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Foreword



In the old-school world of New York graffiti—starting in the late 1960s when this then-infant form of creative expression, one of the foundational pillars of hip-hop culture, raged across the streets and walls of New York City and its buses, subways, and commercial vehicles—a crown above your name meant you’d designated yourself a king.


Originally, it meant a king of a certain train line—like the A, B, C, or D, or the 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, et cetera. There was no royal court or governing body overseeing these coronations, but in the first decade of the New York graffiti movement, already on the verge of becoming the international street-art movement it is today, graffiti writers who placed a crown over their names felt they earned the right to do so after extensive “tagging” or “bombing,” as we called it. If “toys”—graffiti writers with little style and/or minimal saturation of their tag throughout the five boroughs—placed a crown over their tags, other graffiti writers would cross them out or just obliterate them by writing “toy” on top. A wannabe king, humiliated and dethroned.


In the late ’70s and early ’80s, the crown became a part of the vocabulary of images and embellishments as tagging evolved into spray-painted multicolored mural extravaganzas. Numerous styles of crowns were developed to adorn one’s work. My dear deceased friend and cultural comrade Jean-Michel Basquiat developed his own unique graffiti crown. It looked like the letter V, multiplied by three and turned upside down, with a straight line across the bottom. Jean’s blunt and simple crown became ubiquitous in the downtown areas of Manhattan, where we hung out in the early 1980s, as did his graffiti name, SAMO.


When Jean began to make art, he occasionally drew his crown on his paintings and drawings. His crown has become an iconic symbol to his many fans—including this book’s three kings, as I’ve learned from firsthand conversations. Dre considers Jean to be a kindred artistic spirit; Jay-Z shouts him out in song lyrics and displays his work in his own home; Puffy even has a Basquiat crown tattooed on the back of his neck.


Tattoos today often look to me like physical graffiti of the New York street. Many people have a hodgepodge of images and words done by various tattoo artists on various parts of their bodies, some with deep significance. When Puffy put that Basquiat crown on his neck, he did it to send a clear message. Like Basquiat and New York graffiti writers from decades past, Puffy was rightfully designating himself a king. And like Dre and Jay-Z, the pioneers of graffiti mostly emerged from modest urban means to seize and remix that classic rags-to-riches American Dream story while dominating the zeitgeist of global popular culture.


The crown I made for the cover of this book is a funky fresh Fab 5 Freddy version that hearkens back to old-school crowns that decorated and/or defaced walls, trains, and buses all over New York City back in graffiti’s heyday. The interior colorful areas of my crown were sampled from recent paintings I’ve made, and I digitally placed chunks in the body of the crown’s outline. It’s a classic graffiti crown remixed for this, my first book cover—a fitting adornment for this insightful look at the three kings and the revolutionary movement driving and driven by them, crowned by one of hip-hop’s own.


Fab 5 Freddy


New York, September 2017















INTRODUCTION



I was flying somewhere over the Atlantic Ocean on a red-eye when word of the biggest deal in hip-hop history to date leaked. Apple had agreed to buy Beats, Andre “Dr. Dre” Young’s headphones and music streaming company, for somewhere around $3 billion.


The news started ricocheting around the Internet in early May 2014, after actor Tyrese Gibson released a grainy YouTube video. “They need to update the Forbes list,” he said, speaking of the magazine’s annual accounting of rap’s richest acts, while in the midst of a raucous party. “Shit just changed.” Then Dre floated into the frame. “The first billionaire in hip-hop,” he proclaimed. “Right here from the motherfucking West Coast!”1


I discovered all this when I landed, groggy, in Milan and turned on my phone, only to be greeted by casual inquiries from friends, frenzied questions from colleagues, and urgent requests from print, radio, and television producers and reporters for insight into what the news meant for Dre’s wealth. Had he become a billionaire? Or at least the richest man in hip-hop? I should know. For the past decade, I’ve been charting the wealth of the top names for Forbes. After the Beats deal went through, I updated Dre’s total to $700 million—were it not for the taxman’s cut, the deal could have catapulted him to billionaire status then and there. Even so, today Sean “Diddy” Combs, Shawn “Jay-Z” Carter, and Dre are worth around $2.5 billion, per my latest Forbes estimates. They are not only the three wealthiest hip-hop acts in the country but the three richest American musicians working in any genre.


