives in time, unfolds in time. So does ritual.’

– Evan Eisenberg, The Recording Angel

You Should Be Dancing

Back when mankind was stumbling around the dusty savannahs figuring out the best way to surprise a woolly mammoth, we found our experience divided sharply between night and day. In the light we were naked animals, prey to those with bigger teeth; but once darkness fell we joined the gods. Under the star-pierced sky, with flaming torches smearing our vision and armies of drummers hammering out a relentless beat, we ate some sacred roots and berries, abandoned the taboos of waking life, welcomed the spirits to our table, and joined our sisters and brothers in the dance.

More often than not, there was somebody at the centre of all this. Somebody who handed out the party plants, who started the action, controlled the music. This figure – the witchdoctor, the shaman, the high priestess – was a bit special; they had a certain power. The next day, as you nursed your hangover, they went back to being just your next-door neighbour – the weirdo two huts down who wears too many feathers – but when the lights were off and you were heading into a drum-and-peyote-fuelled trance, they were the don.

Today (no offence to priests and vicars, who try their best) it is the DJ who fills this role. It is the DJ who presides at our festivals of transcendence. Like the witchdoctor, we know he’s just a normal guy really – I mean, look at him – but when he wipes away our everyday lives with holy drums and sanctified basslines, we are quite prepared to think of him as a god, or at the very least a sacred intermediary, someone who can get the great one to return our calls.

In a good club, and even in most bad ones, the dancers are celebrating their youth, their energy, their sexuality. They are worshipping life through dance and music. Some worship with the heightened levels of perception that drugs bring; but most are carried away merely by the music and the people around them. The DJ is the key to all this. By playing records in the right way the average DJ has a tremendous power to affect people’s states of mind. A truly great DJ, just for a moment, can make a whole room fall in love.

Because you see, DJing is not just about choosing a few tunes. It is about generating shared moods; it’s about understanding the feelings of a group of people and directing them to a better place. In the hands of a master, recorded music can create moments of communion that are the most powerful events in people’s lives.

This idea of communion is what drives the best musical happenings. It’s about breaking the audience/artist boundary, about being an event, not just watching one. The hippies in San Francisco knew this when they made the early psychedelic rock shows places to dance. Sid Vicious knew it when he jumped off the stage to watch the Sex Pistols. It’s the answer to the Happy Mondays’ question, ‘What’s Bez for?’ And it’s why the twist caused such a dancing revolution: without the worry of having a partner, you were free to be part of the whole room.

The DJ stands at the apex of this idea. If a DJ does their job right, they’re down there jumping around in the middle of the dancefloor, even when they’re actually locked away behind a lot of electronics in a gloomy glass box.

The Lord of the Dance

The disc jockey is simply the latest incarnation of an ancient role. As party-starter par excellence, the DJ has many illustrious forebears. The shamans were his most resonant ancestors (as no end of misty mystical ravers will tell you); pagan high priests who directed their people by dance to the spirit world and drank drug-filled reindeer piss in order to meet their gods. Since then, the DJ has taken many names in many places: the music hall’s loquacious Master of Ceremonies, the jazz age’s zoot-suited bandleader, the wrinkled Blue Mountain square dance caller, even perhaps the conductor of symphonies and opera. For most of our time on the planet, the role was taken by a religious figure. Most older forms of worship are centred around music and dance, their rituals usually focused on some special person who links heaven and earth.

In fact, only recently was dancing ever separated from religion. The Bible tells us that ‘there is a time to dance’. The Talmud says the angels dance in heaven. It is a commandment by rabbinical law that Jews must dance at weddings, and the Orthodox Hasidim are instructed to dance as an important part of their regular worship. The Shakers, an American nonconformist sect famous for their furniture, lived as celibates with the sexes completely segregated (they expanded by adopting orphans), but their men and women came together to dance in intricate formations as an act of worship.
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Shaken and stirred – Shakers conducting an elaborate circular formation dance, 1872.

In calling for a greater sense of festivity in the Christian church, sixties theologian Harvey Cox pointed out very sagely that ‘some who cannot say a prayer may be able to dance it’. Nevertheless, modern religion has often had problems with dancing, usually because of its obvious connection with sex – ‘the perpendicular expression of a horizontal desire,’ as George Bernard Shaw put it. But people will dance regardless. Islam is fairly unhappy about dancing, but Turkey’s cult of whirling dervishes do it to praise Allah. Christianity has regularly outlawed it, only to see outbreaks of dance-desperate people sneaking in a few steps when they can. In Germany in 1374, after eating some ergot-poisoned bread, great crowds of half-naked people thronged in the streets and did exactly what the church had told them not to: they danced like maniacs. As historian of religious dance E. R. Dodds wrote, ‘The power of the Dance is a dangerous power. Like other forms of self-surrender, it is easier to begin than to stop.’

All this is the DJ’s heritage and power source. The DJ is today’s lord of the dance.

If you think it’s a bit rich to put disc jockeys in such exalted company, consider the status our culture awards them. In the ultralounges of Vegas a top spinner can earn six-figure sums for a few hours’ work. DJs have become millionaires, dated actors and superstars, flown between engagements in helicopters and private jets. All this for doing something which is so much fun, as they’ll openly admit, that most DJs would do it for free.

If that doesn’t convince you, you’d better have a word with the hundreds of thousands of people worldwide who are involved in the multi-billion-dollar nightclub economy, and certainly the millions of clubbers who dig into their pockets every week to hear the DJ play. In the words of disco-loving Albert Goldman, one of the few writers to understand dance music: ‘Never, in the long history of public entertainment, have so many paid so much for so little – and enjoyed themselves so immensely!’

So that’s why the disc jockey deserves his own history. Even if he’s mostly a grumpy, anal retentive who makes a living playing other people’s music.

What a DJ Actually Does

‘Anyone who can play chopsticks on the piano and knows how to work a Game Boy can be a DJ,’ wrote Gavin Hills when The Face sent him to DJ school for the day. ‘All you need is some sense of timing and a few basic technical skills and you too could be on a grand a night.’

Is it really that easy, or do DJs come anywhere near earning a living?

What exactly does a DJ do?

DJs distil musical greatness. They select a series of exceptional recordings and use them to create a unique performance, improvised to precisely suit the time, the place and the people in front of them. All this looks very much like someone just putting on a few tunes, and, given an afternoon’s introduction to the equipment, the ‘anyone could do that’ argument seems strong. And we can’t deny that the greatness in the music is the work of the producer and the musicians who made each track. But answer this: how did those spectacular records get into that DJ’s collection? Where did they find the amazing funk version of that familiar Beatles tune? What was that sixties soul thing with the bassline that turned the dancers to jelly? Or that house tune that sounds like the Doors? Or that garage track that’s better than anything I’ve heard in a year of listening to 1Xtra?

A DJ’s job is to know music. The DJ knows music better than you, better than your friends, better than everyone on the dancefloor or in the record shop. Some DJs know their chosen genre better than anyone else on the planet. Sure, anyone can put on a big playlist, but most people only have tunes we’ve all heard before, songs everyone’s bored with. A great DJ will hit a room with musical moments so new and fresh that it’s irrelevant that the music is recorded, and so powerful they surpass your all-time favourites (and here ‘fresh’ can mean an old song rescued from complete obscurity as easily as a track produced yesterday). The real work of a DJ isn’t standing behind the decks for a couple of hours, looking shifty and waiting for drinks tickets; the time and effort comes in a life spent sifting through music and deciding if it’s good, bad or ‘Oh-my-god-listen-to-this!’ A DJ’s job is to channel the vast ocean of recorded sound into a single unforgettable evening.

Naturally, few DJs are anything less than obsessive about their music collections. In The Recording Angel, Evan Eisenberg tells of Clarence, the heir to a Cadillac salesman’s fortune, who sits in poverty in Long Island with an unimaginably vast collection of records. His toilet has stopped working, he can hardly afford to feed himself, but he still collects music obsessively.

‘Clarence opens the door and you enter, but just barely. Every surface – the counters and cabinets, the shelves of the oven and refrigerator, and almost all the linoleum floor – is covered with records. All he had left was the house – unheated, unlit, so crammed with trash that the door wouldn’t open – and three quarters of a million records …’

It’s not fiction.

To become a good DJ you have to develop the hunger. You have to search for new music with the zeal of a gold rush prospector digging in a blizzard. You shouldn’t be able to walk past a charity shop without worrying about the amazing vinyl rarities that might be nestling among those Spice Girls LPs. Even in our digital age, collecting – and the obsessive curiosity that goes with it – is a vital part of DJing. Scouring playlists and tracklistings for gems to steal, dissecting other DJs’ mixes, hitting Shazam in taxis and restaurants, obsessing over new releases, poring over specialist blogs, knowing the names of obscure drummers, producers and bass players, racking up debts at Discogs and Bandcamp, trawling through dusty warehouses in search of those elusive tracks that have never been digitised. People will find you boring, your skin will suffer, but you will find solace in long, impenetrable conversations with fellow junkies about Metroplex catalogue numbers or Prelude white labels.

Presenting or Performing?

