HOUSE MUSIC COMES HOME

More than two decades later, CHICAGO is finally listening to the sound born in its own underground.
By Greg Kot, Music Critic
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[image: image1..pict]IMPROBABLY, it's shaping up as the summer of house in Chicago. The gritty, homegrown brand of dance music that arose from the ashes of disco in the late '70s and became an international sound by the late '80s, has never gotten its due at home, and was al-most run out of town by the city government a few years ago. But all that's starting to slowly change, thanks to a confluence of events:

Maurice Joshua took home a Grammy Award last February for best remixed recording, only the second time a Chicago-based house producer has been honored at the music industry's most prestigious ceremony.

House "godfather" Frankie Knuckles will have a street named in his honor Aug. 25 at the site of the defunct Warehouse, the West Side dance club where he dee-jayed in the early days of house.

Knuckles is among the renowned deejays invited to spin this summer at free Wednesday night dance parties in Grant Park, the most high-profile city-sponsored house event in Chicago's history.

The Chicago label that put house on the international map, Trax Records, is back with wider distribution and a batch of CDs mining their revered catalog as well as new recordings.

It's enough to make even the most jaded house fan wonder what suddenly went right.

"There are a number of governmental employees, politicians and people in very important positions who've embraced this music," Knuckles says. "I'm nothing short of astounded by it all."

"I wished and hoped to see house music come to Grant Park, but I'd practically given up hope," says Joe Dale, longtime owner of Gramophone Records, epicenter for the dance-music community on the North Side. "Now it's happening and I'm happy, and the city seems to be happy. This could be a turning point."

Says Larry Sherman, the founder of Trax, back in business after an up-and-down decade, "House is an art form, a Chicago art form that Chicago didn't care about. It was created and maintained by people living in this city to entertain themselves and eventually the world. All of what is happening now indicates that Chicago is finally accepting that."

Acceptance has never come easily for house in its back yard, so it's understandable why the house community is so hungry for it. But it remains to be seen whether the overdue recognition will be good for the music.

At the 6,000-square-foot West Side offices of the newly revived Trax, one of the original house divas -- Screamin' Rachael Cain -- is taking a break from her usual brimming-with-optimism house cheerleader persona and slipping into a new outfit: beleaguered record-company president.

"People didn't take Trax seriously for a long time. They think they can just steal from us!" She's standing in red fishnet stockings with hands on hips inside an office that befits her persona -- it's outfitted in faux cheetah-skin wallpaper. Sherman looks on from the couch with a bemused grin: "Rachael is like a walking ad for her obsession, her career, her lifestyle."

Cain's obsession can be summed up in one word: house. House was built by deejays. Frankie Knuckles and Ron Hardy, and later Steve "Silk" Hurley, Farley Funk and Marshall Jefferson, strived to outdo each other with more outrageous mixes as they presided over dusk-till-dawn dance parties at South and West Side clubs. The sound combined crude digital technology, a relentless kick-drum bottom that thumped along at 125 beats per minute, and vocals that chanted, roared and pleaded for deliverance. Its ecstatic pulse was created on crude drum machines and keyboards, a kind of futuristic soul that swept dance music into the electronic age.

Pushed underground by the disco backlash that culminated with Steve Dahl's "Disco Demolition Night" at the Comiskey Park in 1979, house was largely the province of blacks, gays and Latinos until it hit the European vacation island of Ibiza in the late '80s. There house reached a new audience of teens and young adults just coming into its own, and became the soundtrack for a generation.

House had became world-renowned, but Chicago's pioneers rarely got the magazine covers, radio play or pay checks that their European disciples collected. English deejays such as Paul Oakenfold became the new ministers of dance culture, and savvier promoters and record labels in Europe usurped the Chicago sound for their own profit, eventually selling it back to North America. Meanwhile, the Chicago labels that had done the most to build the house sound faded away, victims of in-fighting and their own business and promotional ineptitude.

"The whole world adopted house, but forgot where it came from," Cain says. "Business was not our forte."

Chicago's attitude

Hometown recognition was complicated by the City of Chicago's ambivalent, and sometimes downright poisonous, attitude toward late-night youth culture. While the city actively promoted itself as the home of the blues, it not only ignored house, it sometimes took steps that were perceived as hostile to its very existence. In 2000, the Chicago area dance scene was linked to three deaths, and the media ran wild with stories about rampant abuse of the designer drug Ecstasy at raves. That year, the city passed an ordinance that placed property owners, promoters and deejays in line for $10,000 fines if they were involved in an unlicensed dance party. The ordinance was passed without public discussion.