These three kings have built their fortunes by creating a 24/7, head-to-toe lifestyle. Because of them, we can start any given day by donning a pair of Jay-Z’s Reebok S. Carter sneakers and some Beats headphones, and then heading to a meal at Jay-Z’s Spotted Pig restaurant in New York. One might spend the next few hours watching Dez Bryant or Yoenis Céspedes, his sports agency’s clients, play an afternoon game, topped off with a glass of his Armand de Brignac champagne or D’Ussé cognac at his 40/40 Club. If the evening goes on to include a few shots of Diddy’s Cîroc vodka, it might be necessary to gulp down a bottle of his Aquahydrate alkaline water before slipping under crisp Sean John sheets and dozing off while watching something on his Revolt cable channel, perhaps Dre’s film Straight Outta Compton.


Just how the trio turned hip-hop into one of the world’s most influential and lucrative cultural movements is among the most fascinating business stories of our time. Diddy, Dre, and Jay-Z all grew up effectively fatherless, developed a flair for music, started their own record labels, and released classic albums before moving on to become multifaceted moguls. But despite the basic similarities of their backgrounds and trajectories, the three men aren’t so alike. If they all took the Myers-Briggs test, the results would likely be three different personality types. If anyone who knew the trio well had to cast them as Marvel superheroes, or Disney princesses, or Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, all three would inevitably end up in disparate roles.2


Their traits and paths offer three distinct blueprints for aspiring entrepreneurs. Legendary lyricist Jay-Z plays business like a chess game, plotting moves years—perhaps decades—in advance. Superproducer Dr. Dre is a quiet, intuitive perfectionist prone to social anxiety; he waited to extend his brand until he found something just right, with Beats. Diddy is a charismatic and blustery impresario who has shilled for everything from high-end spirits to acne medication. “I call myself a curator of cool,” he told me in a one-on-one keynote interview at South by Southwest in 2014. “I’m not always cool, but that’s what I like to call myself when I’m in the zone.”3


The trio grew up in kingdoms quite different from the ones they later built. Jay-Z’s Brooklyn was a gritty, crime-ridden borough unrecognizable from the yuppie utopia it has since become. Dre’s Compton, once an oasis that lured midcentury middle-class black families from the rust belt to California, fell victim to racist urban-planning schemes and economic blight. Diddy’s Harlem was similarly dangerous during the 1970s and ’80s, though it did boast quite a rich heritage. “Harlem became famous when disenfranchised black folks who’d migrated from the Caribbean and the southern states in the beginnings of the twentieth century had a chance to live and feel free for the first time,” says Harlem resident and hip-hop pioneer Fred “Fab 5 Freddy” Brathwaite. “This sense of freedom affected every aspect of Harlemites’ lives, hence the stylish swagger of folks like Duke Ellington, Count Basie, Bumpy Johnson, and Adam Clayton Powell Jr., [which] all led up to Puff Daddy.”4


That’s the sort of attitude that propelled Diddy to attend prestigious Howard University and then drop out to take a job at Uptown Records in the early 1990s—and, soon after that, start his own label, Bad Boy. Dr. Dre morphed from a teenage disco DJ into one of hip-hop’s first superstars as the sonic mastermind of seminal rap group N.W.A. in the late 1980s. Jay-Z’s education came from the streets, where he learned the laws of supply and demand while selling cocaine; eventually he plowed those profits into creating his own Roc-A-Fella Records to put out his debut after major labels passed. Indeed, many of hip-hop’s most prominent examples of entrepreneurship started out as matters of necessity.


As hip-hop opened the door for a wide range of trends in areas from clothing to cars, mainstream America started taking stylistic cues from rappers. By the 1990s, the genre had attracted not just inner-city fans but massive numbers of Midwestern suburbanites and Hamptons socialites. “They all wanted Rolls-Royces just because hip-hop has got Rolls-Royces,” says Russell Simmons, the founder of Def Jam Recordings and Phat Farm clothing.5 (As this book was going to press, Simmons was accused of sexual assault and/or rape by several women; he has denied the allegations.) Diddy, Dre, and Jay-Z replicated and improved on Simmons’s brand extensions by doing what he couldn’t as a behind-the-scenes executive: using their own songs and videos as an opportunity to promote their business ventures.


