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t the next concert you attend in town, the MC 
might say, “When I say Legendary Hip-Hop you 
say Kansas City!”  Or maybe this one, “Put one fist in the 
sky like this, and if you’re Public Enemy fan, say DJ drop the 

Mozart.”  Confused? You’d be wisest among men to figure out the connec-
tion…but here it is…Kerwin Young.  KC now has claim to one of the 
foremost producers in Hip-Hop, Mr. Kerwin Young of the legendary Bomb 
Squad, the groundbreaking producers for Public Enemy (PE) whose mem-
bers included pioneers Hank Shocklee, Keith Shocklee, Chuck D, Eric 
"Vietnam" Sadler, Gary G-Wiz along with the man himself, Kerwin "Sleek" 
Young.  We find today, that Young’s music interests and capabilities have 
no bounds and are definitely not limited to Hip-Hop. 
 
When it comes to Kerwin’s music, legendary is the appropriate descrip-
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tion.  He’s got at least 25 years in the game and now, he 
shares in one of the most laudable honors in the music 
industry with Public Enemy’s induction into the Rock and 
Roll Hall of Fame on April 18, 2013 in Los Angeles.  
Though outside of the traditional realm of “Rock”, the 
Hip-Hop and R&B influence on music in general and Rock 
in particular is being acknowledged as demonstrated by 
PE’s induction along with fellow 2013 inductee, power-
house, Quincy Jones. Now, the world is taking notice.  
Contributors like Kerwin should be proud. 
 
Heavyweight 
Kerwin holds an impressive discography.  He’s been a 
ghostwriter with his music featured in the first season of 
the TV drama, New York Undercover and during the 
second season of reality series, Flavor of Love. His work 
extends to the silver screen, appearing in hit movies like 
Sister Act 2 and The Green Card. And of course, he’s 
earned numerous production credits from working with 
top names ranging from his East coast cohorts of PE to 
the West Side with Ice Cube and Dr. Dré.  With national 
hit music, TV and movie placements, the presumption is 
that if he’s in Kansas City, he must be a guest professor 
or lecturer, right?  No. Kerwin actually came to UMKC to 
learn. 
 
Back in the Day 
Let’s go back.  We start back in 1989 in Roosevelt, a 
community in Long Island, NY, home of Kerwin, Chuck D, 
and Flavor Flav.  There, Kerwin cites that baseball was 
really his first love.  He had dreams of going to the pros 
and had actually been in training at baseball camp in Mid-
land, MO for a few years.  However, a bad shoulder injury 
in high school forced him to redirect his energy to his 
other interest, music.  “After I messed up my shoulder, I 
started DeeJaying and selling tapes in school,” says Young. 
 
At only 18, Young got a gig as a backup DJ.  “I worked 
Wednesday through Sunday, 7:30pm to 4:00am, at a club 
in East Meadow Long Island, the Spectrum Café.  I was 
underage. It was a 23 & older club,” says Young, reminisc-
ing. Every Thursday, for Ladies Night, I’d see Bomb Squad 

members like Keith Shocklee, and Drew from the S1W’s 
(Security First World), PE’s Security team.  “In addition to 
DeeJaying, I was also in the NAACP Youth council. I met 
two guys in through there who were from British Guiana. 
They had a session at Public Enemy’s studio in early sum-
mer of ’87 with Eric Satler from Bomb Squad, so I started 
going to the studio with them.” 
 
Young developed an insatiable thirst for music and the 
studio experience.  He recalls walking the three-mile 
roundtrip to and from the studio nearly every day from 
17 to age 24.  By the time he was 19, you would even find 
Young sleeping overnight at the studio. 
 
Starting from the Bottom 
First, I watched and sat around. The studio was owned by 
Dr. Gant, a dentist. The studio was on the 2nd floor.  In 
early ’89, they’d have me go get food or tell me to push a 
button here or there for production.  When they were 
doing “Fear of a Black Planet”, Ice Cube came with Jinx to 
do their album, AMERIKKKAS Most Wanted, so I worked 
on that.  I was in charge of keeping the sample log.” 
 
“(Professor) Griff had been kicked out in ’89.  I went 
down to Miami with him to produce Pawns in the Game.  
But still I worked on every Public Enemy album from Fear 
of a Black Planet, except Apocalypse in ’91.  I was asked 
to, but Bomb Squad had broken up. Hank Shocklee and 
Eric Sadler had “a thing”. I was loyal to Eric, so I didn’t 
work on that.  Instead, I worked on Eric B. & Rakim’s 
album, Don’t Sweat The Technique (1992).  “I stayed busy 
with PE full time,” says Young, and got demo projects, like 
for the Gravediggaz and  Mobb Deep’s first album.” 
 
