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From the volatile streets

of Harlem in the late ’60s,
THELAST POETS were
among the earliest voices
of radical black youth

in America. With fans
including Jimi Hendrix and
Mick Jagger, they took Black
Power into the charts and
helped inspire hip hop.

But at what price..?

WORDS BY GRAEME THOMSON

NHOURINTONicRoeg
and Donald Cammell’s
1970 movie Performance,
asJames Fox’s gangster
liesinwait for Mick
Jagger’sreclusiverock
star,anominous drum tattoo rumblesintolife
onthesoundtrack. Accompanyingtheurgent,
relentlessthythm are two voices: onean
insistentwhisper, the otherarallyingcryto
America'sincreasinglyvolatile dispossessed:
“Nightdescends/As sun’s light ends/And black
comes back/To blend again”.

The songis “Wake Up, Niggers” by The Last
Poets, and evenin thisvery British film its mix
ofcensureand insurrection seems to channel
allthe tension, angerand on-the-edge
weirdness of the times. With the old certainties
ofrace, sexand powerin flux, for ashortspell
TheLastPoetsarticulated the changes as
potentlyasanyartist.

Threeradical poetsbacked by acongaplayer
who moonlighted asa Yoruba priest, The Last
Poets punched well above theirweight. They
recorded with Hendrix, were féted by Miles
Davis, and influenced everyone from Public
Enemy to The Pop Group. They poeticised the
militant message of Malcolm Xand introduced
ittotherhythmiccadences of Coltraneand
Monk.Indoingso, theyare often regarded as
thegodfathers ofrap.

“Weundressed theword and presented it to
the publicnakedly, withoutany frills,and in
thatrespectIcanseewhere folksare coming
from,” founder member Abiodun Oyewole tells
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architects ofhip hop, and theysaid theyhad
nothingelse tolisten to but The Last Poets back
then. Sowe were inspiring youngrappers from
thebeginning.”

The Last Poets took their revolutionary
message into the heartof American culture.
Their debut album sold halfa million copies
withinamonth ofitsreleasein 1970 and
broughtBlack Power into the pop charts. Little
wondertheyattracted the attention of the

authorities. “We were on the Richard Nixonlist, '
- memberbeingattacked withahammer. He

the FBIlist," says Umar Bin Hassan, whojoined
in1969. “Iwasn’tscared, [ wasyoungandIwas
arevolutionary. Everybodyalwayshad agunat

their girlfriend’shouse sowewerereadyincase |

anythingwentdown.”
And things did go down. Arguably, The Last
Poets proved more dangerous to themselves
thantothe establishment. Theirhistoryis
peppered withdrugs, jailtime,
violentfeuds andreligious
schisms. Thirtyyearsbefore
gangstarap, theylived thelife
theywroteabout.
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4 OYEWOLE, David
Nelsonand Gylan
Kain, three youngblack men
livingin Harlem, theycame
togetherin theaftermath of
Martin LutherKing’s assassinationin
April1968. “Thekilling of DrKinginspired
me,” says Oyewole. “The Black Power
movementwasbuildingandThad tobecomea
partofit. David Nelson and I discussed the
ideaofacollective of poets givingan example
toblack people. Those were the basics that
started The Last Poets.”

Theymade their debuton Malcolm X Day—
May 19,1968 -atan eventin Harlem’sMount
Morris Park. Agroup of drummers had played
before them, and theyasked one, conga player
Nilaja Obabi, to stay on stage to provide
rhythm. Astheychanted “Are youready,
niggers, yougot tobeready!”, Oyewolerecalls,
“before weknewit, everyone inthe parkwas
doingit. We didn'thave aname thenbutwe
wereidentified as agroupimmediately.”
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. workshop thathosted poetryreadingsand

discussion groups. Theband wasvolatile,

. pronetofactionalisingover politics, policyand
. personalities. Nelson left, replaced by Felipe
. Luciano, aPuertoRicanwhohadalreadybeen

injail foragang murder. Hewasjoined by Alafia

- Pudim, anaspiringpoetwho “couldrhyme
. beforelcouldwrite”. Shortlyafter, he converted

toIslam, becomingJalalMansur Nuriddin.
In early 1969 there was a particularly violent
incident: Lucianorecalls chairshurledanda

andKainwere exiled and Oyewoleand

. Nuriddin formed anewlineup with Umar Bin

Hassan, apoetwho had seen them performin
hishometown of Akron, Ohio, and had soon

