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               Not marble nor the gilded monuments

               Of princes shall outlive this powerful rhyme,

               But you shall shine more bright in these contents

               Than unswept stone besmeared with sluttish time.

               When wasteful war shall statues overturn,

               And broils root out the work of masonry,

               Nor Mars his sword nor war’s quick fire shall burn

               The living record of your memory.

               ’Gainst death and all-oblivious enmity

               Shall you pace forth; your praise shall still find room

               Even in the eyes of all posterity

               That wear this world out to the ending DOOM.

               So, till the Judgement that yourself arise,

               You live in this, and dwell in lovers’ eyes.

                

               —WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE THE
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            INTRODUCTION

         

         The year 2020 will always be remembered as the “Year of the Mask”—our humble response to the outbreak of a global pandemic and its attendant lockdowns, restrictions, and overall uncertainty that sent the world into a tailspin. But for serious rap fans, that designation hides a double meaning, recalling the year’s heartbreaking conclusion. On December 31, we discovered that one of the most creative, original, and beautiful minds that hip-hop had ever produced—in the person of Daniel Dumile, aka MF DOOM, or simply DOOM—had passed away at the age of forty-nine. The announcement came via a poignant Instagram post by his wife, who wrote:

         
            Begin all things by giving thanks to THE ALL!

            
                

            

            To Dumile:

            
                

            

            The greatest husband, father, teacher, student, business partner, lover and friend I could ever ask for. Thank you for all the things you have shown, taught and given to me, our children and our family. Thank you for teaching me how to forgive beings and give another chance, not to be so quick to judge and write off. Thank you for showing how not to be afraid to love and be the best person I could ever be. My world will never be the same without you. Words will never express what you and Malachi mean to me, I love both and adore you always. May THE ALL continue to bless you, our family, and the planet.

            
                

            

            All my Love

Jasmine.1

         

         4Readers of this unforeseen obituary were further confounded by the revelation that DOOM had passed away two months earlier, on October 31. For grieving fans, it seemed weirdly apropos since everyone had an excuse to wear a mask on Halloween, and DOOM never appeared in public without one. Honoring the privacy he so fiercely protected in life, his wife offered no further details of his death.

         Reaction to the MC’s untimely passing came swiftly on social media—especially among his contemporaries. A roll call of rappers, from Denzel Curry to Playboi Carti, tweeted their respects to the artist popularly regarded as “your favorite rapper’s favorite rapper,” a term coined by Q-Tip from A Tribe Called Quest. Former collaborators, like Radiohead’s Thom Yorke, also chimed in, crediting him as a “massive inspiration.” From the New York Times to everyone’s favorite podcasts and blogs, the tragic news was tempered with massive tributes. DOOM was even lionized in places one wouldn’t normally expect. The entertainment industry bible, Variety, for example, called him, “One of the most celebrated, unpredictable and enigmatic figures in independent hip-hop.”2

         But a real measure of his influence and impact came from the legions of fans worldwide, who bombed social media with DOOM-inspired artwork and graffiti homages to the man, who himself wielded a wicked can of Krylon. Some, like Ryan O’Connor, were even moved to pen poignant tributes online, writing, “He may have been rap’s comic book villain but he was the most beloved character rap ever birthed.”3 Adam Davidson, meanwhile, managed to distill the feelings of countless others who enjoyed a deep and personal relationship with the artist through his music, concluding, “Here’s to one of the best friends I never met.”4 The overwhelming sense of shock and sorrow among DOOM’s boosters and supporters was accompanied by the realization that a unique and irreplaceable talent had been forever lost.

         Though regarded as a hero to most, DOOM was more comfortable claiming the title of “Supervillain,” a persona he inhabited with verve and gusto. But while examples of his villainous behavior abound—including sending imposters to perform in his stead—this pose was largely obfuscation on his part. In reality, he exemplified the antithesis of the fame-obsessed, money-hungry, attention-seeking, and self-absorbed artist. He fancied himself a man of the people and came across as both humble and down-to-earth in interviews, 5revealing a unique worldview. “I always tend to root for the villain. That’s just me,” he told BBC Radio 1 in 2012. “You know he’s probably going to lose in the end or whatever, but he always comes back. The villain tends to be the more hard worker, yunno? He speaks for the working-class man.”5 In another interview, he said, “I look at DOOM as representing the average Joe. The outlaw can sympathize with DOOM, or the cat who doesn’t have too many friends, or the cat who doesn’t have the best sneakers on. If you’re not as cool as Jay-Z, you don’t have enough money to buy his records or buy a gold chain—I don’t wear no chain—I’m your man, yo! I’m the one you can relate to. I got a pot belly. Come holler at me!”6 Leaving no mystery about where his allegiances lay, his idiosyncratic nature set him apart from the crowded and competitive field of braggers and boasters who battled for mic supremacy.

         A true workhorse, DOOM proved himself incredibly prolific and dedicated to his craft as both an MC and a producer during a career spanning more than three decades. From his first incarnation as Zev Love X, who alongside his brother Subroc (Dingilizwe Dumile) formed the core of the group KMD, he promptly distinguished himself with a star-making guest spot on the gold single “The Gas Face” from 3rd Bass’s The Cactus Album (Def Jam/Columbia, 1989). After KMD parlayed that opportunity into a record deal of their own, their promising debut Mr. Hood (Elektra, 1991) spawned the memorable hit “Peachfuzz.” On the back of that modest success, they returned to the studio to make a follow-up, Black Bastards, an album that was unfortunately shelved due to music industry politics and what was then considered controversial cover art.

         After suffering the twin tragedies of his brother’s untimely death and the termination of his record deal, DOOM spent several years in the existential wilderness, on the brink of homelessness, as he often admitted in interviews. But out of the darkness, inspiration struck like a lightning bolt as he reinvented himself as his comic-book alter ego, based on the Marvel villain Doctor Doom. Reemerging on the rap scene via the fight club of open-mic nights, he cobbled together tracks produced at various friends’ home studios and released Operation: Doomsday (Fondle ’Em, 1999), the first full-length under his new persona. Arriving at an opportune moment, it provided the precious antidote for rebel rap kids disenchanted by the “jiggy” era personified by the likes of Puff Daddy 6and Jay-Z. While these platinum-selling artists repackaged the art form for commercial consumption, staging million-dollar video shoots aboard borrowed yachts, DOOM, like an experimental submersible, took us into uncharted depths.

         Indeed, his glorious second act came at a time when rap cleaved into rival factions, creating two distinct camps. Indie rap, like its much-hyped cousin, “alternative rock,” may have been a convenient marketing term, but, in hindsight, it also proved the existence of a healthy market for non-major-label music that pushed boundaries both lyrically and sonically. A grizzled veteran of hip-hop’s golden era, DOOM found himself at the nexus of this independent movement, enjoying his most prolific phase between 2001 and 2005, while working on several albums simultaneously. After Operation: Doomsday was rebooted in 2001, with wider distribution and a national press campaign, he followed up with the first in a series of instrumental albums known as Special Herbs, of which he eventually released ten volumes under the moniker of the Metal Fingered Villain.

         In 2003, not content with one alter ego, DOOM expanded his brand with several other alternative personas. King Geedorah, based on the three-headed flying dragon from the Godzilla movie franchise—popularly known as Ghidorah—released Take Me to Your Leader on British indie label Big Dada in June. Only a few months later, in September, the Vaudeville Villain LP, credited to Viktor Vaughn, appeared on the start-up Sound-Ink Records, out of New York. Slowly building up steam, DOOM’s pièce de résistance came as a collaborative effort with LA producer Madlib, his partner in the duo called Madvillain. Released by Stones Throw Records in March 2004, the resulting Madvillainy was widely hailed as the White Album of indie rap. DOOM had finally arrived as a real contender in his own right, surpassing even the relic of his former self, Zev Love X. Continuing his assault, he returned with Viktor Vaughn’s VV:2 (Insomniac) in September and a follow-up DOOM album, Mm . . Food? (Rhymesayers), in November. The following year his collaboration with producer Danger Mouse, The Mouse and the Mask (Epitaph, 2005), sold a staggering 350,000 copies, vaulting him onto the Billboard charts. Releasing eight albums on eight different labels in a six-year span marked an unprecedented 7achievement in rap, establishing the consistency and high standards on which DOOM earned his reputation.