Aside from musical knowledge, and the ceaseless research and collecting that supports it, the DJ’s skill lies in sharing music effectively. At its most basic, DJing is the act of presenting a series of records for an audience’s enjoyment. A radio DJ introduces music and intersperses it with chat. However, the club DJ has largely abandoned this role for something more musically creative. Out has gone the idea of introducing records in favour of the notion of performing them. Today’s DJs use records as building blocks, interlocking them together in an improvised narrative to create a ‘set’ – a performance – of their own. By emphasising the connections between songs, by juxtaposing them or by seamlessly overlaying them, the modern club DJ is not so much presenting discrete records as combining them to make something new. And this kind of patchwork performance, when done well, can be very much greater than the sum of its parts. Consequently, the DJ, no longer merely the host for a revue of other people’s recordings, can be considered a performer.

The essence of the DJ’s craft is selecting which records to play and in what order. Doing this better or worse than others is the profession’s basic yardstick. The aim is to generate a cohesive musical atmosphere, in most cases to make people dance. But while it might sound simple enough, successfully programming an evening of music (or even just half an hour) is vastly harder than you might think. Try it. Even with a box full of great tunes, choosing songs to keep people dancing – holding their attention without jarring them or boring them – requires a lot of skill. For some it comes instinctively, while for others it’s experience gained from years of watching people dance.

To really pull it off you need to understand the precise effects of each track on an audience – you need to hear music in terms of its energy and feeling. All good DJs can distinguish fine nuances in music; they are sensitive to the emotions and associations each song inspires, and they know exactly how each record’s style, tempo and sonics will impact on the room. This understanding is the foundation of the DJs’ improvisation, as they choose which record to play next. This is largely about having an ear for music, about having a critical understanding of what makes one song work better than another, and particular songs sound good next to each other. Few DJs are musicians in the sense of playing an instrument, but many display a quite refined musicality.

Even at the purely technical level a DJ’s job is fairly demanding. In combining tracks to create a single, flowing, meaningful (or at least effective) performance, you need to know the structure of each of the songs you’re going to play, you must have a reasonably musical ear to hear whether two tunes are in complementary keys, and to seamlessly merge two separate tracks you need a precise sense of rhythm. To ‘beatmatch’, to synchronise the beats of two records, you must learn to hear two songs at once, one in each ear. This cognitive ability involves actually ‘rewiring’ part of your brain through dogged practice. Other musicians’ skills are invaluable. Most good DJs will have a reliable musical memory and a firm understanding of song construction. And you obviously need to know the equipment involved: your decks, your mixer, your amplifier and any other sound processing devices. A quick glance into any DJ booth will show you this can be pretty complex.

The best DJs will even play the sound system itself, using volume and frequency controls, as well as special effects like echo and reverb, to emphasise certain moments or certain instruments in a song. By ‘EQing’ or ‘working the system’ a good DJ can enhance even a single recording, making it more dramatic, more explosive, more danceable. And today’s advanced equipment lets DJs use studio techniques like sampling and looping a section of music, or mixing in extra beats or a bassline – in effect, remixing tracks live to create a unique version for that moment.

Most DJs who dare to play outside the security of their bedrooms will have a fairly good technical understanding. But even with a complete mastery of the practicalities you could still be a useless DJ (there are plenty). The most fundamental DJ talents are taste and enthusiasm. Taste is key: can you recognise good music, and can you separate the great from the merely good? It’s wildly subjective, but it boils down to whether a crowd of people on a dancefloor is at all interested in the same music as you.

If they are, great; but if they’re not, how far can you win them over? This is where enthusiasm comes in. The best DJs are evangelists about music. They can make their love for their favourite tracks infectious. You could play a hit record and get people to dance, but can you make your crowd love a new song they’ve never heard before? Can you make them appreciate something on the edge of their tastes by recontextualising it and showing them how it fits with an old favourite? The greatest DJs have always been driven by a burning need to share their music. As DJ Andrew Weatherall once put it: ‘DJing is two hours of you showing people what’s good.’

And if it’s going well, the DJ is enjoying himself just as much as the dancers.

‘Even if I wasn’t working, I’d still keep playing records,’ says New York’s David Morales. ‘I enjoy doing what I do. I get a lot of passion from it, and to be paid, and to be put on a pedestal for doing something that I love doing naturally, is mind-boggling.’

‘It’s because it’s the best feeling,’ says Haçienda and Homoelectric DJ Kath McDermott. ‘It still feels quite naughty and exciting to me. It’s just such a fantastic feeling when you have that moment and it hits. When it goes wrong, it’s a bloody nightmare. But when it’s good, it’s absolutely fucking incredible. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able to stop doing it.’

The Art of DJing

So the DJ is part priest, part technician, part collector, part selector and part musical evangelist. Doubtless a craftsman, they are the experts at making people dance. But is the DJ an artist? Sometimes.

Popular understanding of great DJing usually concentrates on the technical aspects: super-smooth mixes, whip-fast changes, mixing on three decks, clever EQing. Perhaps the busier a DJ is, the easier it is to believe they’re doing something creative. And many DJs gained their fame from doing astonishing things on the decks; just like many musicians, from Mozart to Prince, they owe their legend to a godlike mastery of their instruments.

However, a great DJ should be able to move a crowd on the most primitive equipment, and some of history’s best DJs have been pretty ropey mixers. Great DJing is not just about tricksy mixing, it’s much more about selection and sequencing – finding amazing new songs and being able to pull them out at just the right moment. More than anything else, it’s how sensitively a DJ can interact with a crowd.

The truth about DJing is that it’s an emotional, improvisational artform, and here the real scope for artistry lies. A good DJ isn’t just stringing records together; they’re controlling the relationship between some music and hundreds of people. That’s why they need to see the dancefloor. That’s why it couldn’t be a tape. That’s why it’s a live performance, a creative act. Music is a hotline to people’s emotions, and a DJ projects this power to generate energy and enjoyment. Obviously their medium is music, but that’s just a means to an end. In a very real sense, a DJ’s primary medium is emotion: the DJ plays the feelings of a roomful of people, responding to them and heightening them with music.

‘It’s communication,’ says DJ and producer Norman Cook, aka Fatboy Slim. ‘It’s whether they’re communicating to the crowd and whether they’re receiving the communication back from the crowd. For me, it’s whether they look up or not while they’re playing.’

‘A good DJ is always looking at the crowd,’ he adds, ‘seeing what they like, seeing whether it’s working, communicating with them, smiling at them. And a bad DJ is always looking down at the decks and just doing whatever they practised in their bedroom, regardless of whether the crowd are enjoying it or not.’

David Mancuso, disco’s founding father, always believed firmly that a DJ is never greater than their audience. His ideal was that the DJ be performer and listener in equal parts, ‘a humble person, who sheds their ego and respects music, and is there to keep the flow going – to participate.’ On the best nights, he said he felt like a conduit for the emotions around him, completing the circuit between the dancers and the music. ‘It’s a unique situation where the dancer becomes part of the whole setting of the music being played. Basically, you have one foot on the dancefloor and one in the booth.’

David Morales agrees, affirming that a DJ can only do his job properly in the presence of an audience.

‘I can’t turn it on for myself,’ he insists. ‘I can’t. I’ve got a great sounding studio, but when I make my show tapes for the radio, I can’t turn it on. I don’t come up with the creative things that come on when I’m playing live to an audience.’

However, when the live feedback is there, he knows he is capable of greatness. And when a night is going well, the feeling is incomparable.

‘Ohhh, man, it’s like jumping out of my skin,’ he says, beaming. ‘I dance in the booth. I jump up and down. I wave my arms in the air. It’s that feeling of knowing I’m in full control. I can do anything I want.’

When he’s on a roll, the feeling is completely sexual.

‘Oh, for sure. For me? Absolutely. Pure sex! Classic, spiritual sex. Oh my god, on a great night, man – sometimes I’m on my knees in the middle of a mix, just feeling it that way. And then when you play the next record, you can bring it down, you can bring it up, or you can just turn everything off and the people are going nuts! And you stand back, you just wipe your forehead and … shit! You could play whatever you want. Whatever you want. You got ’em from there.’

Sex and DJs are rarely far apart – confirmation that the act of love and the act of getting people excited through music are close cousins. Junior Vasquez remembers some drug-crazed Sound Factory clubber dry-humping the speaker stacks in an attempt to get closer to the music. ‘He kept yelling, “I’m fucking the DJ.”’

Francis Grasso, the granddaddy of modern club jocks, was getting blowjobs in the booth back in 1969. ‘I bet you can’t make me miss a beat,’ he’d tell the woman beneath his decks.

‘I am a facilitator of debauchery,’ declared Honey Dijon as she explained her sexualised philosophy of DJing. ‘I’m a facilitator of people’s good times, bringing people together through sound and vibration, and trying to channel shamanic ritualistic sexual energy in them.’

DJing’s Historical Maleness

It’s worth pointing out here that until very recently DJing was an almost exclusively male profession. When we refer to the DJ as ‘he’ it is to acknowledge this overwhelming historical fact. In the first century of DJing, women were completely frozen out of the picture, with precious few exceptions. DJ skills were passed from master to apprentice in an almost Masonic manner, making it a tough clique to crack. And given much of early dance culture revolved around gay men, with women a clear minority in the important New York and Chicago clubs, it took decades for women DJs to number more than a handful, and even longer to be taken seriously. Club culture, though often sexualised, was only rarely a force for sexual equality, and the dilemma for female DJs was whether or not they should project or downplay their sex (and rarity value) to get ahead. But thankfully, by around 2015 there were finally enough respected women DJs getting work and visibility for this to cease to be an issue. We’ll trace the changes that brought this about, the obstacles that stood in their way, and highlight the brave few women DJs who held their own in that very male world.