. afterwardsheaded to East Wind with $25inhis
| pocket. Itwas this trio, with Nilajaon drums,
* whoforged forward.

“WE WERE ON THE FBI
LIST.IWASN'T SCARED.
IWASYOUNG AND

AREVOLUTIONARY”

UMAR BIN HASSAN

Poetryhad alwaysbeenafeature of Harlem'’s

. blackcommunity. Claude McKayand Langston

Hugheshad chronicledlocallife since the '20s,

. butitwas Amiri Barakawho mostinfluenced

| TheLastPoets. Heleft the West Village

- followingthe 1965 assassination of MalcolmX
| tocreateablackartsmovementin Harlem,

' dismissingpacifism and demanding militant
. action. “Baraka’slegacyisindelible,” says

- Luciano. “Heaffected thousands.”

These past poetshad spokenwithan
individualvoice. The LastPoetswerea

. collective, and theirvocalinterplay was new.

| Thepolemical prose-poetry of BinHassan, the
spielsand X-ratedjailhouse rhymes of Nuriddin, -
- the“voodoo” drums-itallmadeforapotent

alchemy. “Itallworked naturally,” says Oyewole.

- “Ifsomeonehad anewpoemwefiguredouta
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EYCAMETOtheattention of
producer Alan Douglas, whoselabel
hadreleased albumsbyMalcolmXand
LennyBruce. “Jalalsaid, ‘Comeupto 137th
streeton LenoxAvenue and you can see us—but
comealone’,” Douglasrecalls. “Theywere going
through the normal torture thatyoungblack
guysfromthestreetgo through, and nottrustful
ofanybody.Iwentto thisschoolyard witha
basketball court-nonets, of course—andIdid
wonderifgettingout ofthe carwas goingtobe
suicide. AsIgottothe court,acrowdpartedand
therewere these four guys, onewithaconga.
Theytold metostand onthefoulline, theystood
under the basket, and they performed the entire
firstrecord.” Douglashad accesstoastudio
nearby, and offered to take them there. “They
jumpedinthecar,andweweredoneinanhour.
Cheapestrecordlevermade.”
Forayearnothinghappened.
Douglaswasn’tsurewhattodo
withit,and nodistributor
wouldtouchit. “Theywere
insultingeverybodyin
America, thelanguagewas
foul. Finally, somebody
wanted my otherstuffsobad
theyagreedtotake the Poets.”
TheLast Poetswasreleasedin
April 1970. From the opening
“Run, Niggers”, withits
ominous “ticktock”, itsoundslike the
countdown to battle. Butitalso celebrates the

- language, ritesand rhythms of black urbanlife.

Theseradicals stillhave time for the explicit sex
talkof “Black Thighs” and “Gashman”, and

| aren’tcontent tosimplyshoutdown their
| oppressors; the oppressed areimplicated, too.
. “NiggersAre Scared Of Revolution” is critique

aswellascall to action, while “Wake Up,

. Niggers” doesn’tjust portraydisenfranchised
- blacksasexiled creatures of the night, butalso
. digsatthedeluded “coolfools... rappingabout
. how the BigAppleis outtasight/You ain't never

. hadabite/Whoareyou fooling?/You? Me?”.

