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DJ Dirty Harry is a Grammy Award winner.

Category 28. Best R&B Song.


The DJ from Northside Queens was in his studio working early one morning when he got a text message from his artist, Jane Nithrow, congratulating him on his nomination. Dirty Harry, Kerry Brothers and Alicia Keys had just been nominated for Ms. Keys' smash single "No One". Fast forward, and you find them in Hollywood, taking home the Grammy.


The bio section of DJ Dirty Harry's website proudly boasts of his Justo Mixtape Awards. Three of them. Best Blend DJ, Best Mixtape for Rap Phenomenon II with DJ Vlad and Green Lantern, and the Brucie Bee / Starchild Lifetime Achievement Award. It also explains to those that may not know or understand, that Justo Awards are the equivalent of the Grammys for DJs. Now DJ Dirty Harry has won on both fronts.


It is surprising that he is unaware of his impact on mixtapes and the DJs. On more then one occasion, in conversations with other mixtape DJs, the talk turns to influences. When I tell Harry he is usually named in the top three he seems taken aback and surprised. "I feel honored. I really, really do. I'm just in the grind like these dudes... I know it's a grind to get your name out there, your brand out there... I can't even say something like 'it's nothing'. For dudes to put my name out there like that, I take it as an honor," Dirty Harry said. He is a humble guy, well grounded. He is willing to work with anyone that wants to learn, and makes it known that he is willing to learn himself. He just wants to make his music and get it out there.


He tells a story that happened to him back in '95 after an interview he did at Mtv. From there he bounced Uptown to the Harlem Music Hut. Dressed in a suit and tie, with mixtapes in hand, they didn't believe it was him. When Harry breezed through the next day with his usual swag, they all had a good laugh. "I always felt like an underdog..." reflected Harry. While most people in the industry have baseless and undeserving egos that barely fit in the room, the guy who could actually justify his, has not one suggestion of any "don't you know who the fuck I am" to him. Refreshing.


But don't get it twisted. Just because he went to Hollywood to pick up the Grammy, doesn't mean he has gone Hollywood. He remembers his roots. Queens has the largest land area and the second largest population of the five boroughs of New York City. Queens is alive in the guy. Cambria Heights raised, it is right next to Hollis where Harry attended Junior High School 192. It was there that he remembers seeing a group by the name of Run DMC shoot their first video. And everyone knows what a breeding ground of talent the borough of Queens has proven to be over the years. Harry was always close to the music. Watching LL Cool J or Run DMC cruising down the Ave. was a daily occurrence growing up. Years later A Tribe Called Quest, Mobb Deep, Mr. Cheeks, and Fifty Cent would take their talent from the neighborhood to the world. But the MCs weren't the only artists making noise.


Harry was sure to point out the impact Grandmaster Vick, a Queens legend on his own right, had on him."You also had the DJs, the blend DJs. You had dudes people may not know. Grandmaster Vick. Cutmaster Belly. Of course you had Clue. Now you got dudes like DJ Envy, Whoo Kid... Queens had it's own set of people doing their thing, so it was very influential when I was coming up," said Harry. Listening to Marley Marl and the Latin Rascals on the radio made a big impression on him. So did his uncle's turntables...


Dirty Harry mixtapes aren't associated with blend tapes. Blend tapes are associated with Dirty Harry. Harry's transition to the blends stems from his DJing days. "I used to DJ with three turntables at one point in time... I was like, man, how to I transfer this to a product on tape? You have crazy ideas, and it was something I wanted to do," said Harry. "It was my craft. I blend. Other DJs do hosting real well, or have exclusives and they do their thing. I just stay in my lane, I do what I do best," said Harry. "Just making good music. Creating, remixing, creating and trying to tell a story at the same time." At the time, there was an abundance of lyrical cats doing their thing. BIG. Wu-Tang. Mobb Deep. With all these vocals laying around, Harry decided to switch it up and take different vocals from different cats and put them on a new beat.

 
While it's true Dirty Harry has birthed a whole family of classic mixtapes, like any good parent, he can't claim one to be his favorite. The Rap Phenomenon II certainly got him the most press, but it was others that have left an indelible mark on him. Dirty Love was one that stands out as having stood the test of time. Fifty tracks long, Dirty Harry dropped the first in this series in 1996. From Jodeci to Debarge to Minnie Ripperton, it's a tape that Harry still gets asked about to this day. And at times he gets blamed. "I still get calls, I still get hit up on the email, people like 'Yo, what's up with that tape? I need that. I made babies off that...!" Harry recounts the words people have told him. He has gotten blamed, and thanked, for people's sons and daughters. All over the East Coast. But it's not the only tape that stands out. The Nas: Living Legends was one that Dirty Harry flexed his production muscle with. "Now I want to do more CDs thats are production based. I still want to do my craft with the blends, just bring another side to the game," Harry said.


When asked about what he brings to the table that separates him from the rest, you may think his answer will have to do with his blend techniques. Or having just taken home a Grammy, the production. While the sound quality and production level are important to him, the answer to this has already been previously alluded to. "I would say standing the test of time. I have tapes that dropped in '95 that you can play to this day," he explained. "I know a lot of CDs that have come out and they may last a week, week and a half, maybe a year... But you have CDs like Make My Day, even Rap Phenomenon, Dirty Love, Living Legends, they stand the test of time. Five, ten years later, people still want that CD. That's a major difference..." Dirty Harry pointed out. "I take nothing from no one, but there's a handful of DJs that put out classics or you can bump to this day," he said. When asked to name names of some classic-droppers, Dirty Harry didn't hesitate. "Doo-Wop. Clue. Green Lantern. Ron G. Tony Touch. They got some classics out there."


