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Myintrotoletuknow 




[Current Mood: Hopeful]

[Current Music: Little Brother, “Lovin’ It”]




“I’m kinda getting to know myself through it, I guess. It’s kinda been like a personal journey. Getting into the game this late. Just this year, I felt like my confidence has gone up and I feel a lot better as a person, being able to share music and meet people. I just feel a lot more fulfilled.” -- Darling Chuck, on what DJing means to her*




Last year, I wrote an essay called LAST NIGHT (BEING) A DJ SAVED MY LIFE where I expounded on my return to DJing after a 10-year absence. To be honest, I wasn’t sure where I would go with DJing after I posted that, but I set a reasonable goal: DJ at least two shows a month. It gave me something to look forward to and I’d have to be sharp since I would make sure that I didn’t totally suck while performing. 




In the last fourteen months, I’ve been able to meet these goals and, on occasion, gone beyond them. I’m now looking to ramp that up. 




To anyone who knows me personally knows that I have zero idea with what to do with compliments, let alone have them make sense to me at all. I was raised to be ashamed, and often confused humility with low self-esteem. My second act in DJing has made me see that it’s not that at all; it means the world to me when someone, even while drunk, walks up after my set and tells me that I’m the best DJ they’ve ever seen. While I’m sure they would benefit from seeing a master like Melo-D or Natasha Diggs, I’m incredibly flattered that for a couple hours, I made that person’s night. It’s something I never thought of before and I’m frustrated to think that the first half of my DJing dalliance was based on making unpleasant noises repeatedly.




Still, I get to have this second act and I’m super stoked to say the least. This time, I’m trying. I am, as my friend King Most says, kissing hands and shaking babies. Trying my damnedest to get on every show I can. There are a couple other things in the works, but because this is a book, it may totally be out there by the time you read this. In any case, what follows are essays about how DJing has impacted my mental and emotional health. It’s had both negative and positive effects and I hope that upon reading this, you can find that it’s not just about DJing or hip-hop, but rather any love we have in the arts that may or may not support us in being the best version of ourselves.  













*Diaz, Patrick, host. “Opening Set S01 E09: Darling Chuck” Opening Set, 11 Sep. 2018, https://soundcloud.com/openingset/opening-set-s01e09-darling-chuck





Last Night (Being) a DJ Saved My Life (ORIGINAL ALBUM VERSION)




[Current Mood: Introspective]

[Current Music: The X-ecutioners “Musica Negra”]




Ages ago, I had the pleasure of spending the bulk of my teen years and early 20s as a hip-hop DJ. This was during the height of the “turntablism” movement when you couldn’t throw a rock without hitting someone who bought one of those cheesy “DJ-in-a-box kits” from Guitar Center and could perform rudimentary scratches.


  	As a largely ignored and introverted Filipino kid, there were a few reasons why DJing appealed to me:

  	It was something that didn’t necessitate me to have a good voice or any type of rhyming talent.

  	It was an unofficial Filipino rite of passage (seriously).

  	It was part of a larger nerd culture that would translate to my already established interests (i.e. comics, pop culture, movies).

  	It fed into my want to be a collector, which would later turn me into a packrat, not unlike my mother before me and her mother before her.



I got to meet a lot of great people through DJing, some of whom I’m still incredibly close to. It’s worked wonders in a lot of ways, particularly in the fact that it helped me gain some semblance of confidence and the ability to talk to people who I would have otherwise run away from via being a very scared kid.

[image: Image]

Me and my rap partner, Dawhud

Over time, DJing slowly faded away until I became one of those guys who still held onto their turntables and just cut it up from time to time. There were still habits that I couldn’t break, primarily buying records, but otherwise, I had gone from DJing regular events and clubs to being just another washed up bedroom DJ.

In the last few years, I’ve made several half-hearted attempts to get back into it, oftentimes blaming my failure to follow up on the fact that I don’t really know anyone anymore. “Who’s going to book a 30-something guy who wants to play 90s hip-hop? These new kids don’t get it,” I would think before binging on another season of GILMORE GIRLS. 

The reality is that I was disconnected and I wanted the ease of getting back into DJing, which I wasn’t really afforded since I had taken nearly a decade off from regularly DJing.

