Shiver Me Timbers! Radio Pirates Celebrate 5th Anniversary in Brooklyn
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Matt Bua, creator of

“Suitcase Orchestra.”

Free 103 point 9 Benefit at Galapagos

As seen in “Brooklyn Skyline,” 5/25/02

By Rick Palley

New York, May 21 – A band of pirates, none of them sporting eye patches, seized control of the back room at the Galapagos Art Space in Williamsburg, Brooklyn this evening.

No one was hurt. Nobody was keelhauled or forced to walk the plank. No grog was swilled, although beer and cosmopolitans were consumed in moderation. 

In fact, a less likely looking group of outlaws hasn’t been seen anywhere since the remake of “Ocean’s Eleven.” 

But real pirates they be, matey. Radio pirates, to be exact.

A few nights a week for the last five years, this band of modern-day Bluebeards have hoisted their flag--not the skull and crossbones, mind you, but a radio antenna—on different rooftops around Williamsburg, and broadcast radio programming unlike anything you’re likely to hear on college or commercial stations.

The crew of “free 103 point 9,” as the station is known, don’t bother with station breaks, or for that matter any kind of regularly scheduled programming.

But when they do crank up the transmitter, you’re likely to hear an interesting catch-as-catch-can of live performances by unsigned bands, broadcasts of community events and public forums, and special events sponsored by the radio station, such as their popular summertime “yard sales.” 

If you happen to live outside of Williamsburg, you can pretty much forget about listening in--the signal the station transmits is strictly low-output. At best it usually carries only a mile, and even then only on FM frequencies unused in the metro area—88.7, 91.9, and 103.9.

Nevertheless, the FCC doesn’t take kindly to such unregulated radio access, no matter how weak the signal. An FCC official in Washington sent “Whatevah” a list of penalties they can bring to bear if they catch a radio “pirate” in action.

They start with confiscation of the radio equipment, and range up to fines of $100,000, and a year in jail.

Judging from the laid-back attitude of “free 103 point 9” staff, they don’t seem too worried about being waylaid by the Feds. They even went so far as to promote their recent 5th year anniversary/benefit on the Galapagos website.

Matt Bua, one of the artists who appeared at the benefit, explained how they manage to get away with it.

“It makes you less likely to be caught by the FCC if the antenna is always moving,” Bua explained. So it gets traipsed from roof to roof, like some kind of mobile pigeon coop, by station staff every time they go on the air.

Bua, along with Matt Mikas and station founder Tom Roe, where featured at the benefit at Galapagos in “Of The Bridge,” a mixed media tribute to that neighborhood landmark, the Williamsburg Bridge.   

It was the New York premier of the piece, a work combining video imagery of the “Willy B” during its ongoing repairs, much of it filmed in fleeting time-lapse style, with an audio collage created live on an unusual assemblage of electronic instruments.

Bua, Mikas and Roe created a dense urban tapestry of sound to accompany the video using samplers, synthesizers, drum machines, and something called a “Suitcase Orchestra.”

Contained in an old, worn valise, the “orchestra” consists of a variety of small motors and animated toys, all hooked up to microphones, plus some piano strings and other objects that Bua manipulates with what looks like a small violin bow.

The resulting cacophony of whirring, grunting, groaning and grating sounds is startling—and strangely hypnotic, especially when combined with the samples and synths of Roe and Mikas.

All three were in constant motion throughout the piece; Bua in particular caught the eye as he hovered over his suitcase, which was eerily lit from within by a glowing red light.

The exceptionally creative, improvisatory quality of “Of The Bridge,” gives you a good idea why “free 103 point 9” is so important to its fans and supporters in Williamsburg—it provides the artistic community with a forum to play music that just doesn’t fit within the constrictions of commercial radio.

So the next time you happen to be passing through Williamsburg, keep your ears open and your car stereo on; you never know if the radio pirates might be sailing that night.

“Free 103 point 9” broadcasts on 88.7, 91.9, or 103.9 on the FM dial. Their schedule is irregular, but averages around three nights a week. For more info, visit www.screwmusicforever.com/free103/freemenu.html.