Another theme we’ll explore is the dark fact of DJs taking advantage of their exalted position. In recent years several major DJs have been revealed as monstrous sexual predators who exploited the emotionally charged connection with their clubbers to engage in coercive behaviour, sexual assault and even rape. And this includes DJs who played an important historical role. We won’t write them out of history, but we’ll make sure to call them to account.

Better Than a Band?

The main reason DJs took over from live dance music was economic. A music lover with a box of shellac 78rpm discs could entertain a crowd far more cheaply than a bus full of thirsty musicians. And this also let people hear better music. Imagine yourself in a post-war dance hall. Which would you prefer, a twirl to the local colliery band, with your Uncle Everett on trombone, or Tommy Dorsey captured on record leading one of the world’s finest orchestras? Even today a studio recording is usually sonically superior to a live band, even if their amps go up to eleven.

In a 1975 Melody Maker, Chris Welch explained the musician’s hostility to the discothèque. ‘There is nothing worse for a player than to compete with a slick moving conveyor belt of the best product from the world’s rock factories, relayed by the finest amplification, with a deejay and lights to inject further doses of adrenalin.’

The rise of the DJ inevitably drew antipathy from musicians, but it’s meaningless to pit them against each other. They are simply different things: like live theatre vs the movies. It’s amazing to watch a play where the actor is in the room with you, a hushed audience hanging on their every word. But it’s also amazing to crash zoom onto an extreme close-up of the heroine’s face, then watch them fly off on the back of a giant flaming dragon.

On dexterity, pure creation and artistic prowess, the musician might win. But on scope, on responsiveness, on the ability to go in wildly different directions, the DJ arguably has the edge. A musician, however phenomenal, is boxed in by the range of their instrument, the scope of their style and the inescapable popularity of their greatest hits. A DJ has none of these limitations. A DJ is free to play two tracks next to each other made thirty years apart, or mix two songs from different continents, or to play the one great track from an artist’s otherwise hopeless career. Or like the hip hop DJs, they might ignore a band’s entire existence save for the thirty seconds of funkiness in one of their drum breaks. While a band or a musician can only be themselves, a DJ can plunder the entire universe of music, and distil millions of hours of musical genius into a single set. And since the musicians aren’t in the room, after a night of amazing music, who else but the DJ will take the credit!

The Postmodern Angle

Back when DJing was about introducing records, a DJ’s performance was judged on what they did or said in between. But now that it’s about combining records, we consider a DJ’s performance in much the same way as a musician’s, albeit on an expanded timescale. DJs create emotive musical narratives, but in place of notes they use songs, in place of keys or strings they have whole tracks. And just like the musician, the DJ’s skill lies in how these elements are selected and combined. You could think of the DJ as a musical editor, a meta-musician. DJs make music from other music, combining tracks in a musical collage.

Because their artistry comes from combining (or ‘curating’) other people’s art, because their performance is made from other musicians’ performances, the DJ is the epitome of a postmodern creator. As Dom Phillips, former editor of Mixmag, puts it: ‘The DJ is not an artist, but he is an artist. He’s not a promoter, but he is a promoter. He’s not a record company man, but he is. And he’s also part of the crowd. He’s an instigator who brings all these things together.’

The DJ’s role illuminates several key themes of postmodern life. For a start, is it really a job? It’s a way to earn a living, but it’s also a lot of fun. DJs provide a service worth paying for, but most of them go home and do the same thing in their spare time, and many would jump at the chance to play at that special party when the crowd is right, just for the thrill.

Another postmodern thing about DJing is that it’s both consumption and production (something that really fascinates sociologists). The music choices a DJ makes as a consumer (the tunes they buy) are a defining part of their worth as a producer (how creative and distinctive they are). Practising consumption as creativity is a very postmodern thing to do, as we’ll demonstrate if you lend us your credit card.

Academics are also transfixed by the fact that DJs make a living by filtering information; they make sense of the confusing mass of musical data that bombards us. An important reason DJs became so powerful was this role of personal shopper – they sift through the thousands of crap releases to find the ones worth hearing. There’s no way we could find all the great music within our favourite genre, so we rely on DJs to do it for us. This is the skill of DJing most under threat from the digital revolution. By knowing billions of people’s music choices and analysing trillions of connections between users and songs and playlists, the algorithms of platforms like Spotify are getting pretty good at being our personal DJ.

There’s a corner of critical theory that has great fun with DJing, filled with words like ‘signifier’ and ‘discourse’, using ‘text’ or ‘found object’ instead of ‘song’ or ‘record’, and calling the DJ a ‘bricoleur’ (French for ‘handyman’). Never say ‘slingin’ choons’ when you could say ‘the cutting, sampling and interweaving of discrete media commodities’. Why ‘find great music to play’ when you could ‘attract meaning from the data cloud’?

Musical Revolutionary

Thanks to the unrivalled freedom to play and manipulate music – of any style and from any time or place – the DJ has long been the central force in the evolution of music. To keep their dancers excited, DJs have been happy to distort, corrupt and combine recordings in ways that would horrify the original artists, and this, more than a few jam sessions, a new horn player or a particularly tragic love affair, is what inspired the most significant musical revolutions.

As a gun for hire whose reputation depends on the independence of their musical tastes and, above all, on the novelty and distinctness of their performances, the DJ has been a far more powerful force for change in music than a band could ever be. Up until the millennium, when DJs were turned into marketable pop stars, the DJ was one of the very few people with any power in the music business who was not subservient to the record industry. Their freelance status and promotional strength let DJs push back musical boundaries, expose new sounds and synthesise entirely new genres.

The industry of dance music was built on the disc jockey’s expertise. As the acknowledged expert at making people dance, today the bulk of dance music is produced or remixed by DJs. The DJ’s role as the librarian of the world’s music puts them in the driving seat now that making music is so often about sampling and combining snippets of older records.

So, although until recently music historians largely ignored him, the disc jockey has rarely left the patent office of popular music. Almost every radically new musical form in the last six decades owes its existence to the DJ. Disc jockeys let rhythm and blues and rock’n’roll take their first steps by popularising scattered, localised genres and merging them on the airwaves. Reggae evolved because of the needs of the DJ and his sound system. And the DJ was at the very heart of the insurrection which disco wrought on recorded music. Not satisfied with all this, armed with cheap electronics, in the last forty years the DJ really set to work: giving us hip hop, house and techno, as well as a galaxy of satellite genres like garage, grime, dubstep and more – music forged solely by the DJ.

In doing all this, the DJ completely transformed the way music is conceived, created and consumed. While adapting music to better suit the dancefloor the DJ revolutionised the use of the recording studio. The power to promote records made the DJ pivotal in the formation of the modern music industry (as well as broadcast advertising). DJs also greatly advanced the status of recorded music – a record is no longer a representation of some distant ‘live’ event, it is now a thing in itself, the primary incarnation of a song. And never forget, no band, however rad-ical, would have made much of an impact beyond their backyard without DJs playing their records.

The disc jockey’s power has not gone unnoticed by the wider world. The fact that DJs can rally and control a large audience has regularly brought them into conflict with establishment forces, and the DJ’s history has a rich subtext of power struggles. The DJ is often found at the heart of the call for freedom and change: from Jamaican sound systems that swung elections, to wild gay parties in Iran, to the techno that soundtracked the fall of the Berlin Wall, the anti-government radio stations of the former Yugoslavia, the vast influence of UK pirate radio in fostering multicultural understanding, and the continuing weekly insurrection of illegal raves and warehouse parties – from Beirut to Bristol. As one example, consider the plight of rock’n’roll propagator Alan Freed, who was hounded to his death by the FBI, ostensibly for taking illegal ‘payola’ payments (bribes to play certain records). The real reason the US government spent so much energy pursuing him was, in reality, more to do with his success in promoting ‘degenerate’ black music to their impressionable white sons and daughters. Philosophers since Plato have believed that to change a culture’s music was to invite insurrection, and any revolutionaries serious about their cause will make their first stop the radio station.

Taking Music Further

The DJ has been with us since 1906. Despite a pivotal role in the evolution of popular music, until this book was first published in 1999, established music writing remained largely ignorant of who the DJ is, what a DJ does and why the DJ became so important. If this book aimed to do anything, it was to show the rock historians that the DJ is an absolutely integral part of their subject.

It is probably down to Eurocentricism that dance music’s importance was downplayed for so long. Just as copyright protects the Western ideals of melody and lyric but largely ignores the significance of rhythm and bassline, musical histories long avoided taking dance music seriously for fear of its lack of words, its physical rather than cerebral nature (hip hop, with its verbal emphasis, was the rule-proving exception).

Because of all this, the narrative you are about to read long existed only as an oral history, passed down among the protag-onists, discussed and mythologised by the participants, but rarely set in type, and never before with this kind of scope or rigour.

The desire to dance is innate; it has exerted a constant influence on music. Consequently, the disc jockey has never been far from the epicentre of popular music. From origins as an opportunistic on-air salesman, via musical matchmaker, tastemaker and hitmaker, to the ruler of globalised pop, more than any other figure, the DJ has taken music further.