         But the early aughts proved only a warm-up for the inventive rapper who told journalist David Ma, “Hip-hop is so saturated with the same old same old that people always expect the guy to actually be the guy. They want you to be real and straight from the streets and all that. I make hip-hop but use DOOM as a character to convey stories that a normal dude can’t.”7 By eschewing the usual street verité of rap, along with its accompanying tropes and clichés, he, instead, distinguished himself as a writer of fiction.

         “You have writers that write about crazy characters but that doesn’t mean the writer himself is crazy,” he explained. “DOOM is evil—let’s not forget that—but that doesn’t mean I’m evil.”8 Never before in the “keep it real” realms of rap had an MC sought refuge in fiction, writing and rapping from the third person perspective. For Daniel Dumile, DOOM represented a character comparable to the outrageous right-wing pundit persona styled by Stephen Colbert on Comedy Central. Using a similar approach, the rapper created his own unique niche, distinguishing himself from all other MCs in the process.

         DOOM’s rhyme style, too, elevated lyricism to a whole ’nother level. Not only did he perfect the use of internal rhyming and alliteration, in which consecutive words within a single line all rhymed, but he regularly employed techniques like onomatopoeia, double entendre, puns, and punchlines to staggering effect. While the smartest rappers may have consulted a thesaurus, DOOM’s secret weapons were Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary of Allusions, The Dictionary of Clichés, and Depraved and Insulting English. Employing a vocabulary worthy of a wordsmith like Shakespeare, he displayed a command of language rarely seen in rap. His stream-of-consciousness writing style that obsessives could really sink their teeth into—allowing for multiple interpretations of his work—defied an era of mumble rap, where not really saying anything dominated the mainstream.

         But if there was one unifying spirit or theme to his work, it was laugh-out-loud humor. “When I’m doing a DOOM record, I’m arranging it, I’m finding voices,” he told writer Ta-Nehisi Coates. “All I have to do is listen to it and think, 8oh shit, that will be funny. I write down whatever would be funny and get as many ‘whatever would’ funnies in a row and find a way to make them all fit. There’s a certain science to it. In a relatively small period of time, you want it to be, that’s funny, that’s funny, that’s funny, that’s funny. I liken it to comedy standup.”9

         On the production tip, DOOM, who considered himself a producer first and foremost, was no slouch either. “I try to find beats that’ll have you buggin’,” he once said. “You know, like questioning what you could possibly say on that beat, but stuff that’s still funky, you know what I’m sayin’? Beats that push the envelope.”10 To this end, he went to great lengths to find singular source material, often turning to cartoons and other children’s programming or obscure YouTube videos. Other times he flaunted conventions, sampling quiet storm R&B hits, or even earlier rap songs. Whether rapping over other producers’ beats or his own, he always sought to engage and challenge the listener with something different.

         Amid the colorful cast of characters and personas who have distinguished themselves in rap—from Rammellzee to Kool Keith, Ol’ Dirty Bastard to Busta Rhymes—DOOM shines as another true original. When asked about the best advice he had ever received, he replied, “A wise man once said, ‘Do you.’ I know what he meant, but I didn’t really grasp what he said until maybe a year later. And that was like the wisest statement I heard out of any book or anything I ever read: ‘Do You.’ Be yourself and that’s the best thing you could be. Anytime you try to copy someone you’re not being genuine to yourself.”11 In the same interview he added, “I’m constantly striving for perfection, so what I’m doin’ is constantly elevatin’ and educatin’ myself in a way that, all right, I’m better than I was the previous day. Yunno, so, that could go on forever, there’s really not ever going to be a top, you know? I don’t think I’ll do it in this lifetime.”12

         True to his words, DOOM may not have ascended to the top of the charts or become a Fortune 500 rapper like Jay-Z. But in carving out his own space within hip-hop, he became an icon nonetheless, ultimately transcending the art form. At the same time, he was regarded as a maverick and an iconoclast, who rigorously challenged rap’s status quo during its most overtly pop phase. Though his creative output may have been cut short, he remains revered to this day, and 9still very much shrouded in mystery. Yet the crater-sized impression he left begs greater examination and analysis.

         The Chronicles of DOOM: Unraveling Rap’s Masked Iconoclast delivers a long-awaited and unprecedented look at a most enigmatic and reluctant public figure. As a complex character who cherished his privacy, DOOM’s very nature precludes any efforts to get behind the mask and into his head. Instead, his story unravels like a ball of yarn as told through the people who worked with him and knew him best. While laying out his tangled but compelling narrative, this book offers unparalleled insights into the making of a true hip-hop legend. It also demonstrates that we all have something to learn from this self-professed Black nerd, who went against the grain and broke from convention, turned tribulation into triumph, and, ultimately, like Sinatra, did it his way.

         DOOM, like most of us, led a messy and complicated life that doesn’t conveniently adhere to a conventional narrative arc, so the book, necessarily, takes a nonlinear approach. While maintaining a basic chronology, it skips backward and forward in time to explore DOOM’s work on several projects simultaneously. The book also takes pause to drill down and offer deeper insights into the influences that shaped him—comic books, monster movies, and the esoteric ideas that contributed to his unique worldview. Such a detour is essential to even begin understanding his prodigious catalog, which we delve into in detail. In summation, we discuss his important legacy and the savvy approach he took to maintaining it, the cherished place he now inhabits in the hearts of those touched by his work, and his exalted perch in the pantheon of hip-hop.

         
            Notes

            1. Jasmine Dumile (@MFDOOM), “Begin all things by giving thanks to THE ALL!,” Instagram caption, December 31, 2020, accessed December 31, 2020, instagram.com/p/CJefkDalNYo/?igshid=jojfrkanfmdb.

            2. Jordan Moreau and Andrew Barker, “Rapper MF DOOM Dies at 49,” Variety, December 31, 2020.

            3. Ryan O’Connor, “MF DOOM: Rap’s Greatest Comic Book Villain” Clocked In Magazine, Medium, January 4, 2021.

            4. Adam Davidson, “In Memoriam: MF DOOM, the Closest Companion I Never Met,” in Atwood Magazine, February 18, 2021.

            5. Metal Fist Terrorist, “MF DOOM—In depth interview with Benji B,” YouTube video, January 20, 2014, youtu.be/JkIBbC9-MPM?si=lkG1-_T8MH3_b7qn.

            6. Jockey Slut, “The Man in the Iron Mask,” in Jockey Slut, June 8, 2004.

            7. David Ma, “Solid Gold Telephone: An Interview with MF DOOM,” Passion of the Weiss, January 9, 2019.
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            THE MAN

         

         
            All things are possible. Who you are is limited by who you think you are.

            —THE EGYPTIAN BOOK OF THE DEAD12
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            1

            BACK IN THE DAYS

         

         
            You have to decide who you are and force the world to deal with you, not with its idea of you.

