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In the 1980s Vernon Boulevard was a vital cultural corri-
dor connecting the Astoria and Queensbridge Housing Proj-
ects. Astoria Houses is a mile and change to the northeast of 
Queensbridge, and in those days—if you dared—you could 
walk from one to another along Vernon. On the way, you’d 
pass an assortment of power plants and housing-project 
parks that daisy chain up the East River to Astoria and be-
yond, with some fine vistas of the river and its various bridg-
es (Queensboro, Triboro, Hell Gate Bridge).

This terrain is now legendary for having spawned some 
of the biggest names in hip-hop, with Queensbridge at the 
center: the Juice Crew’s Marley Marl and Roxanne Shante 
in the ’80s; Mobb Deep, Nas, Capone-N-Noreaga in the ’90s, 
among many others. Ego trip writer/editor Sacha Jenkins 
grew up directly across the street from the Astoria Proj-
ects, and remembers watching park jams from his bedroom 
window. “Queensbridge had a popping park-jam scene in 
the ’70s and ’80s, and Astoria had a similar scene,” he says. 
“There were rivalries between the two projects, but it was 
really thrilling and exciting to make your way from one to 
the other.” Out of these jams came some of the most famous 
records of the early hip-hop era. MC Shan’s “The Bridge,” ini-
tially recorded for a park jam in 1984, unwittingly touched 
off one of hip-hop’s first well-known feuds (the Bridge Wars), 
with South Bronx’s KRS-One and Boogie Down Productions’ 
retaliation, “The Bridge Is Over,” now considered a classic 
diss song of the era. 

Relatively close quarters led to indelible connections be-
tween Astoria and Queensbridge, forged by blood or money: 
blood, if you had family in the other projects (as many did); 
money, if you could find a way to make records—an expen-
sive proposition, one which crack dealers often bankrolled. 
“The drug economy and rap were synonymous at that point,” 
says Jenkins. “I’m not saying that everyone who was involved 
with rap was involved with selling drugs, but it was a very 
tumultuous time.” 

Today, Queensbridge, still the largest housing develop-
ment in North America, seems almost quiescent, though in 
front of one building a candle-strewn altar announces the re-
cent departure of Clarence Shawn ‘Du’ Williams (“In Loving 
Memory”). In the park across from the complex, where the 
Bridge Wars first began, a game of lacrosse unfolds across the 
grass. And stretching high above it all, connecting Queens 
with Manhattan and the rest of the world, is the bridge with 
the indelible name.  !ADRIENNE DAY
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there is no such thing as vocals without ef-
fects. Just by singing into a microphone, you 
are processing your vocals through a series of 
electronics that color and contort the wave-
form. The apparent sound of “dry vocals with-
out effects” is, more often than not, the result 
of a chain of specific mics, preamps, compres-
sors, and EQs that bring the vocals closer to 
your ear. The irony: truly dry vocals, with no 
effects, often sound unnatural.

The advent of affordable vocal processing 
has changed the sound of music around New 
York. Short of bringing your own, you never 
know what kind of live engineer you’re going 
to get at smaller venues. Indie bands and sing-
er/songwriters now bring along a pedal with 
a reverb treatment they know will make their 
vocals sit more “naturally.” Some experimental 
musicians, meanwhile, have built their entire 
sounds around extreme vocal treatments. It’s 
a technological development up there with the 
availability of cheap synthesizers in the ’80s. 

We spoke with Dan Winner, a senior DSP 
[digital signal processor] engineer at TC-Heli-
con, to learn more about the kind of thought 
that goes into his company’s popular line of 
vocal pedals.

 
RBMA: What are the kinds of challenges that 
make designing vocal processors different from 
designing non-vocal-specific processors?

Dan Winner: Vocal products generally run a 
lot more algorithms simultaneously on the same 
processor. The challenge is fitting it all in, keep-
ing the delay (latency) as low as possible, and not 
compromising too much on computational com-
plexity such that sound quality suffers. 

  
RBMA: Auto-Tune/HardTune was a pretty sig-
nificant trend in vocal processing. What do you 
see as the next big thing in vocals?

DW: I do think the use of more vocal effects 
overall in music is a trend in itself. People are 
beginning to discover more and more what vo-
cal harmony is, for example, and how to use a 
looper for building layers.

 
RBMA: What would you say are the biggest 
developments in technology that have allowed 
extreme vocal processing?

DW: CPUs and DSPs are obviously advancing 
and getting faster, so that always helps run 
more “stuff” in the box. The smartphone revo-
lution has certainly brought out some amazing 
processors and there are more to come.  

RBMA: What about software?

DW: The biggest development is the “intelli-
gent” algorithms that do a lot of the work for 
the user, like “tone” (a TC-Helicon feature) 
that just automatically gets you a better vocal 
sound. Analyzing your guitar chords in order 
to drive the harmonies is a huge step forward 
from the days of having to manually program 
in key and chord/scale steps within a song. 
 
 !NICK SYLVESTER

A column on 
the gear and 

processes that inform 
the music we make.

Fania art director Izzy Sanabria is better 
known for his exuberant album covers 
and his larger-than-life stage presence 
as the Fania All-Stars’ MC than he is for 
designing its logo. For someone dedicated 
to “improving the image of Latin artists” 
while bringing salsa music to the world, a 
logo seems minor; yet for nearly 50 years 
the Fania mark has held tremendous weight 
as a symbol of great Latin music.

