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 It all started during the last week in August of 1973 at 1520 Sedgwick in the Bronx, New 

York.  This is where hip-hop was born.  Although Clive Campbell and his sister Cindy knew that 

they were onto something with the “back-to-school” party they decided to throw, they had no 

idea what they had really just started (Chang 70; 76). 

 Clive Campbell, otherwise known as DJ Kool Herc, is considered to be the father of hip-

hop.  He “unearthed” the musical sound of hip-hop through the breaks in soul and funk records 

and was the first to start “break-beat-Deejaying” (Chang; jahsonic.com).  Without the creativity 

and talent of DJ Kool Herc, the hip-hop culture would never have evolved into what it has 

become.  Clive Campbell was the foundation of the movement (Gonzales 140). 

 Clive Campbell was born on April 16, 1955, to Keith and Nettie Campbell.  He was the 

oldest of six (jahsonic.com; Chang 70).  Campbell spent his younger years in Kingston, Jamaica, 

before moving to New York City with his mother in November of 1967, at the age of twelve.  

Due to political unrest in Jamaica, many native Jamaicans were moving to the United States in 

search of better lives.  Campbell’s mother moved to Manhattan in the early 1960s in order to 

work and study nursing.  Clive was the first to join her in New York, but the rest of the family 

followed a short time later (Chang 70-72). 

 Clive’s father was an avid record collector of all different genres of music, including 

reggae, American jazz, gospel, and country, so Clive grew up surrounded by music (Chang 68).  
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His favorite artist was James Brown, who he says was his inspiration (jahsonic.com).  Music, 

DJing, and house parties were already very popular in Jamaica, and Campbell had a lot of 

exposure to sound systems in his early years.  Although he was too young to go to the parties, he 

would stand outside and listen to the vibrations from the loud music.  When he moved to the 

Bronx, Clive’s mother took him to some house parties.  He was incredibly observant and noticed 

that people where complaining about the music.  They were saying “Why they not playing that 

record?  How come they don’t have that record? Why did they take it off right there?” (Chang 

68).  Being so observant at a young age was one of the many traits that helped Clive become 

such an influential figure in hip-hop.  Eventually he started purchasing his own records in hopes 

of one day having a sound system (Chang 68). 

 It was difficult for Clive to adjust to life in New York City.  He stated that being 

Jamaican “wasn’t fashionable” at the time that he moved to the Bronx (Chang 72).  Luckily, 

since Clive grew up listening to American music, singing along had really helped his Jamaican 

accent to disappear.  His clothing style was much different than the average New Yorker, 

however, and he was teased a lot at first (Chang 72).   

Eventually, after learning more about the ways of the Bronx, Campbell got involved with 

the gang lifestyle for a time.  At first he hung with the Five Percenters, and after that he became a 

part of the Cofon Cats.  However, Clive started running cross-country and track in school, 

winning medals and making better friends.  He realized that the gang life wasn’t for him.  One 

friend in particular, Jerome Wallace, really helped Clive through his transition from Jamaica to 

New York, and helped him to realize that he did not have to be one of the “Cofon Cat punks.”  

Wallace was a Jamaican American who had gone through the same thing that Campbell was 

going through.  He taught him “how to balance his Jamaican past and his Bronx present” (Chang 
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72-73).  This balance was important in the birth and growth of hip-hop because a big part of 

Clive’s Jamaican roots were incorporated into everything he did. 

 Although Campbell is known primarily for his skills as a DJ, he also was part of some of 

the other elements of hip-hop in his earlier days – specifically, breakdancing and graffiti.  

Inspired by TAKI 183, a graffiti artist who became quite famous in the summer of 1970, Clive 

and some friends decided to go out and try graffiti for themselves.  Campbell’s tag was CLYDE 

AS KOOL.  He stated that the name came from the fact that most Americans thought that his 

name was Clyde instead of Clive, and he got the Kool from a TV cigarette commercial that he 

liked.  Clive began hanging out with the “legendary supercrew” known as the EX-VANDALS 

for a time.   He did graffiti for a while, but eventually focused on running track, weight lifting, 

and playing schoolyard basketball.  His classmates started calling him “Hercules” for how 

powerful he was when playing basketball.  He didn’t really like being called Hercules, so Clive 

decided to shorten the nickname to “Herc.”  “Between high school and the block, I put the two 

names together and I dropped the CLYDE.  I started calling myself Kool Herc, and that was it” 

(Chang 75-76). 