            —JAMES BALDWIN

         

         Preachers and presidents are typically the ones to get streets named after them, not rappers. That’s why it was no small deal when the Long Island city of Long Beach—population circa thirty-four thousand—voted overwhelmingly to christen East Hudson Street, between Long Beach and Riverside Boulevards, “KMD - MF DOOM Way,” in homage to some of her most famous sons. Daniel Dumile Jr., aka MF DOOM, and his younger brother, Dingilizwe, aka Subroc, who spent their formative years growing up at 114 East Hudson, joined the ranks of rap’s fallen soldiers—in the fine company of Jam Master Jay, Scott La Rock, MCA of the Beastie Boys, Phife Dawg, The Notorious B.I.G., and Big Pun—to be officially enshrined in the public consciousness for their contributions to the art form and culture. On a sunny Saturday in July 2021, neighbors, fans, friends, and family (including the surviving Dumile siblings, Dimbaza and Thenjiwe, up from Georgia), gathered at an unveiling ceremony to celebrate their lives and reminisce about the brothers, who were closer than two peas in a pod.

         Spearheading the drive to gather a petition of over ten thousand signatures, longtime resident Dr. Patrick Graham kicked off the festivities, proclaiming of DOOM, “His hip-hop lyricism represents some of the best linguistic metaphors, garnering intergenerational and interracial admiration.”1 Though his undeniable raw talent had made him widely popular, he still managed to evade mainstream success. But as DOOM embodied such concepts as freedom and 14redemption, Graham observed, “His life and art symbolize the resilience we need in our present context.”2

         For DOOM, writing rhymes and making music did not revolve around money, fame, fashion, or hype, but the act of creativity itself, to which he dedicated his whole being. He knew full well that art, though a product of individual self-expression, embodied transcendent powers—to heal, transform, transmit ideas, and even bring people together. It was a means of seeing and engaging with the world. An artist in the truest sense of the word, DOOM owed his entire existence to the creative act.

         
            *

         

         Ashlyn Thompson first met Daniel Joshua Dumile Sr. at a weekly art show in Long Beach in 1970. A native of Marabella, Trinidad, the lithe eighteen-year-old had emigrated to the US the previous year to join her family. Her mother, Henrietta, had been the first to arrive stateside in the mid-sixties, working as a domestic. Now well on her way to making her American dream a reality, Mrs. Thompson had started a nursing agency to provide home care for the aging Jewish population in the area, squirreling away enough funds to purchase the four-bedroom house at 114 East Hudson Street with her husband, Joseph. After establishing employment and permanent residency, the Thompsons, like many typical immigrants, started bringing over their eleven children. Education being a priority, Ashlyn, an honor student, arrived in time to complete her senior year at Long Beach High before enrolling in courses at nearby Molloy College. She was still finding her footing in her new surroundings when a chance encounter introduced her to her future husband, who was selling his paintings in the town center at Kennedy Plaza.

         Dumile (pronounced “Doo-me-lay”), also an immigrant, hailed from Zimbabwe in southern Africa. Besides being an accomplished artist, a hobby he pursued in his spare time, he was proficient enough in math and science to win a full scholarship to attend university in the US in the mid-sixties, a rare achievement for a foreign student. Initially, he ended up studying in upstate New York, but a taste of his first harsh winter was enough to make him transfer. Consulting a state map, he spotted the name “Long Beach,” which enticed him 15with visions of the sunnier climes he had left behind. Without so much as a visit, he decided to relocate there, enrolling in nearby Hofstra University in Hempstead. At least the “City by the Sea,” as his new home was nicknamed, offered a magnificent view of the Atlantic from its sprawling wooden boardwalk.

         Upon graduating, he briefly taught math and science at Long Beach High before helping to establish the Harriet Eisman Community School, an alternative night school catering to troubled students left behind by the public school system. Having lived under apartheid, Dumile was a natural-born activist who espoused solidarity with the civil rights struggle in America. His main goal became helping to empower Black people. Smart, multitalented, and committed to his ideals, he made enough of an impression on Ashlyn that, in spite of her strict upbringing, she was soon sneaking out of the house to meet him. Not long into their surreptitious and whirlwind courtship, she found herself expecting her first child, and they married.

         That summer, Ashlyn made a trip to London, England, to visit her older sister Marlene, who was attending nursing college there. Also a recent newlywed, Marlene had just welcomed a baby girl named Michelle into the family. While staying with her sister in the borough of Hounslow, Ashlyn unexpectedly went into labor, giving birth to a healthy baby boy, Daniel Jr., on July 13, 1971. As soon as mother and child were able, they returned to the US a couple of months later, the baby traveling on a British passport since he was officially a British citizen. By this time, Daniel Sr. was renting a small house in Freeport, Long Island, where they lived. Over the next few years, the Dumile family grew to include Dingilizwe, born in August 1973; Dimbaza, born in October 1975; and finally a girl, Thenjiwe, born in May 1977. Not content to remain a housewife while raising her brood, Ashlyn found time to enroll in the nursing program at the Nassau County Vocational Education and Extension Board. By the time her daughter was born, she had graduated, becoming a licensed practical nurse.

         Meanwhile, Daniel Sr. continued with his teaching and activism. In addition to his role in establishing the Eisman school, he helped found the Martin Luther King Community Center for neighborhood youth. He also played an instrumental role in getting the first Black officer hired by the Long Beach Police Department. Considering the deep influence of Louis Farrakhan and 16the Nation of Islam on certain segments of the Black community in the seventies, it came as no surprise when Daniel Sr. and his wife joined the organization and started regularly attending a mosque in neighboring Roosevelt. Never very religious, he found inspiration in the Nation’s emphatic message of Black empowerment.

         Though raised as a Christian, Ashlyn dutifully adopted the hijab and started reading the Quran. Always intellectually curious and an avid reader, she passed on her appreciation for language and the written word to her children. Despite her training as a nurse, she displayed a progressive bent, embracing naturopathic medicine and practicing yoga, meditation, and vegetarianism long before they were in vogue. While her husband channeled his creativity into painting and woodcarving—taking over their basement as his studio, where he stored stacks of finished canvases and art supplies—Ashlyn enjoyed designing and sewing clothes for herself and her family.

         
            *

         

         Early life for the Dumile children, who grew up in a stable, two-parent, middle-class household, could only be described as normal. Despite the Nation’s preoccupation with discipline, they were allowed to be themselves, gravitating toward their own interests like skateboarding and riding BMX bikes. Their father did, however, exercise strict control over the media consumed under his roof, favoring the educational programming of NPR and PBS. But the kids were still permitted to indulge in the weekly ritual of Saturday morning cartoons and other children’s programs.

         Daniel Jr. did not demonstrate a particular aptitude for school, though his teacher praised his ability to draw. In one of his very first report cards, dating back to first grade, she described him as “a quiet boy who gets along well with his peers.”3 She further assessed, “Dumile can decode words and understand what he reads. He has good ability but very poor work habits, … poor listening skills, and does not follow directions.”4 Apparently, “DOOM,” his mother’s pet name for him (and one that stuck, which we will use herein in his preferred form of all caps), was already moving to the beat of a different drummer. Despite 17receiving mostly Cs, he did manage to get an A for attitude, but only a D for effort.

         As a member of Gen X, DOOM belonged to the first generation that grew up immersed in rap. Though far too young to attend those early parties in the Bronx, he turned eight in the summer of 1979, when the novelty of reciting rhyming words over a beat finally reached national prominence with “Rapper’s Delight,” the breakout sensation by the Sugarhill Gang. In addition to establishing rap in the public consciousness, that song set off schoolyard ciphers everywhere as kids raised on Mother Goose attempted to imitate its seductive flow. Fads have always been the currency of youth, but DOOM took rapping more seriously than most. “Ever since third grade, I had a notebook and was putting words together just for fun,” he recalled. “I like different etymologies, different slang that came out in different eras, different languages, different dialects. I liked being able to speak to somebody and throw it back and forth, and they can’t predict what you’re going to say next. But once you say it, they’re always like, ‘Oh, shit.’”5

         But even before rapping became the talk of the town, all eyes were on the deejay. When DOOM was around eight or nine, he and his siblings would spend several days a week down the block at their babysitter Dolores’s house. She lived with her two grown sons, Charlie and Doug, aged seventeen and twenty, respectively, who sported Afros and were heavily into music. In the basement of their Freeport home, they set up a pair of turntables and a mixer to practice deejaying, spinning the popular jams of the day—like “Bounce, Rock, Skate, Roll” by Vaughan Mason and Crew, Chic’s “Good Times,” and “Genius of Love” by Tom Tom Club.

