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The 1969 Mets were outta sight--man-o-man! Up until the 1969 season, the

New York Metropolitans were well established losers, with fans consisting

basically of heart broken former Brooklyn Dodger fans (the Dodgers would

break for Los Angeles come the 1958 season). The Mets' home, Shea

Stadium, was out in Flushing, Queens (sexy name for a town), and as a struc-

ture it certainly didn't have the kind of cultural legacy that the Bronx' Yankee

Stadium had. If the Yankees were Coca Cola, then the Mets were like Royal

Crown or the generic brand you get at your local supermarket with the pink

label. As usual, the '69 season started out fecal; their batting was a stinky

brown mess. "Flushing" as launch pad made sense...But the Mets did have a

great pitching staff (word to Tom Seaver); their ability to throw it down took

them from the bottom to the top (they would defeat the Atlanta Braves via a

three game sweep and take the National League Championships). By sea-

son's end, the Mets wound up winning the World Series over the seemingly

superior Baltimore Orioles. In '69, the kids who ran the streets of New York had

great pitching arms, too, only they were throwing their names up on walls around

their respective neighborhoods. They were playing a new sport called “writing”. 

While their 19 year-old older brothers were off to Viet Nam to fight

for the American Way, the littler kids of New York were watching rockets

land on the moon on television and listening to Sly and the Family Stone or

Led Zeppelin on AM radio. When it was hot out, neighborhood kids would

slip and slide through jetting streams of water that would bust out of fire

hydrants with little red transistor radios squished to one ear. Gangs, in the

so called inner city, were in full effect. Because of the political climate--war,

civil rights, Puerto Rican lib, women's lib, sexual lib--some kids became

aware and curious. Gang members said that they were mainly protecting

the neighborhood from outsiders, and that they were really about the peo-

ple at the end of the day. Gang members would mark their turf with house

paint and paintbrush--the popularity of spray paint would take these territo-

rial pissings to a near epidemic level. The writing meant THIS IS OURS, AND

IF YOU'RE NOT ONE OF US THEN ALL OF US WILL BUST 'YO ASS, BRO.

Gang members mainly stayed within their markings. There was no

need to go where no thug had gone before because between the ladies and

the rice n beans, eating was good in the 'hood. The writers, however, were

independent of all that. The writers were the loudest quiet cats you'd ever

THIS IS OURS
meet. Loud in that they wanted everyone to pronounce their moniker with the same

vigor as Coca Cola; they wanted household, brand name status. They'd watched

a lifetime's worth of Saturday morning cartoons and the commercials that were

sandwiched in between said funnies. They wanted to have the same volume that

Tide laundry detergent had. Some kids were pissed because they felt beat down

by the system. Others were bored vagabonds with itchy spray-trigger fingers. Art

was a part of a natural instinct, but to get your name up in as many places was

the conscious conceit. The art of getting over was where heads were really at.

The writers were quiet in that they were solitary beings representing a

focused, individualistic mindset. Yes, the writers, too, had crews--a hand full of

guys and gals who's primary focus was writing (and petty crime like stealing spray

paint). They would roam into various forbidden zones without much fear; regional

gang members felt no threat from invaders who blew in like the wind and left

behind colorful bombs that hurt no one (The Brooklyn-founded Ex Vandals is an

early example of a writing crew who were like tumbleweed 'round the city).

These foreigners weren't here to fight, they were there to write and keep it moving.

Some writers went with their real names (Julio 204, for example, was

from 204th street). Others would write names that spoke to the times (Apollo 5

shouted out NASA; King 2 wanted to walk in Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.'s foot-

steps). The aliases came from family nicknames (Taki 183--Taki in Greek being

shorthand for Demetrius), cleaning agents (Ajax and Comet), and spins on

superherodom (Super Kool 223, App Super Hog, Super Strut). And in the

beginning, circa 1969, the signatures were simple enough to read. A

Philadelphia writer known as Corn Bread understood this early on (he had

acquired international fame for hitting the Jackson 5's private plane!). Corn

Bread and eventual partner Cool Earl would help set off a serious writing scene

that pre-dates Zoo York City's by some years. Civilians could read Corn

Bread's signatures. The more acclaim he'd receive--local papers wrote about

his exploits on the regular--the more hardcore his get up missions would get. 