1

Beginnings, Radio

‘The entry of broadcasting into the history of music has changed all forms of musical creation and reception. Radio music is a kind of magic and the radio set becomes a magic box.’

– Helmut Reinhold

‘I Can’t Live Without My Radio.’

– LL Cool J

Make Believe Ballroom

Who was the very first DJ? Forgetting, for now, the witchdoctor, the bandleader and all the disc jockey’s other illustrious prototypes, what we’re asking is: who first played recorded music to entertain a group of people?

Thomas Edison, who invented the cylinder phonograph in 1877, hardly conceived of putting music on it, and in any case his equipment could only just be heard by a single person, let alone start a party. Emil Berliner, who gave us the flat-disc gramophone in 1887, would still fail on the volume test. A decade later the radio waves were tamed, but it would take another ten years before Marconi’s equipment was able to send more than Morse’s dots and dashes. However, when the gramophone and radio signal were finally combined, we find our first DJ candidates.

In 1907 an American, Lee De Forest, known as the ‘father of radio’ for his invention of the triode, which made broadcasting possible, played a record of the William Tell Overture from his laboratory in the Parker Building in New York City. ‘Of course, there weren’t many receivers in those days, but I was the first disc jockey,’ he claimed. De Forest was wrong, however – he had been preceded.
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Number one – Reginald A. Fessenden, the world’s first DJ.

At 9pm on Christmas Eve 1906 Canadian engineer Reginald A. Fessenden, who had worked with Edison, and who intended to transmit radio waves between the US and Scotland, sent uncoded radio signals – music and speech – from Brant Rock, near Boston, Massachusetts, to a number of astonished ships’ telegraph operators out in the Atlantic. They would have only ever heard static and beeps before, but Fessenden had equipped a number of United Fruit Company ships with the necessary receivers and told them to listen out for something ‘unusual’. He made a short speech explaining what he was doing, read the Bible text ‘Glory to God in the highest, and on earth, peace to men of good will’ and played ‘O Holy Night’ on his violin, together with some singing, which he admits ‘was not very good’. In between all this, he became the world’s first disc jockey, because, using an Ediphone cylinder machine, he also played a record over the airwaves.

What was the very first record played by a DJ?

It was a contralto singing Handel’s ‘Largo’ from his opera, Xerxes.

The Power of the DJ

Radio is a unique broadcast medium. It has the power to reach millions, and yet the intimacy to make each feel they’re the most important person listening. Unlike television, which invades the home, dragging in images of the outside world, radio is somehow part of the place in which it is heard, and the voices and music it carries create a strong feeling of community. Sociologist Marshall McLuhan called it the ‘tribal drum’. Arnold Passman, in his 1971 book The Deejays, wrote, ‘The electron tube changed everything, for it returned mankind to spoken communication.’

Because radio can be so seductive, the disc jockey quickly gained adoration, fortune and notoriety. The power of someone playing records across the airwaves was soon noticed and questioned. Musicians saw it as a great threat, and the music business feared it would replace rather than promote their products. The DJ was even viewed with suspicion by government.

The radio DJ was undoubtedly powerful, right from his inception. The DJ’s promotional might was the bedrock on which the modern music industry was built. DJs laid the foundations of the broadcast advertising industry, too, since ads were largely spoken. And when it came to developments in music itself, the DJ’s influence was unparalleled. As the gatekeeper at the point where music met its audience, able to select, highlight and combine music, the DJ had more control than anyone over shifting styles and changing tastes. Given the size of the DJ’s voice, this cultural power was even broader at times, and the early disc jockeys were also key in fostering understanding between different races and communities.

The disc jockey’s influence was soon so strong that it attracted more than just envy and suspicion. America’s musicians went on strike for a full year in protest over the rise of the DJ. And before the profession was very old, a radio DJ would be targeted, investigated and eventually hounded to death by the US government, largely because he was perceived as enjoying too much power.

The Age of Radio

Radio began in earnest in 1922. Before that there were just scientists and hobbyists dotted around the world toying with the medium and trying to find uses for the new technology. Radio was broadcast to Midwestern farmers with coded weather predictions; it was used to boost the morale of the troops of both sides in the First World War trenches; Thomas E. Clark in Detroit broadcast to ships plying Lake Erie; in San José in 1909, Charles ‘Doc’ Herrold saw himself as the first person to realise the entertainment possibilities of the medium, and gave all his neighbours crystal sets so they could receive the music and interviews he broadcast.

In 1911 in New York City, Dr Elman B. Meyers started broadcasting a daily eighteen-hour programme which consisted almost exclusively of records. Doc Herrold’s wife Sybil (later Sybil True), the world’s first recorded female DJ, went on air in 1913 with a show she called ‘The Little Ham Programme’. She borrowed records from a local music store and concentrated on young people’s music in an effort to encourage youthful interest in radio. Even at this early stage, it was clear it was a powerful force. Mrs Herrold noted with satisfaction that her programme had a noticeable effect on the store’s record sales: ‘These young operators would run down the next day to be sure to buy the one they heard on the radio the night before.’
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Woman’s hour – Eunice Randall at 1XE in Boston, the first woman to be both announcer and engineer.

Radio’s advertising potential was soon clear and, in 1920, the first commercial stations went on air: Detroit’s 8MK (later named WWJ) in August, and KDKA in Pittsburgh in November. KDKA, which gained fame for its coverage of the 1920 presidential election, had grown out of Dr Frank Conrad’s experimental broadcasts as station 8XK, which, using wartime equipment, transmitted from his garage. (Canada had beaten all-comers, however, since Marconi’s XWA – later named CFCF – was up and running in 1919.)

The story of early radio is a very American one because it was only in the US that radio wasn’t immediately seized on as an arm of government. The rest of the world saw the medium as a force to inform and educate their populations, and the resulting nationalised broadcasting was paternalistic and staid. America, however, after a brief debate, quickly saw radio as a mass advertising medium. Economic function dictated its form and, as it looked for ways to gain a large audience, American radio settled firmly on populist entertainment. After 1922, when the first Radio Conference drew up formal proposals for the use of the US airwaves, radio proliferated wildly. In March of that year there were sixty registered stations; by November there were 564.

1922 was also when the BBC took to the air in Britain, with a news broadcast read by Arthur Burrows on 15 November. However, given its founding Director General Lord Reith’s lofty public service ideals, it took until July 1927 for the BBC to put the needle to the record and give Britain its first DJ. His name was Christopher Stone and he had to work hard to convince the BBC to let him construct a programme around just playing records. Nevertheless, once on air it was a great success, and Stone’s dry and disarming manner quickly made him one of the first stars of radio.

In a distinct contrast to the corporation’s rules of decorum, he was allowed to ad-lib his introductions and developed a conversational, almost chatty style as he spun a variety of music. (Stone was also for many years the editor of Gramophone magazine, which had been started by his brother-in-law Compton Mackenzie in 1923.) In 1957 Melody Maker declared, as it celebrated Stone’s seventy-fifth birthday: ‘Everyone in Britain who has written, produced or compered a gramophone programme on the air should breathe a prayer, or (if it is in more accord with temperament) raise a glass to salute the man who was the founder of his trade.
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Stone groove – Christopher Stone, Britain’s first DJ, at the wheels of steel, or at least Bakelite, in 1931.

Despite the early triumphs of such pioneers, radio had a long road to travel before it became anything we would recognise. In its seventy-fifth anniversary issue in 1969, Billboard described the sleepy nature of the medium in the years before 1935. Explaining that the evening was taken up by broadcasts from ballrooms and symphony halls, the magazine described the rest of the day’s schedule: ‘Daytime programs were dull and repetitious. A solo pianist was heard sporadically around the clock. Stuffy, pompous staff announcers read the news from the daily press. A singer might have his own hour, accompanied by the solo pianist. Weather and livestock reports, farm produce prices, fruit and citrus warnings, poetry readings and interminable lectures on cultural and scientific subjects by boring local academic figures ate up the clock from sign-on to dusk. Records were played too. The same staff spieler who read poetry announced each disc solemnly, impersonally and formally enough to qualify as an adept funeral director.’

It would be the DJ, armed with snappy delivery, lucrative salesmanship and all the world’s music, who would save radio from this.

The DJ vs the Musician

The presence of records on the radio aroused opposition almost immediately. In the US, the Department of Commerce granted preferential licences to stations that didn’t use recorded music, since there was a feeling that playing records was a rather inferior style of broadcasting – mainly because at that time live music gave far superior sound reproduction. In 1927 the industry’s new governing body, the Federal Radio Commission, re-emphasised that phonograph performances were ‘unnecessary’. While the big stations complied, using live music from large orchestras and dance halls, the smaller broadcasters still relied on the gramophone. During the Depression, as belts were tightened, the use of records increased. Soon only the big new radio networks such as NBC and CBS could afford to broadcast only live music.

Musicians called the broadcast of recorded music ‘De Forest’s prime evil’. Stations paid no performance fee to the artists whose records they used, and every time one was played on the radio it was music that would otherwise have been performed by paid musicians. In 1927 their employment prospects worsened further when The Jazz Singer ushered in talking pictures. Thousands of musicians who had performed accompaniment for silent movies were now out of a job. In later years the jukebox would become another rival. Attacked by technology on all sides, it was inevitable that the jobbing musician would fight hard for survival. The American Federation of Musicians (AFM), a tight-knit closed shop union, declared the DJ to be the enemy of the musician and fought long and hard to prevent records being broadcast on radio. The AFM were aided in this by the Federal Radio Commission, who, as Arnold Passman wrote, ‘attempted everything this side of public hangings to curb the practice’.