         “We used to look up to them,” DOOM recalled of Dolores’s sons, “like go peekin’ down in the basement at what they were doin’, you know?”6 From spying from atop the basement stairs, he was eventually invited down to take part in the action. “So that’s my first experience with what we would call hip-hop,” said DOOM, “You know, see how the record feel when you spin it back. How the fader feel when you hit it, you know what I mean?”7 The tactile sensation of manipulating records with their hands offered instant gratification for this 18young novice and his brothers, who were soon addicted. Though still far removed from having their own setup, they practiced whenever they could at the homes of friends and relatives, wrecking many needles and vinyl albums along the way.

         But those carefree days of childhood—of endless summers, no responsibilities, and the comfort of being together—were soon shattered when divorce fractured the family. While Ashlyn retained custody of the children, moving back in with her mother at 114 East Hudson Street, she had no problem allowing her ex-husband visitation rights. Though the split was amicable, and the children appeared remarkably resilient, there was no way to really gauge the consequences of going from one happy family to a single-parent home. Without a place of her own, Ashlyn felt like a child herself. Living with her mother and a couple of younger siblings created a dynamic that made it impossible for her to stay in Long Beach for too long.

         Fiercely independent and determined to do her best for her kids and keep them together, she spent the next two years trying to get back on her feet. Despite working constantly, she moved around the metropolitan area several times chasing rents she could afford. For a time, the family lived on Lispenard Street in lower Manhattan as well as north of the Bronx in more suburban Yonkers and Mount Vernon. But regardless of the challenges they faced, the kids remained inured to their situation, finding refuge in fantasy. “That’s when we was really really collectin’ comics,” DOOM recalled. “The whole Marvel universe was our shit. Straight up. Iron Man to X-Men to Fantastic Four to even like Alpha Flight. All the dope shit. All the spin-offs and everything. The whole Marvel universe—the way they designed it—everything played a part in everything.”8 In addition to sparking the imagination, comics provided an all-encompassing world—actually a universe—that they could get lost in.

         Despite a revolving procession of schools, friends, and neighborhoods, hip-hop provided another anchor that kept them grounded and engaged. They first heard Harlem rapper Kurtis Blow performing his smash hits “Christmas Rappin’” (1979) and “The Breaks” (1980) on superstar DJ Frankie Crocker’s show on WBLS, New York’s premier urban station. But the real, raw hip-hop could only be found on underground stations broadcasting on the far ends of the dial. When their mom was at the hospital working a graveyard shift, the brothers 19would stay up late, tuning the crappy clock-radio dial to 105.9 WHBI-FM in Newark, New Jersey, for the Zulu Beats show, on Wednesdays from one to three in the morning. The hosts, DJ Afrika Islam and Donald D, counted themselves among Afrika Bambaataa’s mighty Zulu Nation, who had overseen the Bronx’s transition from violent gang turf to a cauldron of creativity, leveraging the disparate elements of rapping, deejaying, breakdancing, and graffiti writing into a celebration of peace, love, unity, and having fun.

         “They used to just spin breaks, but they’ll have voice-over pieces on top of it,” DOOM recalled. “You have like ‘Funky Drummer,’ or you have ‘Apache’ rockin’, you know, and you’ll have like something from like an old comedy joint like a Monty Python piece will be playing,” adding, “I always found that real bugged out, you know what I’m saying? ’Cause I ain’t know where it was coming from. So, you had another layer of digging, you know? So not only did you have to find what the break was from, you gotta figure out, wait, wait, what is that voice, you know? So, it was always interesting to me.”9 The Awesome Two (Special K and Teddy Ted) and The World-Famous Supreme Team (Cee Divine the Mastermind and Just Allah the Superstar) also hosted shows on WHBI that the brothers would tape. Lacking any formal musical training, DOOM, like many others of his generation, was drawn to hip-hop for its accessibility, originality, and the novelty of using old records to create something new.

         
            *

         

         Around 1983, after two years of roaming, the family returned to 114 East Hudson in Long Beach, thanks in part to lobbying efforts by DOOM and his siblings. Though back under their grandmother’s roof, they could, at least, count on the built-in support network of family and friends instead of trying to make it on their own. Within striking distance of Queens, Long Beach had stuck out as a unique enclave in the New York metropolitan area since its incorporation in 1922. Occupying the westernmost barrier island off Long Island’s South Shore—a strip roughly three and a half miles long and less than a mile wide—it was originally dubbed the “Riviera of the East” for its wealthy population and prominent boardwalk. Quiet residential blocks of single-family homes with manicured front lawns characterized the town, which remained predominantly 20white (about 84 percent) in the eighties, with a smattering of Blacks, Latinos, and Asians.

         Long Beach stood at the crossroads of suburbia and the big city, a hybrid environment where skateboarding and BMX bikes could coexist with graffiti and breakdancing. In middle school, DOOM and Dingilizwe, both avid skaters, built a wooden half-pipe in their driveway out of salvaged scraps. They were also skilled enough to strip a used BMX bike down to its frame, rebuilding and repainting it to look brand new. When graffiti was enjoying a renaissance in the early eighties, the brothers made their mark as writers. Too young to be running around train yards after hours, DOOM tagged walls with thick markers, simply writing “Art,” his first official pseudonym, in the bubble lettering popular at the time. Dingilizwe, who mostly went by his Muslim name, Raheem (or Heem for short), chose the moniker Subroc, the name for a submarine-launched nuclear warhead developed by the US Navy in the sixties. After breakdancing became the next urban craze to go mainstream, thanks to movies like Flashdance (1983), Breakin’ (1984), and Beat Street (1984), they jumped on that bandwagon, too. As neighborhood youth started carrying pieces of cardboard around so they could throw their bodies on the concrete, spinning around without losing any skin, the brothers Dumile eagerly followed their peers, also mastering the robotic movements of “popping” and “locking.”

         With the decline of New York’s notorious gang scene in the seventies due to violence and drug abuse, hip-hop helped fill the void in the eighties, encouraging the formation of crews, which were defined by any group of youth who hung out together and shared common interests. “And everybody in the crew might add one thing to it, or, you know, bring a different angle to it,” said DOOM. “So, graffiti was like something that we just did, doodling, you know, art in general. It turned more to graffiti at first and then the breakdancing came into it. And it turned out the hip-hop part, music-wise, sound-wise, got more popular and started to be something that we practiced more, making tapes, and we took it from there.”10 One of the highlights of having a crew was choosing a cool name. The brothers settled on KMD because they liked how the letters sounded together. Taking a page from the outlaw spirit of graf, considered by some to be vandalism, KMD evolved into a backronym for “Kausing Much Damage.” 21

         The return to Long Beach solidified the brothers’ connection to hip-hop, to which they committed themselves fully and with the all-out zeal of youth. Still too poor to afford their own turntables, they could at least watch their neighbor, Fred Harris, who was around eighteen at the time, practicing on the pair of Technics 1200s that he kept in his garage. Fred happened to be a protégé of DJ Reggie Reg, a popular local DJ who spun at parties. They also met Ahmed Brandon and Otis McKenzie, a couple of older teens who were accomplished breakdancers. Ahmed lived around the corner, and his mother worked for DOOM’s grandmother’s nursing agency. Both he and Otis were members of GYP or “Get Yours Posse,” a larger crew of neighborhood youth bonded together by various aspects of hip-hop culture. Though rap was fast establishing itself as the face of the movement, each of the other elements were considered equally important to true B-boys, who dabbled in them all. Before money entered the picture, creativity was the currency, and earning respect from one’s skills. KMD easily blended into the larger GYP, whose membership ran to over forty members deep at their peak.