A funny thing happened on New York City subway trains come '71.

Writers realized that trains were like tireless helpers with canvas stretched

across their frames. Kids figured out that you could write your name on the

inside of a train in the Bronx and that that same signature would then travel

down to Brooklyn several times during the course of a day. So instead of some-

one having to wander into a strange neighborhood in order to flex their handiwork,
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words could be delivered to the people quicker than you can say Pony

Express via the Seventh Avenue Express. The people who would bare witness

were strap hangers. Tax payers. Every day Joes off to work. Abuelitas.

Soon, the writing crews became like baseball teams and kids all

over the city were competing to see who would win the World Series of

Bombing (as in getting up FOR REAL) on their native transit lines. The writ-

ers would either get up over the advertisements that were posted inside the

cars or tear them down completely to reclaim a spot that was paid for. The

pay-to-play spots where the posters were was PRIME TIME, baby! Writers

didn't go to school for marketing or sales or advertising but they clearly

understood that the mighty dollar was the power that paid for the most desir-

able eye space. But that didn't stop them from writing on the ceiling, either.

By 1972, the signatures would get more and more elaborate; writers

were starting to favor a flavor and taste that only the writers themselves could

truly understand and appreciate. Arrows and stars would align like the moon

and stars; letters fashioned after candy canes would emerge. The letters

would grow bigger, bolder, more colorful, more technical, more abstract.

Writers would copy the work of others and add on; it was evolutionary game

of hot potato that would end in a few writers out of the bunch setting the stan-

dard for a phase of style. The World Series of Bombing would refocus it's mar-

keting dollars (as in, time spent getting up is money earned) on only the fans

who belonged to the subculture. General fame was always cool, but respect

from writing peers became more prized. This movement wasn't for your

momma or your uncle Randy to appreciate. Writing was an act of rebellion,

something you did knowing that it was against the law; it was something that

you would get punished for by the authorities, by your parents (well, those

writers who had parents). The fact that it was bad is what made it so good in the

minds of these young explorers. It was a visual patois spoken by an elite

race; the subway system was an early version of the information superhighway. 

The style wars would unfold thousands of miles away from the Mei

Kong Delta (the place where Agent Orange had the most ups.) The first shots

were fired state side because there was no more room on the lines: nearly every

inch of  train car was covered with signatures. Writer-athletes would turn writer-

soldiers. There were rules of engagement, though: bigger fish could consume

littler fish. As the letters evolved and grew on the sides of steel elephants like

steroid-riddled ivy, a bubble lettered, two-color, two-dimensional form held more

weight than a stylized one-dimensional tag. The showdown went down over

who was the biggest--as in going from a signature to a bubble-ish piece the size

of one eight of a train car to one name engulfing and entire side, windows and

all. But as the art itself evolved and the writers themselves started to apply

aesthetic value to their "masterpieces", bigger would no longer constitute better.

Art still wasn't necessarily a part of the conversation at this point. The kids were

simply writers who wrote a bunch on bunch of different surfaces. With style.

By 1973, writers began to expect more. Unless drips were intended,

drips were considered a no no. Drips were for "Toys" (inexperienced writers).

Paint control was a valued skill acquired by masters--the ones who put in

work--who stole the paint, who got dirty in the train yards and tunnels. The

dedicated. There also began the acceptance of two writing schools. School A

being the master writer who painted mainly innovative, colorful "pieces";

school B being the hardcore bombers--the individuals who focused on tagging

the inside of subway cars and doing "throw ups" (crudely done bubble pieces)

on the outside of trains. The master writers were more concerned with quali-

ty, while the bombers quantity. Still, both schools co-existed, and shared a

mutual respect for one another. The ultimate "king"--or better yet a well round-

ed writer--had a master's degree from both the Piecing and Bombing institutes.