All three kings are now friends and collaborators—a remarkable feat, given that they found themselves on opposing sides of the deadly rap wars of the mid-1990s, which took the lives of Dr. Dre’s labelmate Tupac Shakur and Diddy’s close friend Christopher “Notorious B.I.G.” Wallace. In the wake of intense conflict, the kings reinvented themselves through business, each developing a different calling card.


Dr. Dre became the most sought-after producer in the industry, a beatmaker who could sell tracks for six-figure sums or use them to boost his label signees, including Eminem, 50 Cent, and Kendrick Lamar. Dre recognized a perfect collaborator in Beats cofounder Jimmy Iovine, whose effectiveness as an executive allowed Dre to focus on tinkering with the sonic side of things. Says Craig Kallman, chief of Atlantic Records: “He’s a consummate music man whose actions are all moved by passion and the emotion that he feels for a particular artist or song.”6


Dre used that energy to build a headphone line that competed not only with Bose and Sennheiser but with fashion and footwear brands for consumer dollars: a $300 pair of Beats became as viable an accessory as a similarly priced pair of Air Jordans. Though Dre functioned as the company’s compass for cool and more of an ideas person than an executive (he “wasn’t the business guy,”7 notes Noel Lee, the founder of Monster Cable, which manufactured all of Beats’ products for the first half decade of its existence), he displayed an uncanny knack for knowing when to get into and out of financial arrangements. He slipped away from Death Row, the label he cofounded in the early 1990s, months before it came crashing down; Beats fetched billions from Apple less than a year after nearly falling into bankruptcy.


Jay-Z became the most successful recording artist of the bunch. Every album he’s released has been certified platinum; he put out a multiplatinum album every single year from 1998 through 2003. Jay-Z has racked up more number one albums than any act in history besides the Beatles; on the business side, he’s sprinkled his stardust on companies he started and partnered with, turning investments in middling products into massive gains. Along the way, he’s won the respect of figures from Oprah to Obama, Bono to Richard Branson.8


One might say that Diddy is hip-hop’s Branson. Both are charismatic, outspoken front men for a staggering array of businesses, and though they both started out in the record business, their ability to identify and revolutionize other lucrative sectors truly set them apart. And just as another legendary founder, Steve Jobs, didn’t invent MP3 players—but found a way to make them sexy with the iPod—Diddy earned many of his millions by making flavored vodka synonymous with celebration, lifting Diageo’s Cîroc from relative obscurity and almost single-handedly making it the number two premium vodka in the world.


“It’s like watching Elon Musk today: because he believes in it, he’s driven an industry,” says Stephen Rust, Diageo’s president of new business and reserve brands. “When Sean believes in something and sees it in his head… don’t bet against him.”9


Diddy, Dre, and Jay-Z are modern embodiments of the American dream, but the details of their journeys are surprisingly scant. There have been only two major books on Jay-Z: his lyrics-oriented autobiography, Decoded, and my own business-focused Empire State of Mind. “That book was horrible!” the rapper once told me.10 (“He’s just messing with you,” explained Diddy when I relayed the anecdote. “He’s a good cat.”)11 Dre is incredibly private and makes many of those who work with him sign nondisclosure agreements12; Diddy, while more open, has never been the subject of a business biography. Despite the three kings’ celebrity, their sagas have remained relatively unexplored in an in-depth capacity—and never together—until now.


In the coming pages, I’ll work to unravel the layers of mystery surrounding the lives of Dr. Dre and Diddy and add new insights into that of Jay-Z, providing some entrepreneurial lessons along the way. Together, their stories offer a lens through which to view the broader narrative of hip-hop and its journey from local fringes to the global mainstream. I draw on my encounters with all three titular characters, focusing on how their individual paths diverged and converged, each at times directly at odds with at least one of the others, before ultimately coming together.


Scores of others have played major roles in rap’s rise, and they make appearances in these pages as well. Among the hundred-plus figures I’ve interviewed: Kevin “Lovebug Starski” Smith, the rapping DJ arguably responsible for coining the term “hip-hop”; Fab 5 Freddy, the pioneering graffiti artist whose friendships with Keith Haring and Jean-Michel Basquiat helped advance hip-hop’s visual sensibility; and Theodore “Grandwizzard Theodore” Livingston—inventor of the scratch technique now used by nearly every DJ on the planet—who believes hip-hop was universal from the outset.