The label was started in 1964 by 
bandleader Johnny Pacheco and his lawyer 
Jerry Masucci. They enlisted Sanabria, 
who’d previously designed the cover of 
Pacheco’s smash 1960 album, Pacheco y Su 
Charanga, on Alegre Records. “That became 
the biggest-selling Latin album at the time,” 
says Sanabria, whose woodcut rendering of 
a flutist on that cover became iconic as well. 
For his first Fania commission, Pacheco at 
the NY World’s Fair, Sanabria revived that 
woodcut style, only this time with an image 
of a percussionist and bold lettering that he 
razor-cut from black paper. If the beveled-
type Fania logo in the upper right corner 
looks generic, that’s because it was. “The first 

one was done at the printers,” says Sanabria. 
“[Around 1968] Jerry wanted a new 

logo, so we went through some typefaces 
until we found something that he liked, 
and from that I deviated,” he says. With 
its angled block letters leaning inward (to 
form the shape of a mesa) and a bubbly 
dot over the “I,” Sanabria’s hand-drawn 
logotype wasn’t so much precise as it was 
full of character. That design endured for 
26 years, branding such infamous Sanabria 
covers as Ray Barretto’s Power (inspired 
by the story of Samson’s hair) and Willie 
Colón’s The Big Break (spoofing an FBI’s 
Most Wanted flyer). 

Today’s logo is from a pastel artwork by 
fashion illustrator Joe Eula for the Fania All-
Stars’ 30th anniversary album cover, with 
the letters F-A-N-I-A stretched tall, rising up 
high behind the musicians. “Eventually we 
decided to use that as the basis for a logo,” 
says Sanabria, who standardized the colors 
and redrew the letters with straighter lines. 
The spirit of the previous logo is there in 
Eula’s rendition, which Sanabria describes 
as “like a piece of fine art.”  !SUE APFELBAUM
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NPR Music takes a lot of different 
approaches to music coverage—album 
previews, long-form criticism, live 
concerts—but at our core, we’re a 
radio operation. We wanted to take 

this opportunity to give props to five 
New York radio channels that anyone 
attending the Red Bull Music Academy 
should know about. Log on and lock in.

PRESENTED BY

1
WFMU  

(91.1 FM, wfmu.org)
It’s almost silly 
to call this a New 
York station at this 
point, such is WFMU’s 
worldwide dominance 
of the freeform 

format (plus, it’s 
technically in New 
Jersey). But hey, 

it’s the best station 
in the world and has 
had a profound effect 
on music freaks for 
more than 40 years. 
Fans of RBMA will dig 
Duane Harriott’s show 
on Wednesdays from 

noon-3pm ET.

2
East Village Radio 

(eastvillageradio.com)
Broadcasting from 
a storefront near 

First Avenue and 1st 
Street, the Internet 
radio station has a 
sick roster of dance 
DJs. The Saturday 
lineup is insane: 

Mystic Sound’s reggae 
vibes, Universopo-

lis’ pan-global dance 
tracks, Mark Ron-

son’s Authentic Sh*t, 
and Academy Records’ 

b2b2b2b.

3
WNYU 

(89.1 FM, wnyu.org)
In spite of the blogo-

sphere’s best ef-
forts, college radio 
is still alive and 
kicking. WNYU fea-

tures one of New York 
City’s best dance 

DJs, Tim Sweeney from 
Beats in Space (Tues-
days, 10:30pm-1am) 
and a weekly educa-
tion in boogie called 
A Downtown Affair 

(Fridays, same time). 
Plus, the iconic New 
Afternoon Show runs 
each weekday from 

4-7:30pm.

4
Bacchanal Radio 

(bacchanalradio.com)
While its servers may 
reside in Trinidad 
and Tobago, the ex-
cellently titled Bac-
chanal Radio features 
several NYC-based 

DJs and caters to the 
city’s West Indian 

population. You won’t 
hear its mix of soca 
(Trinidad’s signature 
sound) and chutney 
(a Caribbean take on 
traditional Indian 

music) anywhere else.

5
Q2 

(Q2music.org)
If Brian Eno was re-
leasing Ambient 1: 
Music For Airports 
today, Q2 would be 
streaming it a week 
before it came out. 
The “contemporary 

composers” arm of New 
York Public Radio is 
fiercely dedicated to 
the avant-garde, and 
while most of its pro-
gramming eschews drum 
machines, it does a 
great job of connect-
ing the dots between 
electronic-music pio-
neers (Morton Subot-
nick) and the unclas-
sifiable figures of 
today (Julia Holter, 

Laurel Halo).
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The places, spaces, 
and monuments of 

NYC's musical past, 
present, and future.

 PAST FEATURED LANDMARKS
1  MAX NEUHAUS’ “TIMES SQUARE”
2  THE THING SECONDHAND STORE
3  THE LOFT
4  MARCY HOTEL
5  ANDY WARHOL’S FACTORY
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MANHATTAN

WHAT: QUEENSBRIDGE 
HOUSES

WHERE: LONG ISLAND 
CITY, QUEENS

WHY: MARLEY MARL, 
NAS, CAPONE-N-

NOREAGA, MOBB DEEP
WHEN: 1983–PRESENT
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