DJ Dirty Harry is proud of his affection for vinyl. There are times and projects that certainly call for digital product, but he still sticks to the vinyl that moves him out of house and home. There are simply old school songs and records you can't find on a CD or an mp3. As someone who has been in the game for a minute, Harry certainly doesn't hate on technology. He doesn't beat you down with the "When I was your age..." rap. "It brought a lot of DJs to the forefront who didn't have the distribution or know-how, and were now able to market their CD online and do promotions," noted Harry. From MySpace to blogs, mixtapes aren't limited to regions and have gone international, and there are more avenues to get your product out. "Before it was the streets. You had to hear it in the streets," noted Harry. When he finished Warlordz, it was on the internet and available on torrents and for download before Dirty Harry even officially released it. But he wasn't mad. He is aware that's the game right now. It's instant, as opposed to before when it was built by word of mouth. One thing the internet has done according to DJ Dirty Harry, "is to take some exclusivity out of the game. You pretty much get everything online."


But make no mistake. Dirty Harry makes music for people to hear, and the more people that hear his music, the happier he is. He laughed when asked if he missed the gritty sound of the cassette tape era. "Nooooooo...," he groaned. Tape duplication was a long and lengthy process back in the day. It's interesting, because most of his classics were released on tape. On more then one occasion, many of his fans who let his tapes rock till the tape popped, remember trying to delicately untangle a tape that a hungry boombox tried to devour. After working out the mess, a pencil would then be inserted in the spool and carefully wind the tape back on. That part in the tape was forever marked by a crunchy garbling as you moved past it every time it was listened to from then on. But now many of the tapes that Dirty Harry recorded during that time are now being re-released and re-mastered. It was something he never saw or envisioned. In fact, the only reason he is able to do it is because of a suggestion his friend Salaam Remi made, that Harry blindly took. "Early in the game [Salaam Remi] was like, 'You need to pick up a DAT machine... Whatever you tape you put it on DAT.' It was something at the time that was genius," said Harry. "A lot of DJs don't have their masters. I was fortunate he gave me that advice."


It's unfortunate that Dirty Harry isn't an every week DJ. The game could sure use a weekly prescription of quality. When asked if it was done on purpose, to keep people wanting more, because of the time that goes in to each one, or because of scheduling and being so busy, Harry said at one point in time it was "all the above". Recently it has been due to scheduling. But when he sits down to make a tape, it gets his full attention and energy. Spending a month listening to all types of music, there may be songs that are selected because he just likes them or just wants to hear them. From there he then takes a song that's current, that he likes the vocals to, and builds around that. Right now he is in the lab working on a new tape, The Enforcers, and plays a snippet. Harry breaks down a track, taking some 50 Cent vocals to create a skit to intro the song, and working out the creative concept and story from there. Sound effects of hammers and guns going off all crazy go with the vocals and build it up to a climax with the track behind it. "Basically it's like that from mix to mix."


That vision is a part of his genius. A photographer walks down the block and sees it different then you or I might. And the same can be said of DJs or producers who hear things differently then most people. Everything gets processed for usefulness. If it's not, it's discarded. If it is, it gets filed. That's what happened when Dirty Harry heard the commercial for the "Gears of War" video game, which he ended up using on the intro of the Warlordz CD. "You have to use what's available and what's current. But at the same time I want to take it back to with that classic stuff, and throw my skits in there, and try to tell a little story because most of my mixtapes have a little theme to them," explained Dirty Harry.


As someone who has seen the ascension of mixtapes, and what may be considered their recent descension, Harry pointed out, "People still use the mixtapes to create a street-buzz... The power that at one point in time mixtapes had was very, very powerful. While it still has it's strengths, recently we start to see what rears it's ugly head, like the RIAA. That opened a lot of DJs eyes to a lot of different things. And also to have DJs try and turn what what they doing to a more successful, legitimate, lucrative form of business." And the way DJ Dirty Harry has continued to do that was by taking what he was doing on three turntables to the mixtapes, and what he is doing on the mixtapes, to the boardroom; his studio.


The transition from production was a smooth transition for Dirty Harry. He has always used production techniques on his mixtapes. There was a sense of satisfaction that Dirty Harry got from taking a track that may not have gotten much attention or many spins, adding some drums and changing up the melody, and the next thing you know is another DJ is playing it on their radio show or mix show. But just because the transition between mixtapes and production is smooth, it doesn't mean that there are no differences. "When I worked on the 'No One' record, you are actually able to work with the artist. When doing a mixtape it's just you, and you are doing your own production and it's your own creativity with vocals that are already there," Harry pointed out. "But when you are doing production, it may be production from scratch and actually have input from the artist. It changes the dynamics, and you can actually be a lot more creative."


DJ Dirty Harry gets it in. There's no doubt. Having already worked with Run DMC, Slick Rick to Nas and Papoose, and of course Ms. Alicia Keys. He is currently working on production for some big names, but chooses to keep it under wraps until his songs are picked up for album releases. He is working on an album with his artist Jane Nithrow, and his own album is somewhere on the to-do list. He continues to work with Krucial Keys. The motivation and humility within DJ Dirty Harry comes from a simple realization. "You always strive to do your best. You good as what you last did, so you always got to strive. That's one of the things I always try to do. Strive for further steps, further improvement," he said. "I'm aware of my achievements and what I've done, but I strive to be more successful." And you know he will continue to go after them Grammys.


But don't expect DJ Dirty Harry to forget about mixtapes or them Justo's. "I can't forget where I came from, because that's what brought me to where I am today."