“People around the world were probably pretty much going through the same thing we were going through: single-parent homes, poverty, low income, school, drugs,” says Theodore. “This problem was not only here in New York.”13


While reporting my book, I traveled from the heart of the South Bronx to the fjords of Norway, speaking with pioneering behind-the-scenes operators including aforementioned Def Jam founder Russell Simmons, early artist manager Charles Stettler, and Bronx nightclub owner Sal Abbatiello; new-breed executives like Kevin Liles, Rob Stone, and Troy Carter; and stars of all stripes, including Kasseem “Swizz Beatz” Dean, Kendrick Lamar, and Shaquille O’Neal. I even interviewed Biggie’s mom.


Though the three kings have reaped the rewards of the hip-hop economy, the same can’t be said for many of the genre’s founding fathers. Some of them go as far as to suggest that modern rap should be viewed as an entirely separate category from the genre they invented, despite the fact that rap is widely understood to be a large circle within the Venn diagram of hip-hop; almost all acknowledge that the movement has changed drastically over the decades, for better or worse. “It’s really not my hip-hop anymore,” says Curtis “Grandmaster Caz” Fisher, a pioneering emcee whose lyrics—cribbed by the Sugarhill Gang—formed the backbone of the genre’s first commercial hit, “Rapper’s Delight,” in 1979.14


Caz is one of many who gave or signed away valuable music rights for a pittance decades ago, a showbiz tradition that has become a painful and indelible aspect of the hip-hop psyche, and likely part of the reason financial gain is so often flaunted when it does occur. Unlike rock music, which is in many ways a reaction against wealth, a core element of hip-hop is rejoicing in success.15 “Hip-hop from the beginning has always been aspirational,” Jay-Z told Forbes in 2010. “It always broke that notion that an artist can’t think about money as well. Just so long as you separate the two and you’re not making music with business in mind.”16


This book offers a peek into both the musical and financial sides of the industry, with a heavy dose of hip-hop history coming in the first few chapters. Most of the myriad characters mentioned in these pages deserve more ink than they’re given; to help keep track, I’ve created a dramatis personae at the back of this book. Throughout the narrative, as the kings ascend to the upper strata of the entertainment and business worlds, their circles grow smaller, and the names become fewer—and more recognizable to the casual reader.


In just a few decades, hip-hop has become deeply and profitably intertwined with mainstream global culture, and emcees born in other countries have gone on to enjoy great success locally and internationally. Take MC Solaar, the French rapper who debuted with the smash single “Bouge de Là” (“move a little”) in 1991 and by the 2000s was contributing songs to The Hills and Sex and the City. Or Tommy Tee, the godfather of Norwegian hip-hop, who took inspiration from the culture coming out of the Bronx in the early 1980s and went on to help launch a similar scene in Scandinavia at around the same time, complete with all the elements of hip-hop. “In the regular newspaper, they had break dance courses—‘How to Break-Dance’—for a whole summer,” says Tee, who has released several studio albums and runs his own independent label. “Now we have a generation that’s born in the nineties that grew up with hip-hop… everywhere.”17


More recently, the genre has given rise to a film that grossed north of $200 million worldwide (the Dre-produced N.W.A. biopic Straight Outta Compton), one of the most popular television shows in the United States (Empire, whose lead character is a mélange of the three kings, but particularly Jay-Z and Diddy), and the most-awarded Broadway show in recent memory (Hamilton, a hip-hop history written by a New Yorker of Puerto Rican heritage and performed by a cast that brought a much-needed blast of diversity to the Great White Way).


To be sure, Diddy, Dr. Dre, and Jay-Z alone weren’t responsible for all of hip-hop’s recent triumphs, nor were they on the front lines as the genre’s first champions smashed barrier after barrier that stood in the way of its early progress. They weren’t always model citizens either—all three had violent episodes, though none did any hard time—yet each man’s most serious brushes with the law served as a life lesson and a career turning point. Hip-hop is now America’s most-consumed genre, fronted by a generation of up-and-comers whose trail was blazed by Diddy, Dr. Dre, and Jay-Z. Despite their imperfections, the members of this trio combined to do something vital: transport a mature but evolving movement to places nobody dreamed it could go while providing an incredible set of entrepreneurial blueprints.