The AFM insisted the music had to be controlled by card-carrying musicians, so for many years DJs at larger stations were given ‘record-turners’ to play their records as instructed. (Similar rules were in effect at the BBC, which put strict limits on ‘needle time’.) Then on 1 August 1942 America’s musicians actually went on strike over the issue of recorded music. The AFM ordered a ban on members making records, which would be lifted only when the record labels agreed to pay greater royalties to their artists to compensate for income lost through radio’s use of records. They also threw in demands aimed at curbing the use of jukeboxes in nightclubs. After more than a year, during which virtually no new records were made, the record companies relented. In the UK, the Musicians’ Union and the record companies fought a similar battle against the disc jockey, but this was about the public performance of records rather than their broadcast on radio.

The DJ vs the Music Publishers

Allied to the musicians were the music publishers, who were then the most powerful part of the music industry. At the time of radio’s birth, sheet music was still the dominant popular music commodity and songwriters were the stars of the day. When the world started buying records, however, power shifted away from publishers and songwriters and into the hands of record companies and recording artists. Allowing records on the radio would accelerate this shift, so the publishers fought it every way they could. As early as 1922 the American Society of Composers, Authors and Publishers (ASCAP), the organisation which collects royalties for the music publishing industry, threatened to prosecute radio stations that played records of ASCAP-licensed songs. Eventually, the radio stations agreed to pay ASCAP an annual fee of between $500 and $5,000 each, depending on the size of the station, to play its music.

To counter ASCAP’s power, in 1923 the radio stations bonded together and formed the National Association of Broadcasters (NAB). In 1939, hoping to weaken ASCAP’s monopoly on the copyright industry, NAB created its own copyright firm, Broadcast Music Incorporated (BMI). While ASCAP aimed to maintain the songwriter’s pre-eminence, BMI worked to encourage an industry centred around records and broadcasting. Most established artists were ASCAP members, so BMI’s recruits were almost all younger songwriters and musicians, including all the folk and ‘race’ musicians who ASCAP had not allowed to join. With BMI’s close ties to radio and its greater non-white membership, this was great news for the rise of black music.

In 1941 ASCAP demanded a royalty increase of nearly 70 per cent. The stations resisted the increase and ASCAP called a strike which lasted from January to October. During this time, no ASCAP songs could be played on the radio. By the end of the strike, ASCAP had won a significant increase in royalties. However, all the songs played in the meantime had been those licensed by BMI, most of them by upcoming artists signed to independent labels, playing jump-jive, blues, bluegrass, gospel, polka and other less established genres. As a result, strong links were forged between broadcasters, record retailers and smaller labels, and these regional styles of music gained a lot of exposure.

The DJ vs the Record Labels

For several years record companies remained unconvinced of radio’s overall value as a promotional medium, so they too joined the throng in fighting the idea of the disc jockey. They thought people were less likely to buy a record if they could hear it played for free. This fear was borne out by some Depression-era figures which showed that urban areas with popular radio stations were suffering a downturn in record sales (they were actually suffering a downturn in sales of everything). The larger record companies started taking legal steps and a series of lawsuits ensued, including the Waring case of 1937 when a New York bandleader sued radio station WDAS for ignoring a broadcast ban printed on the record.

‘Every label on every record specifically carried the warning that the disk was not to be broadcast,’ recalled pioneer DJ Al Jarvis in Billboard’s seventy-fifth anniversary issue. ‘And so I had to purchase my own records and gamble that the Supreme Court would throw out the Waring case.’ There was a lot of money at stake. Fred Waring’s Pennsylvanians, a 25-piece orchestra, had a weekly radio contract earning them $13,500 for each live broadcast, but made nothing if their record was played instead.

One alternative to records which was successful for a while was the electrical transcription disc, or ‘ET’, which was in use throughout the forties. This was a monster 16-inch disc pressed not on shellac like the usual 78s but on ‘luxurious lightweight vinylite’, i.e., vinyl. It spun at the novel speed of 33rpm, had a playing time of thirty minutes, and contained a whole programme, complete with announcements and a live-sounding orchestra playing the latest hits, all captured using state-of-the-art electronic recording techniques. The transcription disc was aimed at the smaller stations and sold as a monthly subscription service. It lessened the reliance on the announcer/disc jockey and, as it was made specifically for broadcast, it avoided record company litigation.

‘Most stations could not afford the orchestras and productions that went into the network radio shows,’ explained Ben Selvin, who worked for the leading transcription disc company. ‘And so we supplied nearly three hundred stations with transcriptions that frequently – but not always – featured the most popular bands and vocalists.’ Selvin recalled that some of the top artists made transcriptions under a phoney name. The money was good, but they had to get round their existing record contracts. Thus Tommy Dorsey became Harvey Tweed, and Ray Noble and Russ Morgan, other big stars of the time, became Reginald Norman and Rex Melbourne respectively.

‘A Sure-Fire Audience Builder For Your Station. A Powerful Selling-Vehicle For Your Sponsors’ was how the discs, in this case Tiffany Transcriptions, were promoted. Musicians recall the mammoth recording sessions which produced them. In Duncan McLean’s book Lone Star Swing, Johnny ‘Drummer Boy’ Cuviello, who played with western swing megastars Bob Wills’ Texas Playboys, remembers recording non-stop, all day long – about a hundred songs in a day.

‘We never rehearsed a number. Bob would just recall a tune we knew, and next second he’d be up on the bandstand: Ready, set, go! One number after another in the can.’

McLean’s book also explains how the tiny local stations would use every trick in the book to convince their listeners that the band in question really were broadcasting from nearby. ‘Radio stations would usually fake up their own programmes, making on that all twelve or so of the Texas Playboys were crammed into the tiny studio in Slapout, Oklahoma, or wherever. Announcers would come up with effortfully casual links along the lines of, “Well, folks, I hear Eldon Shamblin a-banging on the studio door, so let’s have Bob and all the boys play ‘Keep Knockin’ But You Can’t Come In’ – and right after that we’ll have a message from our friends down at the Slapout feed store.”’ Despite optimistic predictions, the booming market in transcriptions died off soon after the war, largely because of the rising popularity of the personality disc jockey.

The Professional Announcer

The precise origins of the title ‘disc jockey’ are unclear. Columnist Walter Winchell supposedly coined it to describe DJ Martin Block’s pioneering style, though radio historian Ben Fong-Torres cites a record exec, Jack Knapp, who in 1940 called DJs ‘record jockeys’ (pointing to their responsibility for ‘riding the gain’, i.e., controlling the volume). Certainly, on 13 August 1941 Variety informed its readers: ‘Gilbert is a disc jockey, who sings with his records.’

As well as the image of someone ‘riding’ over the music with his voice, ‘jockey’ has a number of further associations. It might suggest a skilful manipulator, a man of the people, perhaps a trickster. In Scotland ‘Jock’ is a man or a fellow; in America a jock is a sportsman, named after his jockstrap, which protects his man or fellow. When it was first used it’s likely that ‘disc jockey’ was meant to be a little disparaging. As much as the DJ was jockeying his voice and his records – manoeuvring them with skill – he was also seen as jockeying, as in hustling, his place in the world. Whatever the derivation, all the associations of the phrase were very male.

The DJ’s early years were fraught with such mistrust and DJs met opposition from all sides. As well as the entire music industry lining up against them, DJs were held back for many years by a tendency towards ever more neutral announcing. As radio’s audience grew, the style of broadcasting was increasingly dictated by the networks: CBS, NBC and numerous others who, in fine American capitalist tradition, dominated the market. The networks and their advertisers preferred bland, functional announcing, which they saw as more professional. They provided their local affiliate stations with transcription discs that included clipped, sterile introductions, further reducing the role of the local announcer. It looked as if the DJ would never be much more than a characterless gramophone technician.

However, the disc jockey’s star would soon rise. A massive expansion in the market brought competition down to a much more local level, forcing a more intimate style of broadcasting. Advertising was quickly more localised too, especially when TV came along and started stealing the big national sponsors. The new smaller stations were programming to appeal to regional tastes, and they relied mostly on records for their music. This kind of broadcasting definitely needed disc jockeys, not least as persuasive pitchmen to sell up the virtues of chewing tobacco and patent chest tonic. A few talented jocks started to show just how profitable their shows could be.

By the fifties, broadcasters had finally settled most of their disputes with the wider music industry and there were no more legal obstacles to filling airtime with records. The transistor arrived in 1948, so a radio receiver could now be cheap and portable. And around the same time society invented the teenager. All this could only encourage the rise of the charismatic, fast-talking disc jockey. The post-war world was going to be a very different place, and records on the radio would play a huge part in making it so.

Martin Block’s Make Believe Ballroom

Martin Block was the first real star among disc jockeys, and one of a handful of successful characters who paved the way for the rapid post-war rise of the DJ. He started as a salesman, advertising various wares and playing records in between from a loudspeaker truck travelling up and down Broadway, until the police and local store owners shut him up.