Learned Behavior 
Young’s father was a musician and his mother was also a 
performer, so he was well groomed in the arts.  “I could 
always read music.  I started playing the sax when I was 
nine years old.  I taught myself how to write music.  I was 
only familiar with treble clef growing up so I had to learn 
alto, tenor clef, bass clef, and then learn all the ranges of 
all the instruments.  I learned that on my own. In New 
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York, I would go to Adelphi Univer-
sity and Hofstra University.  I’d visit 
the library or the bookstore and buy 
books, then I’d go home and study 
and teach myself.” 
 
He continued his self-study he moved 
to Atlanta in 1999 where Chuck D 
had established a new studio.  Young’s 
trip to Atlanta began as a visit. He 
stayed for 10 years.   “I would hang 
out at Spelman or Clark University all 
day in the library and going through 
music scores.” 
 
KC, Here I Come 
Young’s quest for learning was driven 
by his belief that he hadn’t realized his 
full potential.  He’d learned a lot on 
his own through books and hands-on 
training and had made real contribu-
tions, but, he dreamed of bigger 

(Continued from page 35) 
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things, more money, and making a bitter impact with his 
music.  Orchestration, film score work, those were to 
be his future, but he felt those heights required more 
formal training. 
 
“In 1994 I started writing music, on my own, without 
training. By 2002 I felt confident enough to apply for 
schools to fine tune my work.  In Atlanta, I was meeting 
members of the Atlanta Symphony. I met with the li-
brarians, the one’s that prepare the music, edit and pre-
pare the parts.  I’d have them review and critique my 
compositions and they didn’t find anything wrong. Even 
without software or computer 22”x24” staff paper…
everything by hand.”  With that, I applied to the Paris 
Conservatory, and they told me I was too old, and that’s 

after I paid the application fee.” 
 
Not one to be deterred, Young took his search online 
which led him to Professor Chen Yi at UMKC’s top-
rated conservatory. “I met Chen Yi on MySpace. She’s 
like the top female composer in the world,” exclaims 
Young.  I emailed her about visiting UMKC to study or-
chestration for one month.” The conservatory was im-
pressed with Young’s résumé and convinced him to offi-
cially enroll.  Now, a few years, later, he has his Bache-
lor’s degree and has moved to on the graduate program. 
 
Making Music and Knowing Music…There is a 
Difference 
Hearing Young describe music, you realize there’s a 
depth and sophistication in music much greater than an 
understanding of a bass line and a hook.  He credits his 
former days of being a DJ and knowing what to play for 
his ability to create music today.  Now he’s mastering 
techniques.  “I can hear when something’s wrong.  But 

being in the music conservatory, you have to be able to 
hear the exact interval.  If the note is wrong is it sharp 
or flat?  You have to be able to tell a musician, you 
played C sharp and it’s a C natural.  I don’t have that skill 
yet.  But that’s why I’m taking classes. 
 
Young always considered himself a musician, but pulling 
samples and playing one-handed chords are a long way 
from what he’s doing at the conservatory. “We have to 
play four semesters of piano.  Here  man, its two hands 
and sight reading at a specific tempo. It’s Bach, Mozart, 
and Hayden.  I had to take one course twice.” 
 
Young goes on to describe symphonies and concertos 
that are part of his program.  “It could take anywhere 

from a week to ten years to write.  It depends on the 
number of movements.  Most of mine take six to eight 
months to write.  It could involve a story line, subject 
matter, current events or a person, so you have to re-
search the person, find the sound, draft out sound.  I’m 
writing a percussion concerto about this Black Korean 
who was the first or second Shogun, Sakanouye Tamu-
ramaro, from the 8th Century.  It will be music that fits 
that period but speaks now, infusing Afro-Asiatic steel 
drum and winds.” 
 
Where to Go From Here 
What’s the ultimate goal for the man who’s done it all?  
That’s a pretty quick answer for Young, “Teach compo-
sition and orchestration on a collegiate level, score ma-
jor films, and get commissions for orchestration.  We’re 
sure, with his skill set, all of that will be realized in the 
short term.  Go head on…Rock Star. Bach Star. 

PE’s own, Flavor Flav & Chuck D, the legends. 