         Perhaps because their mother tolerated the neighborhood youth, 114 Hudson became a home base for GYP. “We’re just kind of hanging out, drinking, eating, snapping, having fun. And that would be all day long. All day long,” recalls Uncle E, a GYP member who spent a significant amount of time there. Funny enough, the place had the vibe of a neighborhood barbershop, as a fourteen-year-old Subroc, barely in high school, started cutting people’s hair as a side hustle. As word spread quickly through the town, friends waited their turn to get a “tape-up” or “fade” on Friday and Saturday nights. Instead of charging cash, Sub took his payment in vinyl LPs that his customers usually lifted from their parents’ record collections. He and his brother were now actively “crate-diggin” or looking for samples to make music, so they needed the raw materials of their trade.

         By this time, they had saved enough to buy a single turntable and begged their mother to get them the new Casio SK-5 for Christmas. Though it looked like a toy, this consumer-model keyboard had the ability to sample sounds. As one of their first pieces of equipment, it set them on a path toward music production and encouraged their crate-digging. In a first-floor room just off the 22porch known as “DOOM’s room,” the neighborhood youth would hang out and listen to music, or just shoot the shit while waiting for their turn in the barber’s chair that Sub set up in the foyer. DOOM usually played the background: reading a book, writing rhymes, watching a documentary on PBS, or sometimes just staring off into space absorbed in his own thoughts on the couch.

         
            *

         

         As the brothers started making their own music, they also learned some hard lessons about the burgeoning cottage industry surrounding rap—namely, that it was not all fun and games. Of the top MCs of the day that DOOM respected—names like Rakim, Slick Rick, and Just-Ice—one of his favorites was KRS-ONE of the group Boogie Down Productions. In fact, he said, “The whole BDP crew—he and Scott La Rock—influenced me the most being there was two of them like me and my brother. My brother was the DJ and I’m the MC, so we always looked up to them and followed their career.”11 Lawrence Krisna Parker (aka KRS-ONE) had been a homeless teen from a troubled background when he met and befriended Scott “La Rock” Sterling, an employee at the shelter where he was staying. Bonding over their mutual love of hip-hop, the duo eventually started working together, releasing a slew of independent singles. In the process, they got embroiled in one of rap’s first major rivalries, or “beefs,” taking on Marley Marl, deejay on the popular WBLS mix show Mr. Magic’s Rap Attack, and his partner MC Shan over a supposed diss.

         In the bigger picture, the so-called “Bridge Wars” were ostensibly fought over turf and which borough got bragging rights for giving birth to the beats. Shan struck first on the street sensation “The Bridge” (Bridge Records, 1986), implying that Queensbridge, the sprawling housing project complex in Queens that he and Marley called home, was where hip-hop got its start. But Boogie Down Productions, whose very name proudly touted their affiliation with the borough that started it all, set the record straight with “South Bronx” (B-Boy Records, 1986), which name-checked all the originators from Kool Herc to Grandmaster Flash. Shan responded with a song called “Kill That Noise” (1987), but it was no match for BDP’s reggae-inspired rejoinder, “The Bridge is Over” (1987), a ferocious diss record that settled the score once and for all. Both BDP songs 23appeared on their classic debut Criminal Minded (1987), a highly influential and popular record of its era, released through the independent B-Boy Records. After signing to the RCA-distributed Jive Records for their next album, BDP were poised for even greater glory. Then tragedy struck.

         A younger member of the crew, Derrick “D-Nice” Jones, got involved in a petty argument on the streets over a girl. After catching a beatdown at the hands of a jealous boyfriend, he called his mentor Scott La Rock to set things straight. La Rock responded by making a trip up to the Highbridge Homes on University Avenue in the Bronx, where the attack took place. Accompanied by three other members of the BDP crew, he went looking for the perpetrator—not out for revenge, but rather to squash the beef. With a promising career in music on the horizon, he knew they didn’t need to deal with any unnecessary bullshit. Unfortunately, the streets operated according to their own rules.

         At Highbridge, Robocop, a member of BDP, shook down some random guys in an attempt to find the person they were looking for. With no luck, the four men got back into the jeep and were about to drive away, when La Rock suddenly slumped over in his seat. He had taken a single slug to the back of the head from an unknown assailant, probably positioned on a nearby roof. Though they rushed him to the hospital, on the following day, August 27, 1987, he was pronounced dead.

         La Rock’s murder was one of the first high-profile deaths in hip-hop, occurring just as BDP’s star was on the rise and while working on their major-label debut, By All Means Necessary (Jive/RCA, 1988). “When that happened, and we both peeped it, automatically we thought of ourselves in those shoes. If the same thing was to happen to one of us, you know what I’m sayin’, what would we do,” DOOM recalled. “So, we saw how Kris handled that situation. He could have quit. We didn’t know what he was going to do. Was he going to come out with another album? Then he came with that shit—By All Means Necessary. So that showed us what to do in that situation. You persevere, you keep going, you strive, and you do it. So, it made us ready for something to happen in life.”12
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            THE GAS FACE

         

         
            A grin shows a trick up a sleeve 

            What a tangled web they weave 

            Deceivers, stupefied through fable

            Say “Let’s make a deal” at the dinner table

            Put you on tour, put your record on wax

            Sign your life on the X.

            —PETE NICE,

“THE GAS FACE”

         

         On the other side of the Nassau County line, Michael Berrin was steadfastly pursuing his love for hip-hop, too. White and Jewish, he may as well have been a yeti in the heavily Orthodox Jewish neighborhood of Far Rockaway, Queens, where he grew up. No yeshiva for him. Instead, he attended public high school at Music and Art, then located at West 135th Street in Harlem. To secure a coveted spot at the school made famous by Fame, he sang for his audition. Trained in opera, he hoped to someday become a cantor in a synagogue.

         But all that changed after hearing a bootleg tape of the park jams happening in the Bronx. He was equally amazed to discover that some of his own schoolmates—namely the Kangol Crew, featuring “Slick Rick” Walters and “Dana Dane” McCleese—were already ghetto celebrities, well-known for rocking crowds with their lyrical prowess. Not only were these guys the flyest cats in high school—coming to class decked out in stylish mock neck shirts and creased slacks with Bally loafers or Clarks Wallabees on their feet, and, of course, the signature fuzzy Kangol hats to top it off—but both were talented enough to 25secure record deals after graduating, with Def Jam and Profile, respectively. Maybe, Berrin thought, there was a path for him, too.

         Though rap was relatively new, it wasn’t unheard of for white guys to rhyme. In fact, another classmate, Blake Lethem, was already rocking the mic as Kid Benetton or Vanilla B, before settling on the moniker Lord Scotch. But he gravitated more toward graffiti, writing the tag KEO. So, Berrin made an assiduous leap of faith, from opera to MCing, choosing Serch as his nom de rap because he felt like he was constantly searching for a place to fit in and belong. Hanging out at hip-hop hotspots like the Latin Quarter in Times Square, he would often be an anomaly—the token, wannabe-down white guy. But far from feeling intimidated or out of place he held his own, basking in the exclusivity.

         Following high school, Serch abandoned cantorial aspirations entirely, linking up with Brooklyn producer Grand Wiz Tony D. (aka Anthony Dick) to release the independent single “Melissa” (Warlock Records, 1986), which managed to crack the airwaves on KISS-FM. It was the kind of breakthrough that made him grind even harder. One day while hanging out on the boardwalk in nearby Long Beach, trying to pick up girls and capitalize on his status as a rapper with a record on the radio, he ran into Ahmed Brandon and Otis McKenzie, who were showing off their breakdancing moves. “We started talking about music and then, you know, we started talking about dancing and Ahmed and Otis were nice on their feet and I was nice on my feet,” Serch recalls. They ended up back at Ahmed’s basement on Park Avenue going toe to toe and trying to one-up each other. “So, you know, that’s how we just kind of became friends,” he says.