A couple years ago, I started DJing with my friend Lino, which reignited my love of turntabling. During the months that we DJed together, I was in between jobs and suffering from massive depression. While I had my family and friends to help keep me grounded, depression has a way to make you think that suicide and self-harm is the most rational thing you can do. It’s very ugly.

I stayed stagnant for many months until we moved to our new house a few months back. I lost the sanctuary of my office, which housed all my music gear and records and found my 1200s occupying the bedroom I share with my spouse. After a particularly frustrating day, I put on some records and scratched for about half-an-hour. It felt great. It felt right.

[image: Image]

An early comeback attempt

In the weeks following it, I buried myself in YouTube videos to see how current DJs were performing. I wanted to integrate fancy controllers and laptop trickery into my fundamental knowledge of turntablism and DJing. Learning a lot of new techniques helped pull me out my depressive funk that had weighed me down for the better part of two years. I took a step back last week and I had a table full of gadgets. “I can’t kill myself,” I thought. “I have to learn how to use all this shit.”

I can write that last line with a dumb smirk on my face, but a few months ago, it would‘ve been pretty serious; and, for the second time in my life, DJing has had a huge impact on me. Not only just in terms of learning new skills and contemporizing my skills, but also to have patience in myself. Shit can’t and won’t always be perfect. I can’t expect that to be the case, but I can practice and get better and maybe I’ll find myself DJing in front of people again, just like I’m learning to live with my mental health pitfalls.

[Air horn sound effect]


Change the Beat




[Current Mood: Pensive]

[Current Music: Mixmaster Mike “Terror Wrist (Beneath the Under)”]







Like many kids of the 80s and 90s, I cut the shit up out of my relatives’ records on their stereo. No record was safe, not ALVIN AND THE CHIPMUNKS CHRISTMAS or my dad’s K-Tel slow jams compilations. It wasn’t until 1994 when my cousin, AJ, played me a copy of Mixmaster Mike’s MUZIK’S WORST NIGHTMARE and I experienced an explosion of beautiful chaos.  You know that scene in THAT THING YOU DO when The Wonders play the titular song for the first time quickly and Liv Tyler realizes that that’s how that song is meant to be? That’s how I felt listening to Mixmaster Mike for the first time. 




Aside from just being a fan of chaos (if you look at what comics I loved back then, there were a lot of Rob Liefeld and Jim Lee bylines), it’s something that spoke to me on a personal level. Without getting into it, the previous year, my mom, brother and I had been living in motels or sleeping at her friends’ homes. We were nomads and even after we’d settled into a home that was our own, everything still felt a little off. For years, I’d dealt with the lack of stability and in the way that Nirvana made sense to disenfranchised white teens; I found that with scratch DJing. 




After that, AJ showed me some tricks like how to blend an acapella and an instrumental track, so I saved up some Christmas money and bought a mixer from Radio Shack and started to make my own mixes, with everything going into a little boombox. 




Everything after that is a blur, but I can tell you that I’ve spent more money on records and tapes and DJ gear than I care to admit to or think about. It sucks to move because records and Technics are heavy as fuck; and my love of DJing has now gone longer than my relationship with my dad. 




The key thing that I want to discuss is just how being a DJ shaped me. There’s a part of me that wants to romanticize all the cool shit that I’ve done and discovering that I could make a go out of making unpleasant noises and playing other peoples’ music, but that’s not the point of these essays — at least not entirely.




There’s a side that has, for better or worse, compounds the part of me that is always in flux, always in progress. Gone unchecked, that darker side has affected my mental health and resulted in several suicide attempts, one of which was directly related to DJing. 




As Americans, we talk about mental health and art liberally. Expression and affect and we should extend this courtesy to hip-hop, which is not always the case. Add that to the fact that I am the son of immigrants and it makes the argument that I’m destined to ignore my well being altogether. But that’s not what happened.




In trying to understand mental health and navigating myself through the pitfalls of a life on that’s built by medication and meditation, I’ve found solace behind a pair of Technics 1200s again, but also the realization that an uglier side of me, which bubbled up as cocky, sardonic, and grossly critical, was solidified because I was a DJ. Now DJing surely didn’t make me an asshole, but it refined the characteristics. 