Therewasnoattempt to sweeten the pill. The
albumarrived with no fanfare, nobillboards,

© noreviews, yetitwent through theroof. “Every

beatblock entertainerin theworld pushed that

nnnnn U I R | RN o WU, R TS 1 SR Y SR




Bythetime ofits eventualrelease,
thegrouphad onceagain fractured.
BinHassanand Nuriddinbecame
Muslims, while Nilajaand Oyewole
embraced Animism, convertingto
Yoruba, observingritualsand
wearingtraditional Africandress.
Oyewoletravelled to Raleighin
North Carolina to undertakedirect
action “becausebeingapoetwasn’t
i| revolutionaryenough,”saysBin
|| Hassan.Hewasarrested forgun
runningand armedrobbery,
trapped in the woods wearing
his Africanrobesfollowingan
eight-hourmanhunt. “Sixof
my guysripped offsome
guns fromtwohardware

I| stores,“hesays. “Twoguys
|| droppedtheirguns, went
backto getthemand got

I ' busted.Ifeltresponsible.

' Icouldn’tgetany money for
theirbail, soIfigured we
couldkill two birds with one
stonebyrobbingtheKlan. We
gotcaughtandIgotputinjail. Iwas
intherewhenthealbumcameout.”

Oyewoleserved fouryearsand wouldn’t play
with The Last Poets again until the '90s. In his
absence, theycontinued asatrio. Theywere
suddenlyindemand. Nuriddinrecorded the
bawdy “Doriella Du Fontaine* with Jimi
Hendrixand Buddy Miles. Mick Jagger
personally asked permission touse “Wake Up,
Niggers” on Performance. They performed at
the Apollo and played with Isaac Hayes, Hugh
Masekelaand BBKing. “Weblew Bobby
Womackoffstage,” says Nuriddin. “He
complained about going on after us! We found
ourselves stars, even though we were just two
poetsand acongaplayer.”

Thealbum’s success coincided with the
crestingwave of black militancy, crowning
themasculturalfigureheads. Bin Hassan
recalls David Hilliard, secretary of the Black
Panther party, latertellinghim: “You guyshad
noideahowimportantyouwere. Youmade
black guys think, youmade people want tojoin
thePanthersand the Republic of New Afrika.
Yallwerereallydangerous!” It made them
atarget. BinHassanremembersrandom
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Abiodun Oyewole
and Umar Bin
Hassan, 2006

phonecalls, clicks on the
line,and how “brothers
you'dmade prayerwith
orbeeninashoot-out
with against the police
tarted snitchingand

settingusup”.
'1 album “saidwhat
itwassupposedto
sayaboutthetimes,” explains
Douglas. “Itwasrevolutionary stuffthat
black peoplehad tohear.” Inmanyrespects,
anythingthat came afterwards could never
have the same impact. With Oyewolesstillinjail
thegroup made This Is Madnessin1971. Raw
but more reliant on overdubs, it contains the
peetless “White Man's Got A God Complex” but
marks thebeginningoftheend of The Last
Poetsasanykind ofunified concept.

Douglas dropped them afteritsrelease—
“Quite quickly”, hesays, “itbecame
repetitious” —while the addition of new poet
Suliaman El-hadibrought conflict. “Iwasn’t
gettingonwithJalaland Suliaman, andIdidn’t
like some of the things we were doing,” says Bin
Hassan. “Ididn’tlike that we were smokingso
muchreefer, runningsisters, doingall the
things we were supposed nottobe doing. Iwas
gettinginto almost physical altercations with
themsoitwastimetoleave.” Hereturned
briefly on At Last (1974), before fallinginto
addiction and destitution.