         Creeping on a come up and looking to boost his nascent rap career by any means necessary, Serch pounced on every opportunity to get onstage and rock a mic. One day, he performed at an open-mic talent show at Long Beach’s Martin Luther King Community Center that his future protégé happened to be attending. “We heard him first before we seen him, you know what I’m sayin’?” DOOM recalled. “Somebody was rhyming, so, anytime somebody’s rhyming it’s interesting. So, then we peeped this dude, and he did his thing by himself, solo.”1 Later that day, he and Serch met for the first time through their mutual friend Ahmed. 26

         Since Long Beach was only a ten-minute drive from Far Rockaway, Serch quickly became somewhat of a fixture in the neighborhood. It certainly didn’t hurt that Ahmed’s mom had cable TV and liked to cook. Whenever he came over to catch Mets and Knicks games or watch HBO, she often whipped up some oxtails or fried fish. Serch and his new friends would also check out the 18–21 nights at Club Z in nearby Island Park and dance to hip-hop. Sometimes, they would hang at DOOM’s, where Subroc sealed their friendship, sculpting Serch’s “Jewfro” into a high-top fade for the first time. Serch witnessed first-hand how the brothers were constantly crate-digging for samples, spinning records, and writing their own rhymes. Though, respectively, four and six years older than DOOM and Sub, creatively, he felt like he was in the company of equals. “If I wasn’t going to the Latin Quarter or if I wasn’t making a move into like Brooklyn or whatever, just trying to get my name out, or if I wasn’t doing promo shows, I was with them,” says Serch.

         On Friday nights, their friend Sìmone, aka Mr. Hood, used to borrow his dad’s 1979 Cadillac Sedan deVille so he and other members of GYP could cruise around to parties. Sometimes they trooped as far as the Bronx or Riverhead in Suffolk County, Long Island. If there was nothing else happening, they would pile into the car seven deep and head to the upscale Roosevelt Field mall to try their luck picking up girls. But first, everyone had to chip in a few dollars for gas.

         Inevitably, the outcome of these missions yielded more strikeouts than a perfect game. “These girls would scrunch up their face and give us this look of total disgust,” says Serch, “like how dare you, you peon. How dare you even look in my direction let alone ask for my number. And Subroc said, ‘Man, we spent all that money on gas to get a face like that.’ And we all started laughing.”2 Someone else dubbed the pained expression the “gas face,” according to Serch, who says, “It was the funniest shit I ever heard, and we started running that shit to death.”3

         Crews routinely created their own slang—coded language evoking shared experiences that defined a group identity. “Vocabulary was a priority,” says Mr. Hood, “’cause vocabulary creates our uniqueness.” Serch, who usually rolled solo and had been craving the camaraderie of a crew, really embraced GYP and saw Ahmed, Otis, DOOM, and Sub as the brothers he had been seeking. He 27told them that when he “got on” with respect to his music career, he would bring them along—no small promise, but not an idle one either.

         
            *

         

         It turns out that Serch was by no means the only Caucasian enamored of hip-hop. In 1983, a punk band formerly known as the Young Aborigines released their first “crossover” single, “Cooky Puss” (Rat Cage Records). What started off as a joke—a prank call to a Carvel ice cream franchise—morphed into a popular underground hit in New York. The newly christened Beastie Boys—composed of Michael Diamond, Adam Horovitz, and Adam Yauch—had just embarked on their wild ride like the Merry Pranksters. These upper-middle-class Jewish boys could claim no real connection to hip-hop culture besides having a savvy ear to the street, but with loads of chutzpah, attitude, and ambition to match, they traded in their instruments for microphones, making a bold musical swerve.

         Their secret weapon was Rick Rubin, incidentally, a Long Beach High graduate, who functioned as their first deejay, DJ Double R. At the time, he was just a student at NYU, dabbling in rap production and putting out records on his newly formed independent label, Def Jam, which he ran out of his dorm room. Following the success of Run-DMC, who had incorporated the sound of electric guitars into their eponymous 1984 debut, the Beasties released their second single, “Rock Hard,” that same year on Def Jam. By the time their third single, “She’s on It” (1985), dropped, Rubin had convinced downtown impresario Russell Simmons to come aboard to co-helm the label, greatly expanding its profile with a distribution deal from Columbia Records and a movie deal with Warner Bros. As a result, that song appeared on the soundtrack to the movie Krush Groove (Warner Bros., 1985), a fictional portrayal of the Def Jam story, blowing the doors wide open for the Beasties and all the other acts on the label.

         Managed by Simmons, the trio hustled their way onto the opening slot of Madonna’s Like a Virgin US tour in 1985, making headlines for their raucous, frat-boyish behavior. You could take the punks out of rock, but they stubbornly maintained their rebellious attitude. The following year they piggybacked on Run-DMC’s Raising Hell tour along with Def Jam stalwarts LL Cool J and Whodini. Their meteoric rise culminated in November 1986 with the release 28of their gargantuan debut, Licensed to Ill (Def Jam/Columbia), the first rap album to reach the top of the Billboard Top 200 chart, where it lingered for five weeks. Despite an irreverent approach that made it seem like they were making fun of rap—while not taking themselves too seriously either—the Beastie Boys were living proof that a white rap act could sell records and achieve great success without being corny. And they were still only nubiles on their multi-decade musical odyssey. Serch filed this information away for later as he released his second independent single, “Hey Boy!,” featuring K. Love and Tony D. (Idlers, 1987). He also squarely set his sights on Def Jam for his next release.

         Since the entire white rap community was so minuscule at the time, any Caucasian with MC aspirations probably knew Mark Pearson, who attended the exclusive Saint Ann’s School in Brooklyn with Mike Diamond from the Beasties. After graduating, he met Pete Nash, aka Pete Nice, who hailed from the vicinity of Belmont Park in Queens, because they were both recruited to play basketball at Columbia. He also counted Serch’s classmate Blake Lethem among his tribe. They knew each other from summer camp and later the graffiti scene, where Pearson wrote as SAKE. Inspired by the Beasties’ success, he wanted to start another white rap group, but, unfortunately, couldn’t rap. So, he did the next best thing and linked up his two friends who did.

         As committed as Pete was to basketball, he was just as serious about rhyming. In high school, he had been in a group called Sin Qua Non, who went as far as performing at Brooklyn’s Empire Ballroom on a bill including Dana Dane, Sparky D, Ultimate 3 MCs, and Stetsasonic. Though the group dissolved when its members went away to different colleges, Lumumba Carson, son of activist Sonny Carson (and a future member of Afrocentric rappers X-Clan), managed them during their brief career, sticking with Pete when he went solo. But progress was not coming fast enough for the aspiring MC, who was now caught up in college hoops. So, Pete proactively made some rough demos on his own, playing them for friends in Queens, who knew Kid ’n Play’s managers, Rich Ahee and Len Brown—known collectively as RichLen Productions. Since they also managed producer Hurby “The Love Bug” Azor, he figured they had the connections to land him a deal. 29

         Meanwhile, Lethem, formerly Vanilla B, had been collecting his props on the mic as Lord Scotch. Chain-smoking Marlboros didn’t do wonders for his stamina or breath control as an MC, but at least he walked the walk and talked the talk, boasting legitimate street connections to boot. For his first meeting with Pete, he showed up wearing an acid-washed jean jacket and Brooklyn Dodgers cap, flipping a razor blade around his mouth like an OG. He cut the figure of the prototypical “wigger” before the term even existed. But Pete liked his style and thought he was an ill character. When they decided on working on a demo together, Lethem moved into his dorm room in Columbia’s Johnson Hall for two months.