The less than stellar attitude worked in concert with levels of delusion, paranoia, and jealousy. Constant depression manifests in a way where I feel like I have to work twice as hard. Even to this day, now in fact, there are people who I know who are great people, but they’re getting gigs that should be mine. It’s not because they’re more talented than me, but based on who they know. It angers me to have to have to continue to grind and not have shit handed to me. 




It’s really a gross way to think, though. That’s part of my inner conflict: what am I entitled to? Based on my values, nothing. I work hard and so-and so gets that night, but I just need to keep going. I am human and incredibly fallible (anyone who knows me well will tell you this off the bat), so my struggle is just feeling okay to be okay with being jealous or angry. There’s something to be said about successes feeling true when you’ve clawed your fucking way to get there. So as frustrating as it is for me on most days, I grit my teeth, put my head down, and keep moving. 




I’ve lost a lot of time not DJing and letting depression and anxiety temper my actions (or inactions) puts me in a place to lose another ten years and that’s something I’m not quite prepared to do at the moment. For all the nights where I feel like I’m starting over, because, let’s face it, I am, I try to remind myself that my perceived failings are nothing more than negative self-talk.


Ya Playin Yaself




[Current Mood: Depressed]

[Current Music: The Pharcyde “Otha Fish”]







With DJing, everything was a single person activity. It became a way for me to continue to live in my own head. I made friends, but as a natural introvert, I could perform without having to speak. I could “talk with my hands,” as dorks say. Learning how to scratch and beat juggling ensured that I would have a whole new skill set to look forward to using. Most of all, I could continue to be super shy and play everything out in my mind. 



Early on in DJing, when I was 16, I went to a two-week newspaper workshop where I met a girl from a neighboring suburb named LeeAnne. I loved DJing and she was into rave culture. This was in the late 90s when it wasn’t weird to see Mixmaster Mike or DJ Q-Bert perform at raves, illuminated by thousands of glow sticks and white shirts reacting to blacklights. 



The workshop was held on the Seattle University campus that was close to one of my favorite DJ-catering record stores. On a break, we went down there; I bought some scratch tapes and she bought some DJ mixes. One night, while we were supposed to be sleeping, we snuck into the basement and made out. This was the first time that I realized that DJing had any allure to anyone. 



The tryst with LeeAnne didn’t last long. We went back to our respective homes and despite the fact that she only lived about 20 minutes away, I couldn’t break out of my habit of wanting to spend my entire evenings alone, scratching; or with my friends, scratching. 



There was a lot of pain, uncertainty, and insecurity that lived within me. The only thing that mattered was turning on my turntables and mixer and pretending like the world around me didn’t exist. 




[image: Image]




Sixteen and making noise at the Shoreline Rec Center




As much as people will tell you that DJing will lead you to getting laid, it didn’t really for me. And that was never the goal. At the same time, it cemented isolation and I often thought about all the fun things that other people my age were doing, but countering it with a “fuck them, they can’t do two-click flare scratches.” Right or wrong, this was the person I was, and even though it’s heartbreaking to remember that that’s how I thought, it’s a part of my history I cannot erase or ignore. 



When you’re alone, there’s no one to be your sounding board or to check you when you need them to, and, as is such, lots of bad habits that I had during my formative early adult years were part and parcel with DJing – being dismissive based on someone’s musical tastes or what kind of car they drove or if they “paid their dues.” These are all unfortunate values that carried over until I was in my mid-twenties, but they were part of a culture that I was so obsessed with and my isolation was so rampant that I had no one to tell me otherwise. Actually, some people probably told me otherwise, but chances are, I was too dumb or stubborn to listen. 




In present day, I go to record stores, often by myself. My spouse, who also likes records, will sometimes go with me, but I forget to invite her, which is pretty selfish on my behalf. You get used to being by yourself for so long that even when you meet someone with similar interests, you just assume that they want nothing to do with your hobbies and you don’t extend that invitation, therefore perpetuating your own cycle of loneliness. That’s a sadder side of DJ culture, but one that I have to confront all the time. 