In 1934 he found work as the staff announcer on WNEW in New York, reading courtroom bulletins from the ‘Trial of the Century’ – the kidnapping and murder of the Lindbergh Baby. During a long break in proceedings, Block decided to play some records. Since the station didn’t actually own any, he rushed out to the Liberty Music Shop round the corner, returned with five Clyde McCoy records and played them back to back to make it sound like a live broadcast from a dance hall, complete with introductions that made it seem like he was chatting to McCoy, a Louisiana bandleader.

The station’s sales department thought it was beneath them to sell ads on a ‘disc show’, so Block had to go out and seek his own sponsor. Unable to find one who would pay, he arranged to promote Retardo slimming pills and paid for the product’s first commercial himself. A day after Block had been on air imploring overweight women to ‘Be fair to your husband, take the reducing pill’, there were 600 letters, each containing a dollar, requesting a box of Retardo. By the end of the week the ad had drawn 3,750 responses.

Block called his show ‘The World’s Largest Make Believe Ballroom’ and concentrated on using records to best effect. In just four months his unscripted, easy-going style, combined with music solely from records, netted him four million listeners, and the show was extended to two-and-a-half hours. Advertisers were lining up. Over the years, Block’s selling prowess grew ever more impressive: one department store reported his ad-libbed commercials helped it sell 300 refrigerators during a blizzard, and when he made a wartime appeal for pianos to entertain the troops, the United Service Organizations was offered 1,500. As his influence grew, he held a contest to come up with a new version of his show’s theme song. It was won by an emerging band led by a young man named Glenn Miller.

Block had actually stolen the idea for his show – and even the name – from Al Jarvis, a Canadian disc jockey at KFWB in Hollywood (where Block had been a junior assistant). Though just the staff announcer, Jarvis was an eager student of the music business, and by reading Billboard and Variety – something none of his colleagues did – he was able to tell his audience a little about each record, while his cosy, friendly style won him plenty of listeners. From the early thirties his ‘Make Believe Ballroom’ was broadcast six hours a day and became very successful. However, Jarvis enjoyed nowhere near the runaway success of Block, who, with the exact same format, would become number one in radio for nearly a quarter of a century. Surprisingly, Jarvis didn’t hold a grudge against Block for the wholesale theft of his idea. ‘He was a bright guy who had talent and determination,’ he told Billboard in 1969.

By 1940 Martin Block was the make-all, break-all of records. If he played something, it was a hit. In 1948, while already under a multi-million-dollar contract with ABC, he was able to syndicate his show for nationwide broadcast. This netted him a massive two million dollars. Block had considerable insight into the power of his profession. In 1942 he told Billboard that when he played a record, ‘If the platter is a good one, the most effective type of direct marketing has just taken place. And sales are sure to reflect the airing of the disc.’

Block’s influence as a disc jockey spawned a new figure in the music industry – the record promoter. In The Death of Rhythm and Blues, Nelson George recounts the story of Dave Clark, a young ‘advance man’ charged with the job of warming up a particular city for the arrival of touring bands. In 1938 Clark posed as a chauffeur to gain entrance to WNEW’s offices (he was black and would have been denied access otherwise) and delivered a record – Jimmy Lunceford’s band playing ‘St Paul’s Walking Through Heaven With You’. Clark sneakily told Block that the disc came direct from the station’s owner, who was waiting to hear it on the air. He watched Block put it straight onto the turntable.

Capitol Records formalised this idea of radio promotion in 1942, the first year of the label’s existence. With his new company struggling to survive, and unable to press up records because of a wartime shellac shortage (a ship carrying huge amounts of the stuff had just been sunk), Capitol’s chairman, Glenn E. Wallichs, looked to the DJ to keep the company’s music in people’s minds. A list was drawn up of the country’s fifty most influential jocks and they were each personally delivered a special vinyl sampler of Capitol’s output. This was the first example of a label servicing DJs en masse.

‘It was a service that created a sensation,’ said Wallichs. ‘We made the jock a Big Man, an Important Guy, a VIP in the industry. And we published a little newspaper in which we ran their pictures and biographies.’

By the end of the war, radio DJs had started to enjoy much greater respect. And during the fifties and sixties, radio DJing would become a fully accepted profession, an integral part of the music industry. The DJ was a powerful hitmaker and his patronage could start an artist’s career overnight. In 1949 Cleveland DJ Bill Randle, who went on to discover Johnnie Ray and Tony Bennett, put it in a nutshell: ‘I don’t care what it is. I want to make hits.’

Black Radio and Rhythm and Blues

In 1942 Billboard introduced a music chart called the ‘Harlem Hit Parade’. Three years later it became ‘Race Records’. This wasn’t meant to refer to any specific musical style, it just meant records made by black people. In 1945 Jerry Wexler, later a partner of Atlantic Records, wrote in the Saturday Review of Literature proposing ‘a term more appropriate to more enlightened times’. Wexler’s suggestion, already used in some quarters, would soon be the recognised catch-all term for black pop. Billboard adopted it in 1949. It was ‘rhythm and blues’.

The biggest impetus for the rise of black music was the post-war expansion and localisation of radio. In the newly competitive market, smaller stations, independent of the stuffy national networks, had become the norm. These were local broadcasters catering to local advertisers and local music tastes. So a Texas disc jockey might play the Crystal Spring Ramblers and promote animal feed to ranchers, while in New York a DJ would play Red Prysock and Big Mama Thornton and rely for his income on advertising hair oil to Harlem. Together with the jukebox, which was serving a similar localised role, DJs and radio gave a huge boost to the fortunes of less mainstream music and the smaller labels that released it.

It was in this way that the DJ first showed a talent for creating new genres. By helping the various splinters of race music reach a much wider audience, the DJ had a profound effect on the music’s development. By broadcasting their songs, DJs fostered pride and ambition in the local folk musicians who played these disparate styles. By letting musicians hear music from other places, the DJ connected different strands and created lines of inspiration, allowing styles to coalesce into something more forceful. And by choosing and promoting the music he thought his audience most wanted to hear, the DJ gave the music a direction and a momentum. As the name changed from ‘race music’ to ‘rhythm and blues’ the DJ made sure the music changed too.

In 1947 Ebony magazine reported that the ‘discovery that a voice has no colour has opened new vistas to Negroes in radio’. Black DJs were hurriedly recruited as radio companies looked to target the urban black population. In 1947 Ebony could only find sixteen black people employed in the US as DJs, but by 1955 there were 500, and as Nelson George writes, ‘It was the DJs’ roles as trendsetters and salesmen, both of themselves and the music, that made them essential to the growth of rhythm and blues.’ They talked to their audiences in the slangy ‘jive’ vernacular, they pitched products aimed specifically at the black consumer, and they were playing artists like Louis Jordan, Etta James and Joe Turner.

It wasn’t just their music that was important. Their presence was a beacon for the black communities, important examples of black success in what was then a very white world. Jack Cooper was the first, on the radio as early as 1923. By 1929 he was the smooth-talking host of ‘The All Negro Hour’, a live variety show on Chicago’s multi-lingual, multi-ethnic station WSBC. In 1937 Cooper moved to a record-based format, and by 1948 he was on air for more than forty hours a week on four different Chicago stations and earning $185,000 a year (equivalent to over $2 million today).

Despite Cooper’s lead, a later DJ, Chicago’s Al Benson, aka the Ole Swingmaster, is seen as a more influential figure. Speaking at the age of ninety-nine, Richard Stamz – one of the ‘Original Thirteen’, as a loose collective of America’s first black DJs was called – insists Benson was a real inspiration for his listeners, and for any black radio DJ who followed.

‘Jack Cooper was the pioneer, but Al Benson was the godfather,’ says Stamz, explaining that Benson was the first black DJ who didn’t adopt a white way of speaking. ‘People used to say Al had the worst voice, and he did. But people said, “He sounds like I do.” He sounded like the common man.’

‘Benson killed the King’s English,’ recalled another veteran black DJ, Eddie O’Jay. ‘He wasn’t pretending to be white. He sounded black. They knew he was and most of us were proud of the fact.’

Al Benson grew rich. He bought Chicago’s Regal Theater. He built himself a mansion in Michigan. He used his influence to strangle a white-owned nightclub after they refused him a seat. DJs like Benson were very quickly among the richest, most powerful black men in America. They had a huge audience, enormous influence and vast earning potential. Two decades before James Brown declared, ‘I’m black and I’m proud’, these men were showing black Americans how to hold their heads up high. The world they lived in could be as racist as it liked, but if commerce wanted to target the new urban black market, it would have to go through them to get to it.

‘Everybody had to see Al if they wanted to sell to the black market in Chicago, whether it was beer or rugs or Nu Nile hair cream,’ explained O’Jay, a radio legend through the fifties who inspired a generation of younger DJs himself (the band the O’Jays named themselves after him).

The DJs were autonomous entrepreneurs. The station sold them the time, and they filled it with whatever would bring in advertisers and an audience. With no restrictions, they took money from advertisers as well as from the record companies directly. For wily salesmen like Benson (who is said to have charged his houseguests for their bed and board), this was the perfect situ-ation. Benson treated the music on his show just like ads, with a certain number of slots for each label. He would play whatever records they’d given him until they brought replacements.