“Who thought we were going to be promoting Skittles?” asks former Def Jam president Kevin Liles. “Who thought that we would be in the headphone space? Who thought that we would get bought out? Who thought that we would own a streaming company? Who thought that we would have a five-hundred-million-dollar alcohol? And I don’t think we’re done.”18


It may have been Lawrence “KRS-One” Parker, the conscientious old-school “rapper’s rapper,” who put it best. One day, at a press conference, a writer asked him what he thought about the corporatization of hip-hop.


“I don’t look at it as the corporatization of hip-hop,” KRS said. “I look at it as the hip-hopitization of corporate America.”


The room fell silent.


“You’re not changing us,” he continued. “We’re changing you.”19















CHAPTER 1



The Originators


Lovebug Starski may be best known for getting shouted out by Notorious B.I.G. in “Juicy,” a 1994 hit produced by Diddy and later sampled by Jay-Z. The song, however, makes no mention of Starski’s chief contribution to hip-hop: though he didn’t invent the genre, he may well have been the first to give it a name.


“I would do a rhyme and I would get stuck for a couple of words, and I would just go, ‘Then you rock the hip, then you rock the hop, a hip-hop a hippi, da hop hop hippi hippi…’” he explains, recalling his early days as a pioneering rapper-DJ in New York. “And it caught on because I’d be doing it in the rhythm of the record.”1


He says this sitting at my dining room table, eating takeaway from a five-dollar sushi buffet after declining my offer to take him out for lunch. Starski is nearing age sixty, much older and heavier now than in the faded YouTube videos he shows me on his phone, in which he skips across a pastel stage jovially delivering Dr. Seuss–style rhymes. Today he speaks obliquely about his declining health and tattered finances, wheezing occasionally, but then he’ll toss in a detail like the price of his coat: $1,700. Or he’ll laugh—a booming, subterranean sort of guffaw that makes it sound as though he just ate a subwoofer—usually while reminiscing about his early days.


Born Kevin Smith in the South Bronx, the aspiring DJ fell in with a gang called the Black Spades. “At first my name was Kool DJ Kev,” he says. “Not catchy.” While watching a Herbie the Love Bug film with some fellow gang members, his stage name simply erupted from his brain. “I looked up at the screen… I said, ‘I’m the l-o-v-e the b-u-g!’” he raps to me. “I just kept doing it and doing it, and got kicked in the head with a fucking army boot by a female Spades member.” The second part of his name came to him in rhyme, too: “Like a crippled crab without a crutch, it’s Starski without a Hutch.”


Following close on the heels of his friend Anthony “DJ Hollywood” Holloway, Starski became one of the first rapping DJs to emerge from the disco scene in the 1970s, and many better-known wordsmiths have gotten rich cribbing his rhymes. As journalists started covering hip-hop, though, the narrative of its origins coalesced around the easily packaged idea of a holy trinity of founders: Afrika Bambaataa, Clive “DJ Kool Herc” Campbell, and Joseph “Grandmaster Flash” Saddler.


All three deserve recognition as much as anyone, but trying to accurately pinpoint three—or even five—originators of a movement with as many diverse influences as hip-hop is tricky. The trinity concept leaves out forerunners like Jalal “Lightnin’ Rod” Nuriddin, a member of the civil rights–era group the Last Poets. His 1973 spoken-word album, an underworld Iliad known as Hustlers Convention, has caused many to dub him the grandfather of rap. “All the candy rappers got my money,” Lightnin’ Rod complained when I spoke with him in 2016. (He said that he had known Jay-Z’s father. But when I asked if he’d tell me more for the book, he demanded compensation, and I declined per journalistic principle.)2


Others with a claim include Brooklyn DJ Grandmaster Flowers, disco group the Fatback Band, jazz poet Gil Scott-Heron, smooth-talking midcentury radio personalities like Frankie Crocker and Jocko Henderson, swaggering rhymester Muhammad Ali, and scatting jazz legend Louis Armstrong. Hip-hop’s lineage could even be traced as far back as the troubadours of West Africa, called griots, who’ve engaged in spoken-word storytelling for ages. For Lightnin’ Rod, Starski, and their ilk, there’s a palpable bitterness toward the movement they helped create. They feel ignored by the three kings’ generation; occasional lip service isn’t enough.