In 2001, another ordinance was passed holding building owners and managers criminally responsible for hosting house parties where drug use occurred. The crackdown left a stigma that made it more difficult for law-abiding fans, deejays and promoters to schedule events, and to bring out-of-town talent to Chicago. Just as rock 'n' roll had divided previous generations, dance music cleaved the city into warring extremes: the powerbrokers seeing it as a corrupt force that need to be banished before it drove their sons and daughters to drugs and an early death, the young fans and participants embracing it as the soundtrack of their lives that should be allowed to flourish anywhere, anytime.

"Some of the city people don't realize that what blues and jazz is to Chicago and an older generation, house is to the city and a younger generation," says Gramophone's Dale. "It not only has a social impact, but it can have a financial impact on the city, because there would be a huge influx of young people in this city from around the world if house were promoted properly."

In the time since the crackdown, the outlaw rave scene has faded, replaced gradually by sanctioned events where the music is the focus. This year, the Chicago Department of Cultural Affairs incorporated the Wednesday night deejay series into its already successful Summer Dance program in Grant Park. The crowds have swelled to more than 3,000, and the atmosphere is festive, with bare-chested club kids mingling with couples pushing strollers.

The weekly events have helped overturn "the drug-culture stigma that has followed dance music around in this city," says Brian Keigher, a deejay who worked with program director Michael Orlove in the cultural affairs department to give house a foothold in city programming. The two hope to expand the bookings in future summers, and are looking at the possibility of a house festival or conference in future years to spotlight the city's importance in international music.

"It took about the same amount of time for blues to be recognized as a significant art form," Keigher says. "There's a whole generation after the Baby Boom that has always recognized house as a legitimate style of music, and it's inundating TV commercials, so you can't say it's underground anymore. Now people on the outskirts of the music are starting to realize its potential."

Dirty immediacy
That may not be in the best interests of a music that has always been perceived as a bit of an outlaw: "primal, sexual escapism from the world outside the dance club," as Screamin' Rachael puts it. The production standards of the early house records were so low that the major labels laughed at them, but these tracks had a dirty immediacy unlike anything else.

"This was a style of music created by people who didn't have a map, who didn't know the `right' way to play an instrument, or how to play an instrument at all," says Farley Funk. "People hated me because we didn't have real drummers and real bass players on our records, yet I'd walk into a room with one machine under my arm and make a hit. We didn't have radio support, but I was selling more records out of my trunk than Prince."

The bespectacled house veteran exaggerates only slightly. He co-wrote one of the biggest house hits of all time, "Love Can't Turn Around," though getting paid royalties for it was a different matter.

"Our legend was a whole lot bigger than our wallets," says Rachael, who scored a string of major house hits, including "Fun with Bad Boys," but acknowledges that for years she and her fellow Chicago house innovators struggled to make ends meet.

Yet the music they made has achieved a longevity that even some of its early champions couldn't predict. After the first wave of deejays introduced house to the club scene, musicians fluent in the new digital gear began making records, including Vince Lawrence, Joe Smooth and Jere McAllister. "It was basically kids with new drum machines and little synthesizers trying to capture the vibe of an orchestra," McAllister says. "It became the first multicultural dance music, with American soul music, Afro-Cuban rhythms and other styles mixed together." As the music filtered overseas, it became trendy. But the bedrock of well-crafted songs -- many compiled on Trax's new "20th Anniversary Collection" -- gave it a staying power that has transcended generations.

"The Trax catalog is still selling because it had identifiable tunes, whereas a lot of dance music now is kind of nondescript -- it's basically a track without a memorable sense of melody," Gramophone's Dale says.

What remains uncertain is whether Trax and Chicago house can find a new audience. Dale says he still sells 100 copies a week of Trax's vintage hits at his store, compared to 15 copies of the label's new product. "It remains to be seen whether there's a new market out there that cares about Trax, because to them Trax is their older brother's or father's music," Dale says. "But they're working hard: They've got tenacity, and now they've got money behind them."

A new deal with Toronto-based investors Casablanca will ensure that Trax has a promotional and distribution reach that it lacked in its '80s heyday. Screamin' Rachael has a new album, "Extacy," out this month, and the Maurice Joshua-mixed "Trax Records: The Next Generation" spotlights new songs from revered house artists such as McAllister, Rachael, Joe Smooth and Lidell Townsell.

"Who cares about the legend?" Farley Funk says. "In dance music, there's a turnover every two years in what's hot. You have to earn your wings everyday."

Whether house in its post-outlaw, city-sanctioned phase will still matter to young people already hooked on hip-hop, video games and extreme sports remains to be seen.

But for now, Chicago's house mavens are basking in the glow of some long-overdue recognition.