‘Al created a dynamic,’ explains Billy Learner, Benson’s nephew. ‘He didn’t work for WGES, he worked for himself, because he was brokering time. What he played didn’t matter to the station, as long as he brought in the money.’

‘Al was making more money than the station owner,’ laughs Stamz.

Proving that America’s love for green can overrule its obsession with skin colour, radio’s business model allowed many a black DJ to create an opening for himself, even in the face of appalling racism. Hal Jackson, who started broadcasting in 1939 (and who was still broadcasting weekly on New York’s WBLS sixty-five years later), was told, ‘No nigger is ever going on the air in Washington’ by the management of WINX in the nation’s capital. ‘The general manager made a big thing out of it,’ Jackson recalls. ‘Called all the staff in and said, “Can you imagine? This nigger is talking about going on this radio station. That will never ever happen.”’ Jackson wasn’t going to let plain old racism stop him, however, so he bought time on the station through a white wholesaler. ‘He’d buy big blocks of time. He never had to tell them what he was going to put in the block. Only the sponsor knew.’ Jackson hovered outside the studio until just before his allotted slot, and then used his paid-for airtime to interview two prominent black community leaders. The audience reaction was so good he was hired straight away. ‘When I had that first opening I felt that this was the beginning of a whole new era,’ says Jackson. When he died in 2012 he was chairman of a group of US radio stations.

Talking Jive

The increased presence of black Americans on radio exposed an entire culture previously closed to whites. There was the music, of course, but the way many of these DJs spoke would also have a huge influence, both on future disc jockeys and on music in general.

‘If you want to hip to the tip and bop to the top, you get some threads that just won’t stop,’ rhymed Lavada Durst on KVET in Austin, Texas. ‘Not the flower, not the root, but the seed, sometimes called the herb. Not the imitator but the originator, the true living legend – The Rod,’ rapped Baltimore’s Maurice ‘Hot Rod’ Hulbert.

Biggest of them all was Douglas ‘Jocko’ Henderson, aka The Ace From Outer Space, with his famous ‘1280 Rocket’ rhythm review show, live on WOV from Harlem’s Palm Café. Using a rocket ship blast-off to open proceedings, and introducing records with more rocket engines and ‘Higher, higher, higher …’ Jocko conducted his whole show as if he was a good-rocking rhythmonaut. ‘Great gugga mugga shooga booga,’ he’d exclaim, along with plenty of ‘Daddios’.

‘From way up here in the stratosphere, we gotta holler mighty loud and clear. Ee-tiddy-o and a ho, and I’m back on the scene with the record machine, saying oo-pap-doo and how do you do!’

When Yuri Gagarin completed the world’s first manned space flight in 1961, Jocko sent him a telegram, now in the Kremlin Museum. It reads: ‘Congratulations. I’m glad you made it. Now it’s not so lonely up here.’ Jocko and similar crackpots showed that the radio DJ could be a creative artist in his own right, not just a comedian and companion but a vocalist, a poet. This aspect of the DJ’s craft was to have momentous impact. In Jamaica, the sound system DJs emulated this jive rhyming almost immediately and became superstar deejays as ‘toasters’ or ‘MCs’. In New York twenty years later, there emerged the rapper, the descendant of both traditions.

The other move that the jive-rhyming DJ took was to change colour. Rhythm and blues was too good to remain a black secret for long, and as the fifties dawned, certain musically adventurous white DJs started to add it to their playlists. By 1956 a quarter of the best-selling US records would be by black singers. This move was accelerated by the dramatic commercial success of some of the new black stations, exemplified by WDAI in Memphis – on-air since 1947 and the first radio station to programme exclusively to African Americans (the first black-owned station was Atlanta’s WERD, from 1949). WDAI, as well as being the home of DJs B.B. King and Rufus Thomas (he of the ‘Funky Chicken’), was extremely profitable.

In adopting this subversive music, white DJs also started using black slang. This ‘broadcast blackface’, as Nelson George calls it, let them speak (and advertise) to both the black community and younger whites. Dewey Phillips of Memphis’ WHBG was so successful at integrating his audience that the wily Sam Phillips of Sun Records chose him to broadcast Elvis Presley’s first single.

The idea of the ‘white negro’ was still born of racism, however. George recounts the amazing tale of Vernon Winslow, a former university design teacher with a deep knowledge of jazz, who was denied a radio announcing job on New Orleans’ WJMR simply because he was black. After what seemed like a successful interview, Winslow, who was quite light skinned, was asked, ‘By the way, are you a nigger?’ Denied an on-air position purely because of race, Winslow was hired for a most extraordinary job. He was to train a white DJ to sound black. Winslow had to feed a white colleague – now christened Poppa Stoppa – with the latest local slang, teaching him to say things like ‘Look at the gold tooth, Ruth’ and ‘Wham bam, thank you ma’am’. The show became a smash. One night, frustrated by his behind-the-scenes existence, Winslow snuck a turn at the mic. He was fired immediately. WJMR kept the Poppa Stoppa name and continued using a white man, Clarence Hamman, to provide Poppa’s voice. Winslow had his revenge, though: as Doctor Daddy-O on New Orleans’ WEZZ he would become one of the country’s top ten DJs.

The white negro disc jockey was an extremely successful invention, eventually leading to the zaniness of such star DJs as Murray The K and hundreds of other zippy talkers. Perhaps the most famous white negro was Bob ‘Wolfman Jack’ Smith, but the Wolfman was a relatively late incarnation. Before him had been Zenas ‘Daddy’ Sears in Atlanta, George ‘Hound Dog’ Lorenz in Buffalo, Hunter Hancock in LA, Ken ‘Jack The Cat’ Elliott in New Orleans, Gene Nobles, John Richbourg and Hoss Allen in Nashville, and, in Cleveland, Alan ‘Moondog’ Freed.

Alan Freed and Rock’n’Roll

Rock’n’roll was created by the DJ. The very name comes straight from the title of a radio show. The music itself was simply rhythm and blues under a different name. In a country dramatically divided by race, the term ‘rock’n’roll’ was a subtle way of making black music accessible to white kids. Eventually there was a divergence between the two styles, but even this was driven by the DJ. The man who changed the name, and who did more than anyone to popularise the music, aroused such controversy in doing so that he would be investigated by the US government for much of his professional life – an investigation which eventually drove him to his grave.

Rock’n’roll is said to have been born on the night of 21 March 1952, when Alan Freed, a DJ on Cleveland’s WJW, host-ed his Moondog Coronation Ball, a huge concert of rhythm and blues. Such was Freed’s power as a DJ that, with little advertising except for his on-air announcements, the event drew a phenomenal crowd, almost wholly black. The Cleveland Arena held 10,000 people and Freed had initially worried that he might not recoup his money. However, by 11.30pm, as the Cleveland Press reported, there was a ‘crushing mob of 25,000 hepcats, jamming every inch of the floor’. Thousands of angry, zoot-suited ticket-holders were still outside, and as doors were beaten down and fighting broke out, the fire department and police put the house lights up and stopped the show. As a college student of the time commented later: ‘It worried the authorities. They’d never seen that many black people in the street.’ Following the event, the local press campaigned insistently for Freed to leave town.
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Zooted and suited – on 21 March 1952, Alan Freed’s Moondog Coronation Ball drew a crowd of up to 25,000 people.

On 7 September 1954 Freed broadcast his first show on WINS in New York. Within weeks he was the dominant force on radio there, attracting a huge, racially mixed audience for his uncompromising black music. Ray Reneri, who worked for Freed, claimed that if he played a record it ‘sold ten thousand copies the next day’.

‘Rock’ and ‘roll’ were euphemisms for sex, both much used in black music since the twenties, and first used together in 1945. When another ‘Moondog’ forced him to change the name of his show, Alan Freed’s ‘Moondog Party’ became ‘The Rock’n’Roll Party’, a term coined by his manager Morris Levy. Ever alert to a business opportunity, Levy even trademarked the term ‘rock’n’roll’, thinking he’d make money whenever it was used.

Initially at least, rock’n’roll was merely the name of the show and didn’t particularly refer to a style of music. Freed used ‘rock’n’roll’ and ‘rhythm and blues’ interchangeably, and both Billboard and Variety continued to refer to the music he played as ‘rhythm and blues’. It was only when Elvis Presley’s career was launched nationally that the two terms ceased to be synonymous and the music known as rock’n’roll took on a whiter complexion. However, Freed continued to fill his shows with the raw black records he had always played – songs like Hank Ballard’s ‘Work With Me Annie’, The Silhouettes’ ‘Get A Job’ and Buster Brown’s ‘Fannie Mae’.

The reaction to rhythm and blues/rock’n’roll was damning. Some cities banned it from their concert halls, while others insisted that under-18s going to a rock’n’roll dance took their parents. The black middle classes thought it would reinforce negative stereotypes, with its low-brow, even obscene lyrics about sexed-up gamblers and drinkers. White bigots saw it as an attempt at miscegenation, with the Alabama White Citizens Council declaring that rock’n’roll ‘appeals to the base in man, brings out animalism and vulgarity … It’s a plot to mongrelise America’. Most music critics hated it, too. The esteemed jazz writer Leonard Feather wrote that, ‘Rock’n’roll appeals to morons of all ages, but particularly young morons.’

