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Master of Records: A Hip Hop Pioneer 

 

 The 1960s was a decade of civil unrest throughout the United States, the focus of 

which could be found in the heart of the inner city, the ghetto.  Housing projects and low 

income neighborhoods had been segregated from ‘White America,’ deprived of 

resources, jobs and civic attention.  In the late 1960s the youth of the South Bronx were 

reacting and forming gangs.  By 1973 the area gangs numbered 315, with a total 

membership of 19,503 (Hager, 17).  While some gangs terrorized their neighborhoods, 

others aided the community.  All gangs formed in response to the conditions of the South 

Bronx and served as protection and shelter to alienated youth (Chang, 49).   For several 

years the gangs frightened city dwellers, and the police could do little to stop them.  Then 

things started to change; something new was coming to replace the violence.  People who 

would later be called DJs started throwing parties, and in doing so altered the violent 

mentality.  Out of the volatile furnace that was the South Bronx came hip hop, and before 

long it would become an international cultural phenomenon.  There were many who 

pioneered this art form, at first working independent of each other unaware that they were 

all connected by this cultural force.  Some wrote on the walls, some innovated dance 

moves, some told the story of the ghetto lyrically while others created the music that has 

fueled several generations.  Many pioneers were influential in multiple elements of this 

developing culture, and all the early contributions were essential to the development of 
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hip hop.  There was one pioneer who was more then that; he was a true leader.  The first 

man to break down the wall, bring hip hop to the all the people, share the music he 

created and at the same time stay true to himself and the community.  Only one man 

knew at least five members in every gang, and he was the only one who brought all the 

hoods together under a unity banner through music (Hager, 15).  His name is Afrika 

Bambaataa, and he created a fifth element of hip hop, the corner stone of his platform, 

knowledge (Chang, 90).   

 Afrika Bambaataa was born around 1960, though the actual year of his birth is 

unknown (www.wikipedia.org; 2006).  Also, the name his mother gave him has been the 

subject of some debate and varies between biographies (Chang, 91).  Very little has been 

recorded on Bambaataa before his teenage years when he got involved in the gang.  In 

1968, seven Bronx teenagers began to wreak havoc over the area, robbing bus drivers and 

disturbing the peace in general; they called themselves the Savage Seven (Hager, 14).  

Imitating the Hells Angels, the Savage Seven wore Levi denim jackets with insignias on 

the back indicating they were a crew.  Soon others wanted to join so they changed the 

name to the Black Spades (Hager, 14).  At first teenagers joined to be cool, but when 

other crews formed it became a matter of survival (Hager, 15).  If one was not affiliated 

with a gang then one would be an easy target for beatings and robberies (Hager, 15).  

Bambaataa is a natural leader, so when a division opened at his high school he joined and 

immediately assumed a leadership role (Hager, 15).  Bambaataa was different from the 

average gang member.  He was well versed on politics from some experience with the 

Black Panthers (Hager, 15).  Also, while most gang members shot hoops and loitered, 

Bambaataa searched for records; as his childhood friend Jay McGluery put it, “Bam was 

http://www.wikipedia.org/
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never interested in sports.  As long as I’ve known him, he’s always been the music man” 

(Hager, 15).  Even so, there is no denying Bambaataa’s energy and unpredictability.  

McGluery cites an instance when Bambaataa, he and several other friends were playing a 

war game in an abandoned building.  When all his friends were inside, Bambaataa 

saturated the perimeter with gasoline, lit it on fire and proclaimed that he was taking 

hostages (Hager, 16).  

 As time went on the gangs became more violent.  Between racial tensions and the 

war declared on heroin junkies, the Bronx was a literal war zone that earned the 

nickname “Lil’ Vietnam” (Hager, 17).  Amidst the constant violence there was a growing 

presence of social awareness (Fricke & Ahearn, 44).  Bambaataa observed all of the 

movements and teachings that were occurring in his community and realized that people 

knew they could change their situation (Fricke & Ahearn, 44). It was after a life altering 

trip to Africa that Bambaataa gave himself this name.  There he also realized that black 

people were capable of more and committed himself to changing the community (Chang, 

100).  People were getting tired of the violence; gangs were fading out due to pressure 

from women, community leaders and the police (Fricke & Ahearn, 44).  Bambaataa knew 

he could facilitate change; he wanted to bring all the teachings and philosophies together 

to form an organization that people could rally under and replace the system established 

by gangs.  As he put it, “Basically the Bronx was looking for something new…” (Fricke 

& Ahearn, 44).  So Bambaataa created something new, and the Zulu Nation was born. 

 The Zulus are a group Bambaataa started in his high school (Hager, 20).  The 

Zulus never recognized themselves as a gang, rather an organization.  Opposed to 

violence they preferred music and dancing (Hager, 20).  Around this time Bambaataa was 
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using his massive record collection to entertain friends at his mother’s house (Hager, 20).  