 Clive also used to breakdance.  By 1969, he was partying in the local clubs and noticing 

the complaints from the crowd about the music.  He thought maybe he could try DJing out for 

himself.  According to Herc, he “started playing from the dancefloor perspective.  I’m not 

playing it for myself, I’m playing it for the people out there” (jahsonic.com). 

 Clive’s father, with whom he shared a love for music, became a sponsor for a local 

rhythm and blues band.  He purchased a new Shure P.A. system for the group and was the band’s 

soundman.  The band was looking for someone to play records during their intermission, and 

Keith Campbell suggested Clive.  However, Kool Herc had started up a house party business of 
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his own, and he was never free when Keith needed him to play for the band.  His father got very 

angry with him and would not let Clive touch the sound system.  The system was very powerful, 

but Clive and his father could not seem to get it to perform at the highest level.  One day, Kool 

Herc decided to mess with some wires when his father wasn’t home.  He figured out how to get 

the sound to come out louder than ever!  After that day, Keith and Clive Campbell came to an 

understanding and helped each other out.  Clive played at intermission for the band, and he was 

allowed to use the system for his parties.  As Kool Herc said: “I start making up business cards 

saying ‘Father and Son.’  And that’s how it started, man!” (Chang 70).  Shortly after this, Clive’s 

sister Cindy asked him to do the back-to-school party, and everything took off from there. 

 After the back-to-school party, Herc’s popularity blew up.  They began throwing parties 

on a regular basis at the rec room of their apartment building.  These parties were a place where 

anyone and everyone was welcome – gang affiliations didn’t matter and no violence was 

tolerated.  Young people could come from every side of New York City and just have a good 

time, with no worries.  Herc’s parties were a step in the right direction for the youth of the 

Bronx.  “The gangs were dissolving and Herc was popularizing a new hierarchy of cool” (Chang 

78; 80).  The positive impact that Herc had on the young people of the Bronx is yet another 

reason why he is considered one of hip-hop’s greatest pioneers. 

 After house parties, Kool Herc moved to outdoor block parties, and from those he moved 

to clubs.  By 1975, he was DJing at dances for all ages at a place called Webster Avenue P.A.L.  

By the time Herc was turning twenty, he was ready to attract an older crowd to his parties, so he 

started hosting parties at a club called the Twilight Zone.  Soon after that, he began playing for 

adult crowds at a club called Hevalo and another known as the Executive Playhouse.  “By 1976, 

he was the number-one draw in the Bronx” (Chang 78-82). 
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 While doing these parties, Herc watched the dancers very carefully, and he learned a lot 

from them.  He realized that they would wait for the instrumental breaks in the songs, and that is 

when they would really start to dance.  Kool Herc was the first to buy two copies of the same 

record and to mix them back and forth in order to extend the break.  This method was called “the 

Merry-Go-Round.”  It is believed that the name “breakdancing” originated from the dancing that 

occurred during the extended break in the songs.  Herc also had a trick so that people would not 

be able to steal the music that he used – he soaked the labels off of the albums.  His father taught 

him this trick that he learned in Jamaica (Chang 79; jahsonic.com).  According to hip-hop 

journalist Jeff Chang, “Here was one source of hip-hop’s competitive ethic and beat-this 

aesthetic” (79). 

 The roots of rap music can also be traced back to DJ Kool Herc.  In Jamaica, their style 

of DJing involved “toasting” and “dub talk” over reggae music.  In other words, the DJs would 

give shout-outs and recite improvised rhymes over the music.  Since New Yorkers didn’t really 

like reggae, Herc learned to rhyme over the instrumental breaks in the songs that he played.  In 

the 1970s, rap wasn’t yet known as “rap” – it was called “emceeing.”  Kool Herc eventually 

started working with some friends, known as Coke La Rock and Clark Kent, and they took over 

the rhymes while Herc focused on DJing.  They were the first emcee team and were known as 

“Kool Herc and the Herculoids” (jahsonic.com; Chang 78).  Eventually, Herc formed a “clique” 

of DJs, dancers, and rappers called the Herculords, which included Coke La Rock, DJ Clark 

Kent the Rock Machine, DJ Timmy Tim with Little Tiny Feet, the Imperial JC, Blackjack, 

LeBrew, Pebblee Poo, Sweet and Sour, Prince, and Whiz Kid (Chang 81).  So many aspects of 

the hip-hop culture can be traced back to DJ Kool Herc – he had experience in all of the elements 

and pioneered most of hip-hop’s traditions that we know today. 
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 Herc’s career didn’t last forever, and eventually his crowds started to get smaller.  His 

rivals, who had learned everything they knew from Herc, were beginning to jump into the 

spotlight.  Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five, Afrika Bambaataa, and DJ AJ, to name a 

few, were becoming quite popular.  “I stayed behind, I didn’t move with them to downtown.  I 

stayed up in the Bronx,” said Herc (Chang 84).   