Oblivious to such criticisms, Freed ploughed on, using the advantage of his colour to promote this nascent black form on a scale that most blacks had been prevented from doing. By 1957 his show was syndicated across the entire US and could even be heard in Britain on Radio Luxembourg. Alan Freed was not the first person, black or white, to play rhythm and blues on the radio, but he was certainly the most prominent.

Payola

Unfortunately, as well as being known for inventing rock’n’roll, Freed was also famous as the first victim of an intensive government investigation into ‘payola’, the widespread practice of record labels bribing DJs to play their records. In an era of Cold War paranoia, and following the shattering revelations about the fixing of popular TV quiz shows, the government decided to turn its attention to radio.

The investigations into payola came as a direct result of the rivalry between the two music publishing organisations, ASCAP and BMI. With the rise of broadcasting and the growing profit-ability of the black and ethnic music which BMI had champion-ed, ASCAP saw its position dramatically eroded. Out of spite, it spurred the government to sniff around the financial workings of radio. At the end of 1959 a Congressional hearing into payola was inaugurated. Naturally, there was plenty to investigate: DJs often accepted money and gifts from record labels. Some even had interests in the publishing companies and labels themselves.

Despite the moralistic outrage, payola was nothing new. It had existed even before records. In Victorian England, songwriter Arthur Sullivan (of Gilbert & Sullivan) succeeded in having a song, ‘Thou Art Passing Hence’, performed by baritone Sir Charles Santley by giving him a share of the sheet music royalties. This was euphemistically known as ‘song plugging’. By 1905 the New York songwriters of Tin Pan Alley were paying out an estimated half million dollars a year for stage stars to perform certain songs, although the word ‘payola’ did not appear in print until 1916 when Variety described it as ‘direct-payment evil’.

The payola investigations coincided neatly with the authorities’ increasing concern about rock’n’roll’s social effects. FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover declared it a ‘corrupting influence on America’s youth’, and the hearings themselves drifted frequently into questions of aesthetics rather than law. The broadcast of forbidden black sounds to excitable white teenagers was seen as profoundly dangerous. In retrospect, the investigation was less an inquiry into financial misdeeds and more a crusade against the unrestricted influence of the disc jockey – here personified by Freed.

He had already been sacked from WINS after a riot during a rock’n’roll concert in Boston. Once the hearings began and he refused to deny he’d accepted payola, Freed was fired by his current employers, WABC. A girl interviewed outside one of his shows was in no doubt: it was ‘the station’s way of getting rid of rock’n’roll’. The hearings rumbled on for years, until Freed was convicted on 10 December 1962, fined $500 and given a six-month suspended jail sentence. The New York Herald Tribune summed up conservative America’s view when it opined that rock’n’roll was ‘so bad that it’s almost a relief to learn they had to be paid to play it’.

Freed, arrogant and complacent to the last, admitted accepting payments from United Artists, Roulette and Atlantic Records, and distributors Cosnat and Superior. Between 1957 and 1959 he made about $50,000 from payola. Intriguingly, some companies had even given him bogus writing credits (and the royalties they generated) for certain records he promoted. To this day, you’ll find ‘A. Freed’ on the credits for Chuck Berry’s ‘Maybellene’; Berry said that, until he saw a royalty statement, he had no idea Freed ‘had written the song with me’. Importantly, though, Freed never compromised the quality of his shows, and he was certainly not alone in accepting payola.

‘It was nothing for the promotion men to keep the disc jockeys in cars and deep freezes and televisions, and fur coats for the little lady,’ recalled singer Lou Rawls. ‘That was the way business was done, and all of them did it until the Man stepped in and busted Alan Freed.’

It’s interesting to compare Freed’s treatment with that of an equally prominent DJ. Dick Clark, as host of ABC’s syndicated TV dance show American Bandstand, was for decades the most powerful figure in American pop. Clark had a financial interest in many of the songs he played on Bandstand. He owned a bewildering array of intertwined music companies and admitted to owning the copyrights to at least 160 songs. However, in comparison to Freed, Clark’s obvious conflicts of interest escaped scrutiny. He was hardly pursued, was never charged, and even had his sworn statement reworded so that he could sign it without perjuring himself. Many have suggested that Clark’s much whiter taste in music was what saved him from criticism. Freed’s music made him a far more appealing target. Congress wanted a scapegoat, and if they could discredit rock’n’roll at the same time, so much the better.

‘He was playing the black music for the white kids. Next thing you knew they were ganging up on him,’ says Hal Jackson, a close friend of Freed’s, convinced the DJ’s treatment was due to the company he kept. ‘Alan Freed was friendly with too many black people so they crushed him. They said, “Alan, you’re with those people,” but Dick, he was the white saviour. Everything was fixed. They just told him, “Don’t you do that again, go back and keep your audience happy.”’

Although Freed had brief stints at other stations, his career went into steep decline after the hearings. Not satisfied with his payola conviction, the authorities went after him for tax evasion. In response to a constant barrage of investigation and character assassination, his drink problem escalated, and he died on 20 January 1965 from complications due to alcoholism. The obituaries largely concentrated on his ignominious departure from the public eye rather than his considerable influence on popular music.

In 1973 his arch-rival Dick Clark finally admitted that Freed ‘was the man who made rock’n’roll happen’ and that ‘we owe a great deal to him’. Before Alan Freed, rhythm and blues was unknown to the vast majority of white people. Rock’n’roll meant black artists no longer had to water down their style to achieve widespread success – and it also had a profound social impact, bringing many their first experience of black culture. For having such influence, Freed paid dearly. He was a clear example of how much power a DJ can wield, and an even clearer example of the lengths to which the establishment will go to curb that power.
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Stacks records – in 1959, as the US raged indignant over payola, New York radio DJ William B. Williams posed among the 8,000 free records he received that year.

Top 40 and Freeform Radio

In the long term the payola scandals did little to erode the radio DJ’s strength. They did, however, raise the profile of a format known as Top 40. In the wake of payola, the idea of selecting records scientifically and not according to the whims of some corrupt disc jockey had great appeal for station proprietors and their advertisers. In 1961 Murray Kaufman, aka Murray the K, boasted that a UNIVAC computer would select all the music for his show.

The ‘invention’ of Top 40 is much disputed (in any case, sales charts had existed since the days of sheet music’s supremacy). The most popular account relates that in 1950 Todd Storz, station owner of Omaha’s KOWH, was one day watching customers choose records from a diner jukebox. He noted that people wanted to hear just a few very popular songs over and over again. With the capacity of the jukebox in mind, Storz named the concept ‘Top 40’ and applied it to radio programming with great success. WABC in New York adopted it in late 1960 and by 1962 was the city’s number one station.

Mainstream American radio has always put advertising before entertainment. Ratings are everything, and anything that ups listening figures is welcomed. As a result, since the sixties such ‘scientific’ notions as Top 40 have been taken to extremes. Playlists were trimmed to just twenty-five hit tunes, the most popular of which were ‘rapidly rotated’ and played as often as hourly. Radio stations were ‘formatted’, limiting themselves to a very closely defined genre (e.g. Album Oriented Rock, Top 40, Adult Contemporary, Urban), and only after painstaking market research were new records added to playlists. The DJ’s role of selecting records was usurped by a new functionary: the programme director, who was often little more than a market researcher in the service of the ad sales department.

There was a brief backlash against rigid formatting, in the shape of the hippie-driven dream of freeform radio. In the US, FM technology, which allowed hi-fi stereo broadcasts, was first licensed for use in 1961. It was the preserve of ‘serious’ radio – often broadcast from universities – with academic programmes, jazz and classical music to the fore. But given the rise of sophisticated (or pretentious) rock music, this too found its way onto the FM band, complete with a new intimate style of presentation, and disc jockeys who chose all their own music and who ignored time restrictions and rotation schedules.

The pioneer in this was station KMPX in San Francisco, one of the many music interests of local label owner and concert promoter Tom Donahue. From 1967 Donahue began playing album tracks, avoiding chart hits and promoting the underground bands of the emerging hippie movement, including then unsigned acts Jefferson Airplane and the Grateful Dead.

As a postscript, British DJ John Peel had been sneaking album tracks onto the air in a spurious UK chart he compiled on a station in San Bernardino. In fact, Peel had proposed a format very similar to Donahue’s at least six months before freeform was born in San Francisco, though this was rejected by the station management. In spring 1967 he returned to England and introduced the same ideas on his ‘Perfumed Garden’ show for pirate station Radio London.

Czar of the World’s Entertainment

As Marshall McLuhan declared: ‘The radio injected a full electric charge into the world of the phonograph.’ And it was in the context of radio that the DJ gained his first victories. From humble beginnings as an experimental hobbyist, via incarnations as quick-witted pitchman and jive-talking hipster, the radio DJ showed how much power resides in music and a voice. To this day some of the most influential figures have been found on the dial rather than on the screen: from Murray the K, Gary Byrd, Wolfman Jack and Emperor Rosko, to Howard Stern, Kenny Everett, Annie Nightingale, Steve Barker, Pete Tong, and the late John Peel – the DJ who inspired more people to put music at the centre of their lives than any other.

‘The jock rules the roost’ proclaimed Billboard in 1950. ‘He is unbeatable. He is, in short, the Czar of the World’s Entertainment. Live with him or join the Merchant Marine. That’s the way it is and will be until smarter men devise something better.’

But smart folk had already invented something better – the club DJ.
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