Newly-discovered/invented tools of the trade would help further insti-

gate the expansion of writing culture. Magic markers were homemade with the

felt from blackboard erasers, emptied-out roll-on bottles and the juicy purple ink

used in supermarkets to stamp prices on foodstuffs. Stock caps on cans of Wet

Look and Red Devil spray paint would be replaced by the stock caps on Jiffoam

oven cleaner—this would dramatically increase the paint coverage (AKA “fat

caps”). And (master) “piece books”—the black-faced  sketch books that would

travel from high school to high school, borough to borough—were also very

important. Inside these pages, writers could witness first-hand, the styles that

were specific to crews and individuals; the drawings in these books were also

used directly as reference for the work that would leap onto the trains. Which

meant that writers weren't just being spontaneous vandals—they were becom-

ing hip to the fact that what they were doing had a meaning greater than the

me, me, me message that writing your name over and over and over conveyed.

Let's back it up a bit. Hugo Martinez was a sociology major at City

College in 1972. His fascination with writing would lead him to seek out the

writers themselves in order to get a better understanding of where they were

coming from. Of course, as a Latino in New York City, he understood full well

where of lot of these kids were at: a bloated and bankrupt city uninterested

in poor neighborhoods littered with sagging dreams. Martinez understood

that the writers were instinctively speaking up the best way they could.

Martinez also believed that the art world would want to buy into writing or

graffiti on canvas, so the first ever exhibition of writing happened at City

College on December 7, 1972. Hugo Martinez' United Graffiti Artists or

U.G.A—consisting of some of the best writers around—was in full effect.

There wasn't a full blown explosion within the ranks of the art world

establishment—nobody struck it rich selling their portable burners--   but

Martinez did establish the notion that writers were artists, and therefore their

work on canvas had cultural relevance and value and deserved mainstream

media attention as well (the New York Times did write about this historic show).

Jack Stewart—the first non-writer to seriously document the move-

ment via photographs and critical writings—suggested that every year repre-

sented a full generation of new blood, and that by 1978, pretty much every

technical innovation had been executed by the mad bombers. That the art

was growing so rapidly is a stunning assertion, but one not too far off the

charts; amazing three-dimensional letters that pierced neighboring letters

and kept on going,  whole trains painted with bubbly cartoon characters,

clouds that floated through dark tunnels, kings who ruled the insides with

drippy tags and the outsides with  thousands of throw ups (simple pieces),

yeah,  by '78 it had all been done. Sure, some of the works may seem

crudely executed if you're going by today's hyper-technical standards, but

the proof is in the paint and immortalized by Stewart's extensive photographs.

The life expectancy of a writer was in jeopardy once he or she turned

16; get caught at 15 or younger and you're gonna get a slap on the wrist and a

slap on the head and you're walking home with a painted on smile thanks to

your friendly neighborhood Vandal Squad cop. Get bagged at 16 and you're fac-

ing real drama, junior. Still, now many generations in the making, by 1978, the

writing game had become a city-wide recognized sport, with legendary teams

like The Crazy 5,  The IND's, The Ebony Dukes, Wanted,  Fabulous 5, The

Death Squad leaving their indelible mark on transit.

Graffiti writing in New York City had had a dramatic influence on how

the youth there approached penmanship, and that influence would spill over into

art class. Soon the curls and swirls and colorful flourishes that writers put forth

on trains (much of it inspired by mainstream cartoons, print advertising , cereal

boxes, psychedelic funk and the stench of a decadent city) could be seen in the

non-graffiti drawings of local students. The culture that started above ground

and eventually morphed into a chiefly subway fare would stretch out again and

spill its vines back onto the streets.

In 1977, “writers” Jean Michel-Basquiat (then 17 years old), Al Diaz,

and a few other friends starting spraying “SAMO” on the streets of lower

Manhattan (“SAMO” being short hand for “same old shit...”). The SAMO exper-

iment birthed messages to the public like “Plush safe he think; SAMO”, and

“SAMO is an escape clause.” The campaign prompted the Village Voice to write

about it in December of that year and soon, once the mission had run its course,

the message “SAMO IS DEAD” would appear.