Me, not the Paper (Remix)




[Current Mood: Angry]

[Current Music: Jeru tha Damaja “One Day”]




The plus side of being alone to move records back and forth or spending my days off going to music shops and buying vinyl was that it meant less time with my family. I got pretty serious, or as serious as a 16 year old could get, about turntabling, which other than school or my video store job, took up a lot of my time. During this period, I was living with my grandparents, who took me in after my dad’s second wife gave me the boot. The rejection stung, and continues to hurt, but overall, the time afforded me to spend the last few years of my grandfather’s life with him. The other side to this is that this three-bedroom house had a lot of people: me, my grandparents, my alcoholic uncle, and my cousin, who had also gotten kicked out around the same time. 



Living with my uncle wasn’t too bad lest you count the numerous nights he drunkenly asked me what was wrong with his life. I’m not sure if it’s particularly good for a guy in his late 30s to ask for life advice from a high school junior, but that’s neither here, nor there. My cousin, on the hand, was my complete opposite, therefore, natural enemy. To give you some context in how our relationship was informed, in middle school I told him that I had a crush on a girl. I didn’t do anything about it because I was 13, so he took it upon himself to teach me a lesson (his words, not mine) about inaction by having sex with her on my sister’s bathroom floor. I was painfully shy and he was like a FOB Spicoli. 



Because of this contentious relationship, and his predilection to party at our house, I would go to the local rec center with my DJ gear, or hang out with my friends Corey, Ree, or Brian. I tried to get away from my home because I wasn’t built for underage drinking and smoking weed. Thinking about it now, as a grown man, I guess all I really wanted was some quiet and time to reflect. DJing offered me that, although it probably extended my awkward years by a little bit longer than it should have. Most of the time, I had nothing to say, or didn’t want to say anything; if I did have something to say, it would be to one of my close hip-hop friends who I could speak shorthand to because we lived vinyl, crossfaders, message boards, and samples. 



My teenage kid playfully chides me for being awkward and the thing is, the years when I should’ve been learning to be A PERSON, I wasn’t. I hid behind records instead. I didn’t have role models to show me how to function appropriately. I was only ever trying to survive and looking back on it now, I can see that DJing was my escape, my way of clinging to inconsequential shit the way that my peers embraced partying and dating. 



When I think of the fact that I didn’t live with either of my parents, the adults in my life were elderly or alcoholics and my teenage counterpart was out to fuck everything and hated my guts, it’s clear of why I needed to get lost in music. 


No Heroes 




[Current Mood: Lost]

[Current Music: Dilated Peoples “Rework the Angles (Remix)”]







“Filipinos, or American-Filipinos at least, we don’t really have role models, you know, as far as mass media goes. You know there’s no athletes, there’s no actors. We have our parents and Q-Bert….” DJ Babu, Scratch (2000) 




When you’re growing up in America, it’s easy to take certain things for granted, particularly representation. When people say, “representation matters,” it’s something that I feel immensely and cuts incredibly deep (pun not intended). 




With the exception of Lou Diamond Phillips (who often played First Nations or Chicano characters), there were never any Filipino people for me to gravitate to in any media. In fact, growing up, I often found that Filipino culture was maligned by most white people around me -- weird food, dog eaters, third world immigrants were all phrases that entered my psyche pretty early on. 




When DJing came into my purview as a preteen and I saw guys like DJ Q-Bert, Apollo, Shortkut, and Rhettmatic repping for Pinxys, I realized that I had something to latch onto. Above all that, the routines and everything that these DJs were doing were amazing and it was a part of Hip-Hop, a culture that I loved dearly. The stars were aligned for me to emulate these guys and rightfully take my place as the next big Filipino DJ. 




This was also out of necessity. 




Absence of representation and growing up being about as confident as the “before” character in a Charles Atlas ad meant that I wasn’t going to be a charismatic MC, nor do I have the physical dexterity to be a b-boy on Crazy Legs’ level. What drew me to DJing, particularly being a scratch DJ, is that I could just walk up, do some crazy scratches and then walk away. I used to think it was a mystique, but as an adult, it was clearly a way that I could continue to live in my head and not interact with many people. Being silent was my go-to and DJing (I thought) supported that. 