“I'dgetastandingovationin crackdens. Like,
‘Oh, weknowthatvoice, you're Umar from The

9

LastPoets!’I'd be, like, ‘Yeah, pass the pipe’.
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Nilajaalsoleft, followinga post-
showfreak-outin Chicago. “The
spiritscamedownonhimandhe
walked outinminus 15 degreesinhis
pants, shoesandhat,” says Nuriddin,
who continued workingwith El-hadi

asTheLast Poetsthroughoutthe '70s
and 80s, making the musicmorejazz-
orientated. They collaborated with
_ Bristolband The Pop Group and acid-
. jazzersGalliano, butashiphopwent
. mainstream the pastovershadowed
. theirpresent: ATribe Called Quest
sampled two early tracks on The Low
" End Theoryin1991;Ice Cube called

them the “firstrealhardcorerappers”.

Theyattemptedto capitalise by contrivinga
rapprochementforthe 1993 film, PoeticJustice,
starring Tupac and JanetJackson. Bin Hassan
wasdragged from obscurity (“People thought
Iwasdead.I'dbeeninsomeshoot-outsbutI
didn'tdie”),and Oyewolerejoined. Shortly
afterwardstheysplitagain, and forawhilethere

- were twoversions of The Last Poets touring.

Evenapart, theywere combustible. I ask
Nuriddinabouttheclaimthatheturnedupata
Parisshowinthe ’90sandstabbed Bin Hassan.
Hepauses. “Let’sjustsaymeand Umarhada
fightandIwon. We were alwaysateach other’s
throats. He’'d scare people soThad toshowhim
mystreet credentials.”

El-hadidiedin 1995, Nilajashortlyafter. Bin
Hassanand Oyewole nowcarry The Last Poets’
torch. Though theystill perform and record, the
group’slastingsignificancerestswith the first
record, onwhich, says Public Enemy’s Chuck D,
“theywere able to putin words what people were
feelinginatimeofrevolution. Theyhada
profoundinfluence on Public Enemy.”

Andwhatofthemuch-rappedrevolution: did
iteverhappen? Bin Hassanis downbeat. “We
wererevolutionariesbutwedidn'thaveatrue
understandingofthe concept,” hesays. “The
mistake we made wasthatwewere thinking
aboutbringingthesystem down, butyouneed
somethingtoreplaceit. Alotofour children
wentthrough thesame things, becauseinthe
endwedidn'tleave them nothing.” Thosewho
heardand heeded their callmaybegto differ. ®

A2CDsetfeaturing The Last Poetsand ThisIs
Madness will bereleased early 2012 by Charly

THELASTPOETS THISISMADNESS HUSTLER'S
1970, DOUGLASRECORDS 197LDOUGLA DS CONVENTION
wEn e e 1973, UNITED ARTISTS
AST POEIS A seminal Thesecond Hhkk Y From the
9 -] debut, The LastPoets ANuriddin l loaded
3 Last Poets’ % album hints soloalbum symbolism

self-titled j atagrowing recordedas of the
record . ambition, Lightnin’ cartoon
isan ¢ withits ' Rod, thisisa coverto

extraordinary 30-minute
distillation of fury and
frustration. Instantly hailed
asaclassic,ithassincebeen
adirectinfluenceon

everything from Gil Scott-
Harnan'e Small Talk At195th

overdubs, sing-song chants
and complexdrum figures.
Nilajahadbeen studying
Africanritualrhythmsand,
lord,itshows on thetitle track
anddizzying“OD”.
Meanwhile, “White Man’s Got

7. Ml masterpiece
of jailhouse bluesand
cinematic streetrap.
Featuringamongits guests
Buddy Miles, anunknown
Kool & The Gang and Billy
Preston,itdeservesits

the12jazz-funk minutes

of “Tribute To Obabi”, this
marksthe beginning of The
LastPoets'long voyageinto
Islam and “Jazzoetry”.
Though lacking the fire of
the earlyrecords, it presents
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HERMY THMIL,

™ Featuring
Melle Mel,
Bootsy
Collinsand

Oyewole and BinHassanare
reunited onrecord for the
firsttimein20years.It’sa
lively thing, drawingonrap,
jazzand funk textures while
espousing familiar socio-
political woes onsongs like
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