While many purists argue that Basquiat was not a true writer, the truth

of the matter is he utilized the writer's mentality to make a name for himself.

Getting up and getting seen. The inclusion of cryptic messages, however,

opened up the possibilities to include a realm that didn't involve just “me” or my

“crew” or my writing peers. These declarations opened up the possibility of a

dialog between the regular people and the invisible people.

Basquiat was at the right place at the right time. His message—words

and colors and distorted, half-ate figures  adhered to found objects—made

sense to the artists living in the heroin-addled squats of Manhattan's Lower East

Side. The art establishment was slow to the race, so the community of freaks

kick-started their own thing. By 1980, galleries like TK and TK and most notably

“THIS IS OURS, AND IF 
YOU'RE NOT ONE OF US 
THEN ALL OF US WILL
BUST 'YO ASS, BRO”
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an exhibition titled the Time Square Show gave artists like  Basquiat main-

stream attention; and the art establishment's interest in that raw, untamed flavor

from the streets--a taste that Martinez had introduced nearly ten years

prior—was on the verge again.

Nineteen hundred and eighty is also the year that the Village Voice

dropped it's infamous cover story about “hip hop” culture—you know, break

dancing, graffiti, rappin' and djin'. The hip hop thing made sense: youth-generat-

ed culture straight from the streets, packaged neatly under one umbrella. Some

rappers wrote graffiti, some break dancers rapped, some dj's wrote graffiti on

their records...DJ Kool Herc, the man who in 1973 set off this thing we today call

hip hop, was a writer FIRST. Writing pioneers like Blade will tell you that he was-

n't listening to hip hop back in 1973; Blade was a black kid who listened to more

Black Sabbath than Black Ivory. Besides, there was no recorded hip hip until

King Tim III  triumphantly stepped up with “Personality Jock” in 1979.

Writing culture pre-dates rap by some years, but it is the rambunctious

spirit of the writer that is at the core of any emcee worth a damn: adventurous,

egotistical, creative, fearless and the most anti-social, fame-thirsty person you'll

ever meet. Writing and hip hop one and the same? Depends on geography. The

Utopian “hip hop” thing comes together splendidly in Blondie's “Rapture” video

clip, wherein Lee, Basquiat (behind two turntables) and Fab 5 Freddie can be

seen rockin' to the beat as Deborah Harry raps about men from Mars who eat

cars...It was Downtown meets Uptown, with art stars prominently in the mix,

pieces on the set (Lee painted a “Lee” and Fab a straight-lettered “Rap”). Bronx

warrior Phase 2 IS hip hop all day, always and forever.  Not only was Phase a

style master who set trends when it came to letter forms and details and back-

grounds,  but he also designed some of the most important show/jam fliers of

all time: arrows, stars and cracked letters elevated on three dimensional plat-

forms, peppered with photo collages and cut outs of the rappin' superstars

themselves. This is B.C. (before crack) and B.M. (before Macintosh); we're

talkin' about straight up cut n' paste action. Haight Ashbury of the late '60s had

its trippy velveteen poster art and Uptown New York had Phase 2's linear, xerox-

ed lightning. These fliers represent some of the most iconic images that hip hop

would produce, and the rhythm of what Phase designed would influence scores

of graphic designers well into the computer age. The 'zine he would go on to co-

found with David Schmidlapp in 1983, The International Graffiti Times (eventually

re-dubbed the International Get Hipped Times because the “g word” grew

offensive to Phase) would feature pages that took his flier designs to another level.