         As a group name, they came up with Servin’ Generalz, a play on surgeon general. Lethem relished his role as streets ambassador, taking Pete to spots like Brooklyn’s Albee Square Mall, the headquarters for gaudy “truck” jewelry where rappers got gold “fronts” fitted on their teeth. He also introduced him to people like Dante Ross, a white skate rat, who was then working at Rush Management; Clark Kent (Rodolfo Franklin), who was Dana Dane’s DJ; and his boy Shameek, who became the group’s beatboxer. One night at Latin Quarters, Lethem introduced Pete to Serch for the first time, though they already knew of each other from afar.

         At the end of his sophomore season in 1987, Pete suffered a knee injury, and took to walking with a cane (which would become his trademark prop later on). Instead of being redshirted and having to pay another year’s tuition, he decided to quit the basketball team and focus on rap. That summer he lobbied Columbia University’s radio station, WKCR, to start its first rap show and was granted an hour-long slot on Tuesday nights that he called the We Could Do This Show. The plan was to involve his whole crew, including Clark Kent cutting up records on the turntables, Shameek beatboxing, and him and Lethem trading rhymes during a live segment.

         Unfortunately, the first show proved to be a disaster, as Kent ended up getting stuck on the subway, and Lethem was missing in action, leaving only Pete and Shameek to hold it down. Lethem, in fact, never reappeared, having been arrested on drug charges and sent to Rikers Island. Shameek shared a similar fate after a conviction for armed robbery. Only Kent proved reliable, sending 30his cousin DJ Richie Rich as a substitute whenever he had scheduling conflicts. But one night, he messed up, too. After bringing some of his crew to do the show with him when Pete couldn’t make it, the station ended up being trashed and records went missing. The program director had no choice but to cancel the show after only four months.

         The only upside for Pete was that it gave him more time to focus on his music. He and Richie Rich started working on a demo at Brooklyn’s Funky Slice Studios that Kool DJ Red Alert played on his popular mix show on 98.7 KISS-FM. With his name getting around, Pete finally felt like he was making some headway. After recording another demo to the instrumental of Sweet T and Jazzy Joyce’s “It’s My Beat,” he gave it to Dante Ross, who, in turn, passed it on to his bosses, Russell Simmons and Lyor Cohen. Impressed, they wanted to sign Prime Minister Pete Nice as a solo artist on Rush Management.

         In the meantime, Serch had also been busy. Unbeknownst to Pete, he had also caught the ear of Lyor Cohen, the Israeli American who started out as Run-DMC’s tour manager before becoming Simmons’s partner in Rush. Only a month earlier, in June 1988, Cohen had signed MC Serch as a solo artist as well. Both he and Pete were given studio time at Chung King Studios in Chinatown, where they worked independently on their demos with producer Sam Sever (Sam Citrin), another friend of Ross. A friendship grew organically between the two MCs as they clocked hours in the studio with Sever and started hanging out after hours at clubs with Ross. Since Simmons wasn’t quite sold on their solo progress, Pete and Serch decided to join forces as a group with Sever as their DJ-producer. They had even settled on the name Three the Hard Way. Unfortunately, Sever couldn’t commit to the arrangement since he was getting a lot of outside production work at the time. But his shoes were eventually filled by DJ Richie Rich. When Simmons balked at the group’s name, they changed it to 3rd Bass. After half a year of shopping the group to different labels, he finally brought them home, making them the sixth act signed to Def Jam in February 1989.

         After inking the deal, things started moving into high gear. Serch had already introduced Pete to his crew out in Long Beach, whom he did not forget about. He made good on an agreement with Ahmed that in exchange for finishing high school, he and Otis could join 3rd Bass as backup dancers. 31Meanwhile, DOOM, who was still in school—when he felt like attending—remained focused on writing rhymes. He, too, was in the process of refashioning KMD into a rap crew, adding another MC from the neighborhood, Jade One (aka Rodan), as the third member.

         By this time, DOOM had joined the Ansaaru Allah Community (Helpers of Allah) based in Bushwick, Brooklyn. While donning white robes and the trappings of Islam, this group largely studied the Bible. They offered DOOM a spiritual foundation as well as the kind of education that made him more conscious of himself and his place in society. Influenced as well by the progressive raps of Public Enemy and KRS-ONE, DOOM went as far as changing the meaning of KMD. Instead of “Kausing Much Damage” it now stood for “a positive Kause in a Much-Damaged society.” As his nom de rap, he chose “Zev Love X,” which spelled “X evolvez” backward, a reference to himself as the next evolution of Malcolm X. Before even beginning work on their own album, Pete and Serch established a production company, Rhyming Is Fundamental (RIF), as many rap groups did to develop new talent. They chose KMD to be the first act on their roster.

         In May 1989, Pete graduated magna cum laude from Columbia with a degree in English. Meanwhile, 3rd Bass’s first single, “Steppin’ to the A.M.,” was already in heavy rotation on radio, introducing MC Serch and the sinister Minister to the rap world. The video for the song featured Ahmed and Otis making highly choreographed moves flanking Serch, in addition to cameos from a very young DOOM and Subroc. The opening black-and-white shot showed a hooded figure making his way through a phalanx of GYP members, slapping hands as he walks by. When he gets to the end of the line, Video Music Box’s Ralph McDaniels pushes back his hoodie to reveal Serch with the signature “3rd Bass” shaved into his fade, courtesy of Subroc. The brothers Dumile had made their long-awaited splashdown.

         
            *

         

         While Sam Sever had overseen production on most of the 3rd Bass album, and the Bomb Squad contributed a couple of songs (including “Steppin’ to the A.M.”), Pete also asked Prince Paul (Paul Huston), fresh off his work on De La Soul’s 32platinum-selling 3 Feet High and Rising (Tommy Boy, 1989), for beats, and the producer provided two. The first, containing a sample of the Emotions’ “Best of My Love,” was earmarked for “Brooklyn-Queens,” an older song that Pete had already written on his own. The other track, based off a piano loop from Aretha Franklin’s “Think,” was up for grabs, and Serch suggested doing a song called “The Gas Face” featuring DOOM. “So, immediately, from the beginning, we told DOOM we would put him on,” says Pete, “and that was the best way to put him on—put him on one of our records to get him a deal.”

         The only problem was that neither of them had ever heard DOOM rap. “I mean here was the thing about DOOM,” says Serch, “like DOOM would write rhymes all the time, but he wouldn’t let me hear ’em. He would just be writing for himself. That was his process. He was very private—with us even.” When Serch would challenge him to a rhyme battle, DOOM always demurred. “‘Gas Face’ probably never would’ve happened. Because that was just a GYP thing. And that was a KMD thing,” Serch says, “and if he didn’t wanna rhyme on it, more than likely, we probably would’ve came up with another idea for another song or another concept or something, but we wouldn’t have done ‘Gas Face.’” Sensing a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, however, DOOM rose to the occasion.

         As one of the last tracks they recorded for the album, the song came together pretty quickly. With the beat already done, the three MCs wrote their rhymes on the Long Island Rail Road while en route to record vocals with Prince Paul. Arriving at Island Media Studios in Babylon, Long Island, Serch and Pete both laid down their verses in one take. As Paul’s friend Don Newkirk, the voice behind some of the zany skits from the De La album, was around, they asked him to act as master of ceremonies and introduce each rapper’s verse. When it came time for DOOM to enter the vocal booth for the first time ever, on the surface he appeared as his usual calm self. But Serch remembers him asking everyone to leave the room.