“Puffy would never walk up to me and say, ‘What up, Lovebug, you all right?’” says Starski, raising his voice as he plays out the hypothetical encounter. “‘Hell no, motherfucker! Put a million in my pocket!… I don’t want no photo op with your ass, ’cause it don’t mean nothing. I can’t take it down to the subway and get on the train with it.’”3


Though the likes of Flash and Fab still earn a comfortable living plying their respective trades, the same can’t be said of most of the pioneers, even one of those whose lyrics were used without permission in “Rapper’s Delight,” the first hip-hop song to crack the pop charts.


“I came up with all those rhymes, you know?” says Starski, his eyes suddenly misty. “It was real good times, Zack, innocent times. We were all innocent. Nobody knew nothing about business.”
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If Starski, Bambaataa, Flash, Herc, and Hollywood are among hip-hop’s founding fathers, you might say that midcentury master builder Robert Moses is the genre’s estranged, power-crazed, malevolent granduncle. His policies uprooted scores of New Yorkers and shuffled them into the dysfunctional housing projects where the collective angst of a generation would be channeled into what became hip-hop.


Moses made himself the most influential figure in postwar New York City by amassing appointed positions and political capital, shaping the city’s development according to his own imperial worldview. After the 1964 completion of Shea Stadium,4 he declared, “When the Emperor Titus opened the Colosseum in eighty A.D. he could have felt no happier.” Moses believed the future would be dominated by the automobile, and that he could solve all urban ills by constructing hulking skyscrapers and connecting them by a vast web of thoroughfares. Starting in 1931, he built just about every major highway in the city and all seven bridges leading to and from the Bronx, rigged with enough steel wire to circle the earth.5


Though he had his share of triumphs, among them the performance spaces at Lincoln Center, Moses’s creations are in many ways overshadowed by what he destroyed. Using highway construction as a pretext for leveling areas deemed blighted, a process that came to be known by the Orwellian name “urban renewal,” his minions bulldozed blocks of vibrant minority neighborhoods, uprooting an estimated 250,000 residents. About a quarter of them were evicted from a few square miles of land to clear the way for the Cross Bronx Expressway and resettled into grim housing projects, an operation akin to the forced removals that occurred at around the same time in South African neighborhoods like Cape Town’s District Six.6


Moses’s form of discrimination wasn’t codified in the blatant terms of state-sanctioned apartheid, but the destruction wrought by his plans came in concert with new construction bearing a clear message. He “built housing bleak, sterile, cheap—expressive of patronizing condescension in every line,” Robert Caro wrote in his Pulitzer-winning book The Power Broker. “And he built it in locations that contributed to the ghettoization of the city, dividing up the city by color and income.”7


On a snowy night in 1967, Clive Campbell and his sister, Cindy, emigrated with their parents from Jamaica to the Bronx. They settled into an apartment at 1520 Sedgwick Ave, a complex almost close enough to the Cross Bronx Expressway to allow them to smell the diesel burning. Six years later, inspired by Cindy’s desire to generate cash for back-to-school shopping, the two siblings threw a party in their building’s rec room (admission: fifty cents). Clive worked the turntable, selecting the name DJ Kool Herc for himself.


The last part of this moniker aimed to signal his Herculean physical prowess (he earned medals, as well as American friends, for his track-and-field efforts in high school), while “Kool” was inspired by a cigarette commercial. In the spot, a James Bond look-alike drives an Aston Martin, his Kools in a box by the gearshift. When his lady friend reaches for one, he stops the car and tells her to get out. “And the commercial says, ‘Nobody touches my silver thin,’” Herc recalled decades later. “I was like, ‘Wow, that’s Kool!’” Thus, the DJ many consider to be the foremost founding father of hip-hop launched his career with product placement ingrained in his professional name, auguring the multibillion-dollar connection between brands and the genre in the years to come.8