"The people I meet all around the world are looking at Chicago and the house scene with a new romanticism," Knuckles says. "Too little too late? Personally, I'm happy to see it happen in my lifetime.

- - -

In the house
Just as disco went mainstream in the late '70s, house began cracking the pop charts about a decade after it first was heard in Chicago dance clubs. Its influence can be heard in the following songs:

TECHNOTRONIC, "Pump Up the Jam" (1989): A collaboration between Belgian producer Joe Bogaert and Zairean rapper Ya Kid K took house to the top of the pop charts for the first time.

HAPPY MONDAYS, "Pills `n' Thrills and Bellyaches" (1990): The Mondays were among the first British rock bands to incorporate acid-house rhythms, and broke through in the U.S. with this album.

Madonna, "Vogue" (1990): Always on top of the latest dance trends, Madonna explicitly celebrated the latest club fad in this No. 1 pop single.

C+C MUSIC FACTORY, "Gonna Make You Sweat" (1991): Co-producers Robert Clivilles and David Cole brought a house groove to this massive international hit, topped by singer Martha Wash's call to arms, "Everybody dance now!"

TONI BRAXTON, "Unbreak my Heart" (1996): The diva's No. 1 single was remixed by house "godfather" Frankie Knuckles.

MOBY, "Play" (2000): After a decade in the clubs, Moby had his first million-seller with this mix.

- - -

Evolution of house
1977: Frankie Knuckles moves from New York to Chicago to spin records at the Warehouse on South Jefferson Street.

1979: Steve Dahl orchestrates "Disco Demolition Night" at Comiskey Park, creating a fireworks show out of Donna Summer and KC and the Sunshine Band albums.

1979-83: Disco doesn't die -- it morphs into house and flourishes in Chicago clubs such as the Warehouse, Power Plant, Playground and Music Box.

1982: Techno, a futuristic electronic cousin of house, is born in Detroit with Derrick May, Juan Atkins and Kevin Saunderson.

1985-86: The golden age of house arrives in Chicago, with massive hits by Steve "Silk" Hurley ("Music is the Key"), Marshall Jefferson ("Move Your Body") and Farley Funk ("Love Can't Turn Around").

1987: The British discover Chicago house, and psychedelic dance parties called raves take over the vacation island of Ibiza in the Mediterranean and clubs back on the mainland such as the Hacienda in Manchester.

1989-90: A host of British bands -- Happy Mondays, Stone Roses, Primal Scream -- beginning melding acid-house's pulse and trippy vibe with rock instrumentation.

1992-95: A second wave of house led by Cajmere, a.k.a. Green Velvet; Derrick Carter; DJ Sneak; and Bad Boy Bill puts Chicago back in the forefront of the club world.

1997: Knuckles becomes the first artist associated with house music to win a Grammy Award, in the newly created category of remixer of the year.

2000: The City of Chicago becomes notorious in the worldwide dance community for passing what became known as the "anti-rave" ordinance. It makes property owners, promoters and deejays subject to $10,000 fines for being involved in an unlicensed dance party.

2004: House producer Maurice Joshua wins a Grammy for best remixed recording.

-- Greg Kot

A batch of new releases from Chicago's house community:

Frankie Knuckles, "A New Reality" (Definity): Though it contains a long-overdue reunion with brilliant vocalist Jamie Principle, this album pushes house forward with its jazzy solos and adventurous arrangements -- when was the last time anyone heard a harmonica on a house track, especially one as addictive as "The Bumpkin Song (Gimme Gimme)"?

Screamin' Rachael, "Extacy" (Trax): With Madonna hedging her dance music bets by remaking herself as a guitar-strumming singer-songwriter, Rachael makes the kind of sprawling, pop-oriented dance album that once made Madonna a star. Rachael's frisky voice and friskier personality benefit from state-of-the-art production, by a Who's Who of house, including Joe Smooth, Farley Funk, Jere McAllister and Maurice Joshua, touching on gospel testifying, new wave attitude and Caribbean soul.

"Trax Records: The 20th Anniversary Collection," mixed by Maurice Joshua and Paul Johnson (Trax): The foundation of house music, with classic tracks by Marshall Jefferson ("Move Your Body"), Jamie Principle and Frankie Knuckles ("Baby Wants to Ride") and Phuture ("Acid Tracks").

"Trax Records: The Next Generation," mixed by Maurice Joshua (Trax): From randy novelties (the Platinum Orchestra's "Fix My Sink") to darker, more abstract excursions (Black Mamba's "Life in the Jungle"), here's a solid overview of Trax's 21st Century push.

-- Greg Kot