         “My first impression was just that he was flawless, and I just remember never hearing a style like that,” says Paul, who had remained behind with the engineer. “Like I couldn’t say, okay, he sounds like this person or that person. It’s his own thing. He was also professional. He came in and just knocked it out.” While everyone in attendance was happy with how the song turned out, Pete saw a 33potential single. “I just thought it was dope that he was just spitting,” says Serch, like a proud papa, “like, ah, cool, yo. My dude got lyrics. That’s dope.” They were also probably a little relieved that their faith in DOOM had not been misplaced.

         After that session, Paul ended up keeping in touch with the young rapper, eventually becoming a trusted friend and mentor. “He gave me his number and wrote it on a piece of paper. I still have the paper from the day inside the studio when he gave it to me,” says Paul, “and so we kept in contact after that session because he was just so inquisitive about things. He was like, ‘How’d you do this? How’d you do that? Da, da, da,’ you know—just production stuff. And since he was so cool, I didn’t mind.”

         
            Notes

            1. Red Bull Music Academy, “MF DOOM: Interview with the Masked Villain,” YouTube video, May 14, 2015, youtu.be/JGu0ao_rdAk.

            2. MC Serch, “Gas Face Genesis,” 2021, in Did I Ever Tell You the One About … MF DOOM, podcast.

            3. Serch, “Gas Face Genesis.”
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            As you start to walk on the way, the way appears.

            —RUMI

         

         On November 14, 1989, “The Gas Face” followed “Steppin’ to the A.M.” as the second single off The Cactus Album (Def Jam/Columbia, 1989), becoming something of a phenomenon, and helping push the album toward gold sales. Its zany, tongue-in-cheek video was notable for three reasons: 1) it sparked a major beef by throwing shade at MC Hammer, who had the top rap song in the country at the time with “U Can’t Touch This,” a full-scale rip-off of Rick James’s “Superfreak”; 2) it featured a slew of high-profile cameos from the likes of comedian Gilbert Gottfried, label boss Russell Simmons, and rappers Flavor Flav, EPMD, and Run-DMC—not to mention an appearance by then Def Jam employee Bobbito Garcia, who would play a pivotal role in DOOM’s future; and 3) no longer relegated to the background, Zev Love X finally hit prime time, closing out the song with a featured verse.

         Cracking a Mona Lisa smile, the rail-thin rapper—sporting his trademark John Lennon wire frames with a gold hoop piercing his right nostril—almost stole the show with his effortless delivery and the laid-back demeanor, firmly embedding him in the minds of the MTV generation. Subroc popped in briefly, too, during the line, “Subroc cut at you with a clipper,” mugging next to the 3rd Bass insignia he had carved in Serch’s fade. At the video’s conclusion, Zev, wearing a service-station attendant’s overalls, jokingly gave the “gas face” to his friend Dante Ross, whom he had met through Pete and Serch. The former Rush employee was now working as an artists and repertoire (A&R) rep for Tommy Boy Records. 35

         In heavy rotation on Yo! MTV Raps, the breakout success of “The Gas Face” made it the obvious choice to perform on television when 3rd Bass was invited to appear on The Arsenio Hall Show in 1990. The late-night talk show had only premiered the previous year, but already made for must-see TV among the young, urban demographic at whom it was aimed—the show’s rise coinciding with rap’s steady march toward the mainstream. Consequently, the charismatic host with the teeth-baring grin earned a rep for giving many rappers their first leg up on network TV, where an appearance as his musical guest meant instant exposure nationwide. Crouching inconspicuously on the DJ platform as he waited to drop his verse, Zev was clearly not accustomed to such attention, but performing live helped pull the quiet kid from Long Beach out of his shell.

         In addition to Arsenio, he accompanied 3rd Bass to Harlem’s legendary Apollo Theater as well as numerous promotional gigs, including their album release party at LA’s Palace Theatre in January 1990. That’s where a photographer captured a shot of him posing with Pete Nice and N.W.A’s Dr. Dre and Eazy-E. In April, when the group kicked off a big arena tour, sharing the bill with Big Daddy Kane and Digital Underground, who brought along a young dancer named Tupac Shakur, Zev was right there in the mix, rhyming in front of packed audiences. “Those shows were fuckin’ crazy, man,” he recalled. “Coliseums in North Carolina type shit—10,000 people. At that time, I was just doing my verse from ‘Gas Face’ for 3rd Bass so I’m only onstage for 16 bars—one minute. Nervous as hell, though. Every time. But as soon as I get offstage it goes away, and the crowd is spinning like, ‘Ohhhhh!’ So those times kinda set it off. In my mind, those were the best times.”1 His journey into the spotlight had been swift and unexpected, thrusting him into the center of a scene of which he was formerly only a fan. “Back then, Kane would come over and we’d kick it with him sometimes,” he added. “I used to talk to Pac a lot. We used to be like the two extra guys going onstage, so we’d be talking backstage and at the hotel about working on our own shit.”2

         After “Gas Face,” it was on, according to Serch, who says, “It was like a hundred miles an hour. Like all of a sudden, we were rhyming on the tour bus. We were rhyming with Pac and Shock G in hotels. Everywhere we went, we would rhyme, like everywhere. It was like a broken faucet that once you turned 36it on, you couldn’t turn it off.” Despite the long hours on the road coupled with the sudden and drastic change of lifestyle, Serch says, “He was still very much a practicing, devout Muslim on the road. He didn’t change. One thing about DOOM, DOOM didn’t change just because of where he went. Now, he might have become more worldly, you know? As we all did, right. We all kind of discovered different shit. And so, it was very much this amazing time.” But behind the novelty and allure of the experience, their youth and naivete helped obscure the fact that they were really nothing more than glorified record-company employees. As much fun as they may have been having, they were hamsters running on the fast-paced wheel of the music industry and, therefore, subject to its dictates.

         
            *

         

         Rap, like Zev, was growing up, and the former rebel sound of the streets found itself in an awkward adolescence. One indication was that the big boys (i.e., major labels) started paying it serious attention. The Source, formerly a stapled newsletter run out of the dorm room of two Harvard rap fanatics, transformed almost overnight into a thick, glossy monthly with a salaried staff and offices on lower Broadway, thanks to a corporate advertising windfall. The magazine had declared the eighties the “Rap Decade,” charting the art form’s rise from obscurity onto the national stage. But 1990 proved to be a pivotal year, the beginning of what could be considered the battle for the soul of rap. Two distinct camps—mainstream and underground—emerged, continually at odds over the course of the new decade. On one hand, acts like MC Hammer and Vanilla Ice dominated the charts with multiplatinum major-label debuts that pulled rap firmly in the direction of pop. But that same year also saw hardcore releases by Ice Cube (AmeriKKKa’s Most Wanted), Public Enemy (Fear of a Black Planet), EPMD (Business as Usual), Boogie Down Productions (Edutainment), and Eric B. & Rakim (Let the Rhythm Hit ’Em)—all uncompromising voices who repped the culture to the fullest without selling out.

         In between these two poles, artists both new and old were vying for a share of the expanding audience. Some, like Run-DMC and LL Cool J, attempted comeback bids to mixed success. On the West Coast, the seeds of gangsta rap 37planted by N.W.A continued to flourish through the efforts of Compton’s Most Wanted, Above the Law, and King Tee. Meanwhile, back east, a more cerebral, conscious rap found expression in the works of newcomers like Brand Nubian, Poor Righteous Teachers, X-Clan, and A Tribe Called Quest. Tribe, of course, represented the latest incarnation of the Native Tongues posse, a loose affiliation of like-minded artists who melded streetwise slang and Afrocentric concepts with jazzy, abstract beats. Their initiation into the industry came after appearances on albums by their predecessors, De La Soul and Jungle Brothers. Due to a lack of experienced A&R people familiar with rap, established groups often fulfilled the role of discovering and developing new talent, as 3rd Bass had done with KMD.
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