In addition to his thick Jamaican accent, Herc possessed something his mostly teenage audience hadn’t heard before: a sound system as physically imposing as he was. Borrowed from his father, the speakers became especially important when, after a few parties, Herc outgrew the rec room and started playing outside.9 He’d crack open streetlamp bases and tap their electric wiring to power his massive system, playing songs with lengthy danceable sections—known as the “break” or the “get-down”—by acts like the Incredible Bongo Band and James Brown. To optimize the experience for what came to be known as break-dancers, he’d pick up his turntable’s needle at the end of the break and set it back to the beginning, thereby extending the prime part of the song, or to the break of another song altogether. He called this the “merry-go-round.”10


The parties, and hip-hop itself, served as an outlet for—and an expression of—the frustrations of life in the Bronx. Local emcee Melvin “Melle Mel” Glover would sum up the harsh realities best in “The Message” several years later: “Broken glass everywhere / People pissin’ on the stairs, you know they just don’t care,” he rapped, going on to bemoan the “rats in the front room, roaches in the back,” and the “junkies in the alley with a baseball bat.” Crime had indeed surged: from 1965 to 1975, in the wake of Moses’s urban renewal, violent offenses tripled across New York.11


At 1520 Sedgwick, though, a relatively peaceful atmosphere prevailed, thanks to the presence of hulking Herc himself, with help from his sidekick, an emcee who went by the name Coke La Rock and peppered performances with soon-to-be-ubiquitous ad-libbed phrases like “Ya rock and ya don’t stop!” and “To the beat, y’all!” In the mind of many historians, Herc’s parties constituted the beginning of hip-hop in 1973. “He’s the father,” says Caz, who grew up three blocks from 1520 Sedgwick. “He’s the guy that everybody aspired to be… Nobody was there when Herc was there in the beginning.”12


If anyone could match Herc in terms of sheer presence, it was Bambaataa. Even today, the burly DJ explodes out of cars and bursts into restaurants with the bombastic intensity of the Incredible Hulk. Little is known about his origins, and he doesn’t offer many clues (“I’m really from the universe… I’m what you call a person of star seed,” he said when I first interviewed him in 2009).13 Working backward, he arrived on this planet—birthed by an Earthly mother, or so he says—in the late 1950s or thereabouts. He grew up in the Bronx River Houses, a Moses monstrosity ten minutes east on the Cross Bronx from Herc’s stomping grounds. By the early 1970s, he’d risen to the rank of warlord in the Black Spades.


On a trip to Africa at around this time, he discovered the luscious grooves of Afrobeat legend Fela Kuti; upon his return, Bambaataa created a peaceful organization called the Universal Zulu Nation. He convinced many Black Spades to put down their weapons and pick up his new philosophy, codifying and preaching four pillars: DJing (spinning records), emceeing (rhyming over a beat), graffiti (street art), and b-boying (break dancing). He later added a fifth pillar: knowledge.


“Everybody needs to show respect to each other’s ways and culture of life that we get on this planet,” Bambaataa told me. “Don’t get caught up on, ‘I’m black, brown, yellow, red, or white.’” (There are some odious matters that run contrary to this lofty talk: Bambaataa was recently accused of sexually abusing adolescent boys throughout the 1970s, allegations that he has strenuously denied; it appears that he won’t face prosecution due to New York’s statute of limitations, though the Zulu Nation did remove him from its ranks.)14


Bambaataa wasn’t the first person to spin records or write graffiti, or to celebrate emceeing or b-boying, but these four core elements of hip-hop coalesced under his aegis when he started throwing parties in the South Bronx. He’d play the unfamiliar music he had found in Africa—from Kuti to Nigerian juju musicians like King Sunny Adé—alongside Sly and the Family Stone, Herbie Hancock, and Kraftwerk. Bambaataa’s long grooves enabled a golden age of break dancing.