While everybody was yes yes yallin' in the parks, writers like Lee,

Crash, Daze, Cey, Futura 2000, Blade, Zephyr, Haze, Quik, Revolt, Noc 167,

Dondi, Lady Pink, Kel 1st, Dondi, Erniand Caine 1 (R.I.P) were cold bum rush-

ing art galleries with their work. By 1982, there was big buzz on graffiti. Books

like Henry Chalfant and Martha Cooper's Subway Art and Craig Castleman's

Getting Up would soon drop—along with Chalfant and Tony Silver's definitive

documentary Style Wars (and of course Charlie Ahearn's total hip hop bonanza

Wild Style)—only to spread the disease globally. Meanwhile, Keith Harring—a

young artist from Pennsylvania living in New York who was also familiar with

writing culture, started to  draw his bubbly, faceless figures in chalk where the

advertisements lived on subway stations. The black background that awaited

under the posters was the perfect medium for Harring's simple, yet vividly

expressive characters and the worlds they shared withaliens and super-heroic

dogs. Although what Harring was doing was harmless enough (chalk never hurt

nobody), he was in fact breaking the law and he in fact wound up getting arrest-

ed numerous times because of it. True,  Harring wasn't a writer in the tradition-

al  sense, but his audience of choice rode the subway, and he faced the same

penalties that writers faced. Harring's work would become associated with hip

hop, his cha acters often busting fluid moves like breakers and b boys and cap-

turing the overall street-vibe zeitgeist. By 1985, the enthusiasm for gallery graf-

fiti (and graffiti-inspired works)  would wane significantly. A handful of artists

would go on to have healthy, enduring fine art careers (Crash, Daze and Lee),

while others would turn to the bike messenger scene, citing more consistent pay

and less psychological fuckery. Some artists were commanding hefty sums for

their works, but serious collectors were far and few between. Still, new gener

tions of writers continued to paint the trains, only with stiffer penalties and fewer

lines to paint. The Metropolitan Transit Association got smart. They treated sub-

way graffiti like brushfires and contained areas one by one. The number 7 line

was painted all white, and it was the perfect canvas for a little bit. But they would

increase security in the yards; in some cases guard dogs would patrol the

perimeters of these fenced-in areas. Between the pooches and the razor wire,

the 7 yard looked more like a concentration camp than anything else.

Rap music and the industry that supported it had come a long way

since Fab 5 Freddie's “Rap” painting. Rick Rubin and Russell Simmons' Def

Jam records would really spark things off in '85 with artists like T La Rock, LL

Cool J and The Beastie Boys. Simmons was from Hollis, Queens and so was

longtime writer (and co-author of this book) Cedric “Cey” Adams.  Cey would

join Simmons at his Rush Artists management company and go on to design

logos for Run Dmc, The Beasties, LL and De La Soul to name a few. Years later,

his Design firm The Drawing Board (co-founded with Steve Carr) would handle

most of Def Jam's art needs—from Red Man to DMX to Jay Z. And when the

Drawing Board's doors closed in 1999, Cey would create corporate identities for

Sean “Puffy” Combs' Sean John line and Chappelle's Show. Cey was also

responsible for the script-ish signature that has now become Mary J. Blige's

identity. There's a real writerly flow to the John Hancock that is now recognized

as the Queen of hip hop soul's personal stamp; it Wouldn't look out of place on

the inside of a number 4 train...

By May of 1989, the last truly bombed subway car rolled off the line.

Mainly brand new silver trains took New Yorkers to work, school and play at

Coney Island. Graffiti would be forced to sprout up above ground like the

Plague, and writers like Josh 5, Joz, Easy, Chino, Trim, TeKay and Chama

would go from borough to borough dropping their signatures on the steel riot

gates that have been enlisted to protect stores since the aftermath of the '77

Blacklout (writers call that move going “All City”). The “street art” tradition that

“SOON, THE WRITING CREWS
BECAME LIKE BASEBALL
TEAMS AND KIDS ALL OVER
THE CITY WERE COMPET-
ING TO SEE WHO WOULD
WIN THE WORLD SERIES OF
BOMBING”

FFDDTT5566, Tag, 2007, spray paint, Courtesy of artist                                                                          

KKiidd5566, Hall of fame, 2007, Courtesy of the artist.