 In 1977, as Kool Herc’s career was fading, some unfortunate events occurred.  There was 

an incident at one of his shows, and Herc ended up getting stabbed pretty severely.  He survived, 

but stated that it caused him to “draw back into a little shell” (Chang 84).  Keith Campbell, 

Herc’s father, also passed away sometime around 1985, and Herc developed a bad crack habit 

because he was having trouble coping with all of the changes (Chang 84; Gonzales 140).   

Herc still is resentful towards those who essentially “took his place.”  Kool Herc’s sister 

Cindy describes his feelings perfectly in an interview with Michael Gonzales: “Hip-hop was 

Herc’s baby.  But imagine that all of a sudden, somebody snatched your baby from you and 

killed it.  That’s how Herc feels sometimes” (140).  Herc’s friend and partner Coke La Rock also 

describes why Herc has every right to feel resentment:  

All of a sudden people acting like they made Herc, but Herc is in a class of his 

own.  No disrespect, but Grandmaster Flash, Jazzy Jay, and all those guys used to 

come watch us.  Herc was first, and we held it down for four years.  Like Frank 

Sinatra, me and Herc did it our way. (Gonzales 140)  

 These days, DJ Kool Herc has been involved in a legal fight to save the building at 1520 

Sedgwick Avenue, which is now known as the home of hip-hop (Gonzales 140).  He has recently 

been battling some severe health problems involving kidney stones and other unknown issues, 
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requiring hospitalizations and surgery.  He reached out for help to pay the hospital bills because 

of lack of insurance earlier this year in 2011 (mtv.com). 

 Although DJ Kool Herc “lost hip-hop” and never went on to record music, and even 

though his name is not well-known to those who listen to hip-hop these days, he is one of the 

founding fathers of hip-hop as a culture and as a form of music.  He “found” the break that is 

now so popular in hip-hop, and he also was involved with the beginnings of rap and 

breakdancing.  Herc, born as Clive Campbell, truly is a hip-hop pioneer.  Without his influence 

in the Bronx in the late ‘60s and ‘70s, hip-hop may never have become a worldwide 

phenomenon (oldschoolhiphop.com).  

 

“To me, hip-hop says, ‘Come as you are.’  We are family.  It ain’t about security.  It ain’t about 

bling-bling.  It ain’t about how much your gun can shoot.  It ain’t about $200 sneakers.  It is not 

about me being better than you or you being better than me.  It’s about you and me, connecting 

one to one.  That’s why it has universal appeal.  It has given young people a way to understand 

their world, whether they are from the suburbs or the city or wherever.” 

-DJ Kool Herc 

  

  

 

  

   

  

  



Backstrom 8 

Bibliography 

 

Works Cited 

 

Chang, Jeff.  Can't Stop, Won't Stop: A History of the Hip-Hop Generation.  New York: Picador 

Press, 2005.  Print. 

 

Gonzales, Michael A.  “The Holy House of Hip Hop.”  New York 6 Oct. 2008.  Print. 

 

Websites 

 

G., John.  “Kool Herc.”  Oldschoolhiphop.com.  n.p., n.d.  Web.  27 Feb. 2011. 

<http://www.oldschoolhiphop.com/artists/deejays/kooldjherc.htm>. 

 

“Kool Herc (1955 - ).”  Jahsonic.com.  n.p., n.d.  Web.  27 Feb. 2011. 

<http://www.jahsonic.com/KoolHerc.html>.   

 

Crayone.  “Kool DJ Herc.”  Hiphip-network.com.  n.p., n.d.  Web.  1 Mar. 2011. 

<http://www.hiphop-network.com/articles/djarticles/kooldjherc.asp>. 

 

Blanco, Alvin.  “DJ Kool Herc Leaves Hospital, Calls On Hip-Hop For Help.”  MTV.com. 

MTV, n.d.  Web.  1 Mar. 2011.  <http://rapfix.mtv.com/2011/01/31/dj-kool-herc-leaves-

hospital-calls-on-hip-hop-for-help/>. 

 

 

 

 