I didn’t even know what a lot of these DJs sounded like until tape trading became a thing and I would obsessively watch the TURNTABLE TV videos in my tiny bedroom. Everything up until that point had been print interviews. I was allowed to make up my own narrative that these guys showed up, moved a record back and forth for 30 minutes, and then got paid a ton of money and didn’t have to talk to anyone. As a working DJ now, I know that to be completely false and I’m more than certain that any member of any DJ crew in the late 90s/early 00s were on the move and constantly promoting themselves. But to the 14 year old introverted Ryan, I didn’t see that. I saw the raw talent, the Filipino pride, and the ability to be the biggest personality without having to say shit.   





I’m glad that I had I had these legendary DJs to look up to, but I’m equally embarrassed with how I was blind to the fact that you DO, in fact, have to speak to people. 


Together Forever (Live at Hollis Park 84)




[Current Mood: Manic]

[Current Music: Run-DMC “Peter Piper”]







Shortly after I turned 30, I was diagnosed as Bipolar II and suffering from PTSD. Without getting into it (because I’m saving it for another book), this diagnosis was less than surprising. As I started to get back into DJing, I started to realize how being a DJ fed into my mental illness. 




When I was starting to really come up as a disk jockey, I fancied myself a battle DJ, which is to say I performed routines in front of crowds of people and against my peers. It was the best and worst thing that could’ve happened to me at the time. 




Pros:


  	Allowed me to come out of my shell a bit

  	Have a semblance of confidence in something (which I desperately needed since I was 4 or 5)

  	Made some great friends from the scene

  	Could be disciplined about something that wasn’t self-destructive (at least physically)






Cons: 


  	Increased my shit-talking/ego (even though I probably wasn’t talented enough to back it up) 

  	Increased my paranoia 

  	Regularly had panic attacks

  	Often had no money because everything was spent on records or mixtapes

  	Outside of my circle of friends and other DJs, no one cared/didn’t understand what I was doing

  	Cared more about hip-hop than self-care

  	My ambition didn’t move beyond trying to win DJ battles 






While my list of cons may seem to outnumber the pros, I’d like to state that some important friendships emerged from DJing, and many of those relationships are still being fostered to this day. Additionally, I learned a great deal about music, such as its rich history and just being technically sound with things like counting beats per minute or bars are great skills to have, even to this day. Having an ear is incredibly important. These pros are things that are still a big part of my life today. 




The cons, however, are hard to ignore. At one DJ competition, following my routine, I ran into one of the judges/local celebrity/mixtape hero, DJ B-Mello who said, “Hey man, you’re in. You got this.” So imagine my disappointment when I didn’t advance to the semi-finals. It was incredibly disheartening and crushing. This is part of the bit when I mention paranoia; I looked at the people who advanced and realized that they were friends with the judges. They had ties. They weren’t better than me. And it stung. 




The reality is they probably were better than me, and maybe they got the rub because of the connections, but in hindsight, I really didn’t have the maturity to take my loss with grace. I internalized the hatred and it became another layer to my “me against the world” underdog theme that had woven itself into my life’s story. 




[image: Image]




A cool Polaroid from 2018 




By and large, a lot of these cons fed into a mental illness that I would learn about much later in life and these years that I spent DJing really crystalized how I handled aspects of my mental health and my lack of self-awareness. Being a battle DJ also meant that I was a bedroom DJ, which anyone who has worked through depression will tell you, is probably the last thing I should’ve been. But I spent hours upon hours working on routines, learning the latest scratches and literally sleeping on top of records. I had zero foresight on how I should’ve been living and became comfortable ignoring myself in order to gain recognition from anyone who held any type of status in my mind. It was sad and I’m embarrassed to write about it now. 




But that’s how it was -- warts and all. I don’t want you to think that DJing was one hundred percent terrible, because it wasn’t. If I had been more self-aware, I think I would’ve been better at how I lived my life and how I treated people. 




The other side of it is that I became obsessed with something. There’s a quote that DJ Jazzy Jeff said that sticks out in my mind:




“If they collect records, I guarantee they have sneakers. I’m pretty sure they have dolls and gadgets and just little stuff like that. It’s the makeup of a crate digger, a DJ, a record collector -- it’s what we do.” 