That all changed in 1975 when he received a sound system as a graduation gift (Hager, 

20).  Back then the big DJ from Bambaataa’s neighborhood was Kool Dee and he threw 

disco parties (Hager, 18).  Bambaataa listened to him until he heard of a DJ from the 

West Bronx who was throwing parties with a whole new style, “His name was Kool 

Herc, and at first I didn’t like him because I sided with Kool Dee.  But Herc’s music was 

more funky then Kool Dee’s, so I switched,” Bambaataa once recalled in an interview 

(Hager, 18).   Kool Herc developed a new style of DJing where he would play two of the 

same records against each other (Chang, 79).  This way he could extend the break, which 

is the best part of the song for dancing.  He called this technique the Merry-Go-Round 

and today it is usually referred to as ‘beat juggling’ (Chang, 79).  Under the influence of 

Kool Herc’s new style and with his massive record collection Bambaataa was able to 

become a great DJ.   

 As time flowed forward Bambaataa became more then just a DJ.  He was a role 

model for many young people (Hager, 20).  He used his influence to spread a positive 

message about not drinking or smoking while maintaining a non-violent platform based 

in self-defense rather then provocation (Hager, 20).  The ranks of his Zulus grew from a 

few b-boys and girls to DJs, MCs and graffiti writers (www.zulunation.com; 2006).  DJ 

battles in the Bronx were commonplace and usually were determined by the loudest 

system (www.zulunation.com; 2006).  Bambaataa thought it should be about the best 

music, so he pioneered a new style of battle where each DJ would play for an hour and at 

the end of the show the crowd decided the winner (www.zulunation.com; 2006).  

Bambaataa made many innovations to the music itself, which makes him a true hip hop 

http://www.zulunation.com/
http://www.zulunation.com/
http://www.zulunation.com/
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pioneer, however, his greatest contribution to hip hop existed outside the beats he played 

and lies in his character as a true leader.  His leadership took hip hop to a higher place. 

 As a youth Bambaataa expanded the Black Spades all over the Bronx and helped 

to create the largest gang in New York City (Chang, 95).   He did this by crossing into 

other gang’s territory and forging relationships, accomplished through his great 

leadership and communication skills (Chang, 95).  After his trip to Africa he realized the 

potential his Zulus had to alleviate the warfare.  As a gang member he created a loyal 

network of relationships which he sought to utilize and bring the people together.  

Bambaataa created the Zulu platform based in knowledge, understanding, and unity 

(Chang, 95).  Without self empowerment urban dwellers would never move past violence 

and work to better their community (Chang, 95).  Bambaataa realized his message could 

put an end to gang warfare and he had the perfect way to distribute that message: his 

music at parties.  He already had an army behind him, so it was not difficult for his 

parties to gain popularity (Chang, 96).  The music he created was representative of his 

message, diverse and appealing to a large audience, this way he was able to earn the 

respect of the entire party (Chang, 97).  He used this respect to tell his audience that they 

were being pinned on one another, that they did not need to fight over turfs formed by 

gangs (Chang, 105).  By crossing turfs to advertise his parties he showed people that they 

did not have to adhere to gang territory.  For the first time young people went where they 

were not ‘allowed’ (Chang, 89).  During the early 1970s he threw parties where all were 

invited and no gang colors were allowed. (Chang, 104)  Once the crowd was moving, 

Bambaataa would give it a taste of the Zulu Nation’s platform (104-105).  His words 

made sense and before too long the Zulu Nation was rapidly expanding.  Bambaataa and 
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his Zulu Nation took influence away from the gangs and put energy toward knowledge 

and ending warfare (Hager, 21).  The appeal of the Zulus stems from their platform of 

peace, unity and fun, concepts far simpler then gang banging and violence.  At the same 

time the Zulus provided a sense of brotherhood and belonging.  Bambaataa’s actions in 

the early 1970s are what make him stand out as a true hip hop pioneer.  He used the 

music and his message to break down cultural barriers and unite the ghettos.  He is the 

man who desegregated hip hop by bringing it to the punk rockers and the art scene of 

Manhattan (Chang, 92).  He created the first hip hop network and built it on the grounds 

of knowledge and improving one’s self.       

 There is no ignoring Afrika Bambaataa’s musical contributions to hip hop.  Being 

one of the first true hip hop DJs is pioneering in and of its self.  He is also one of the only 

original players to still be in the game; he has consistently released records since 1982, 

most recently in 2005 (www.wikipedia.org; 2006).  He was instrumental in the 

development of the DJ battle (www.zulunation.com; 2006).  His character sets him aside 

from the other fathers of hip hop and places his pioneer status on a higher echelon.  He 

used his personality to become a role model.  He used that influence to form a network 

which united his city in a way the gangs never could.  The understanding this network 

created helped to pave the way for Bambaataa to transcend further boundaries and bring 

hip hop to other parts of the city.  This Godfather led his people to the realization that 

they were a part of something important, that they were all creators of a culture.  Afrika 

Bambaataa’s pioneering vision may not have created hip hop, but it was a cultural 

catalyst that led to a global community of young people who think outside the box and 

question the norms that dictate the natural order.  

http://www.wikipedia.org/
http://www.zulunation.com/
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