This quote hit me hard because I realized that the things I got into and became obsessed about, particularly questionable amounts of drinking and whom I hung out with, were things that ruled my life once I took my hiatus from DJing. Learning about my own obsession and addictions was something that being a DJ set me on. The only difference is that there’s no creativity when you’re getting blackout drunk; just a bunch of regret. At least behind the turntables, I can make people dance, I can dance along with them, and just know that at the end of depression, there’s still something that makes me feel fucking alive. 


What Would Meek Do? 




[Current Mood: Optimistic]

[Current Music: Mac Miller & Anderson.Paak, “Dang!”]







Through DJing, I’ve been able to feel a semblance of creativity again. When you’re going through depression, it’s incredibly difficult to think or do ANYTHING (all caps). In my case, all I really wanted to do was kill myself, entertain the notions of killing myself, or watch JERSEY SHORE and then text my friends about killing myself. Getting back into DJing really changed that. I had to relearn how to be a successful DJ. It did take time, however. In the middle of my unemployment, I hadn’t really moved the needle (no pun intended) outside the trend of early 2000s turntablism. I was also arrogant enough to think that people should give me a shot just because I was a minor name 12 years ago. It took time. It took me getting my shit together and assigning myself some goals to really get going. It took me having to sit there and relearn the craft that would afford me the opportunity to be in the same conversation as the kids who were making noise. At this juncture, I’m damn near two generations removed from where I was when I stopped DJing, and yet I accepted the challenge. It took A LOT of saving money and buying shit that I wasn’t even sure if I was going to use. I hadn’t even touched a CDJ, much less a controller. I had only gotten around to using Serato, never mind that I had to speed up the learning curve in order to compete with people who seemingly had more talent in their pinky nail than I had in my entire body, as well as my father’s body. 




There’s something oddly freeing about having to start over, as it were. I had to shed years of stubbornness and bad habits. I had to learn what it meant to be an “open format” DJ. In short, I had to reinvent myself. 




The reinvention started a few years prior when my friend Dave, who goes by the rap nom de plume Dawhud, moved back to Washington. I was the house DJ at the release show for his debut album, BASEMENT SESSIONS, a few years before. We got together the summer he moved back and talked about starting a hip-hop group that would be based around the electro-funk boogie of West Coast rap we grew up with. At this point, I retired my old DJ name, Semaj (my middle name backwards), and began using the moniker Ryan Fresh. 




[image: Image]




That one time I DJ’d a car show in Bremerton, WA.




As Semaj, I was dumb, outspoken, and had the ego to match the size of Texas. Additionally, in the years I spent away from DJing, another person started using the name and he did WAY more with it than I ever did, and so I felt as though it was no longer mine to claim.




My reinvention happened in several stages. In addition to getting back to the game, I also had to learn to use technology. When I first stopped DJing, digital vinyl was on its way in but it was incredibly expensive. Additionally, I was a purist, so why would I spend $700 on EXTRA equipment when I could “keep it real” and spin traditional vinyl, with all its imperfections.




I stuck to this belief even after I started DJing for Dave and had to use digital vinyl to play his beats. 




About two more years passed before I started changing my tune. I saw how technology had completely changed DJing and how much more creative people could be. I was starting to get a little bit wiser to the goings on in DJ culture. 




Still, I was incredibly steeped in my analog ways. I used a cassette 4-track to record new mixes and then ran that into my laptop in order to post new stuff online. It was embarrassing how much shit I had to do in order to post something, just because I was trying to hold on to the last bastions of how I learned how to make music. 




Luckily for me, technology was getting more affordable. Around this time, I finally had a stable job, albeit incredibly stressful, so I could do things like buy new mixer, purchase my own digital vinyl system, and a used MacBook so I could record direct to digital. 




As I mentioned, my job was stressful and I went back to scratching records in order to blow off steam.  I guess getting lost in cutting the “Ahhh” and “Fresh” brought me to a place where I had a semblance of peace. As much as I have reservations about meditation and the concept of a Zen place, moving records back and forth and not having any particular active thoughts is that for me. When you’re labelled as a mentally ill person and the bulk of your mind moves at 1000 MPH, quieting your mind, even with the aid of beat up records is something that is priceless. 
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