Meanwhile, a couple of miles south of 1520 Sedgwick, Grandmaster Flash emerged on the scene thanks to even more advanced methods of turntablism. He helped popularize the scratch move invented by his pal Grandwizzard Theodore, who discovered the technique of moving the vinyl back and forth in rhythm in 1975. (While practicing his DJ skills as an adolescent, his mother startled him by bursting into his room and telling him to turn down the volume; he accidentally nudged the vinyl, and the resulting sound went on to become a turntablist staple.) Theodore soon earned a reputation as one of the most dexterous DJs in the neighborhood, as did Flash, who gained an even greater measure of renown for using two turntables at the same time and cutting up the breaks with the precision of a sushi chef.15


The technique had been born, but word moved slowly in those days. “Hip-hop is kind of regional in a small sense,” Caz explains. “If you from Bronx River, you got your hip-hop from Bambaataa. If you was from the West Side, you got it from Kool Herc. If you was from the South Bronx, you got it from Flash.”16


Of the three, Bambaataa became the first to draw interest from beyond the Bronx. Tom Silverman was a Colby College geology major who had started a publication called the Dance Music Report with other recent grads of the Maine school in 1978. One day, Silverman dropped by Downstairs Records on the seedy fringes of Times Square and found it packed with teenagers from the Bronx. They were scooping up records by the Incredible Bongo Band as well as by rocker Billy Squier and pop-rock quartet the Monkees. When he asked the shoppers why they wanted the records, they replied with an almost religious zeal, “We buy what Afrika Bambaataa plays.”17


In many ways, the ascendant genre was completely novel. And in others, it seemed strangely familiar.


“Hip-hop was always here, since the beginning of time,” says Theodore. “The tribespeople, they sit around the campfire and tell stories to the kids. That’s like the emcee right there. Then you got my ancestors, they bang on the drums and that’s like the DJ. Then they do the tribal dances to the drums—that’s like the b-boys. Then you go to the caves and you see the hieroglyphics… That’s like the graffiti artist… Those four elements is hip-hop right there. Basically, what we did, we just reinvented hip-hop.”18
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The beat may have always been there, but the innovators showed up on their own schedules. Closest to the Bronx, geographically, was Sean Combs—alternately known as Puffy, Puff Daddy, P. Diddy, and Diddy—born on November 4, 1969, in Harlem. Roughly three years later, his father, Melvin Combs, was gunned down in a parked car on Central Park West; someone in his circle thought he’d been preparing to talk to the authorities about a sensitive business deal.19


As Dan Charnas points out in the first line of his excellent book The Big Payback, Harlem was home to Alexander Hamilton—the man who essentially invented American money (and later inspired the most successful Broadway musical in a generation). And over time, the neighborhood has been home to many experts at making and flaunting it. The elder Combs boasted a portfolio of operations that was quite diversified, if not always legal. He made money by driving cabs, owning bars, operating limousine companies, and distributing narcotics. An associate of drug lord Frank Lucas, the titular character played by Denzel Washington in American Gangster, Combs would bring his young son to Lucas’s home on occasion. (The young Diddy didn’t like to share: “My daughter used to push him off the [toys],” Lucas once said.20) Though Melvin Combs passed away very early in his child’s life, he left a lasting impression.


“I learned early in life that there’s only two ways out of that: dead or in jail,” explained Diddy in 2013, speaking of his father’s lifestyle. “It made me work even harder… I have his hustler’s mentality.”21


Though not quite as conspicuous as Lucas, who famously caught the attention of the feds after showing up at a boxing match between Muhammad Ali and Joe Frazier wearing a $100,000 floor-length chinchilla coat, Combs’s flashy fashion preferences earned him the nickname “Pretty Melvin.” Says Dillard Morrison Jr., a contemporary of the elder Combs: “You can see him through his son. He was immaculate. Every hair was in place. He stood out among most guys because of the way he carried himself.”22


Despite the challenges of his early life, the younger Combs came away from his childhood with a certain fondness for the era. “I feel blessed because I was able to be born in nineteen sixty-nine,” Diddy told me in 2014. “Then I got to grow up in the seventies as a child, and be trained with that music and that whole vibe around me, and then I got to grow up with hip-hop in the eighties.”23


As a youngster, he lived in Esplanade Gardens, an affordable-housing complex near the 148th Street subway terminus in Harlem, just a ten-minute drive from Herc’s Sedgwick parties. Diddy was raised by his grandmother and mother, Janice, who recognized her son’s comfort with being the center of attention. This facilitated his appearance in a Baskin-Robbins television commercial at age two; later, he modeled alongside The Wiz star Stephanie Mills in Essence magazine. When Diddy reached middle-school age, Janice moved the family to the middle-class Westchester suburb of Mount Vernon. As a teen, Diddy continued to show an interest in fashion, selling shirts and ties at Macy’s; he also grew his income by delivering newspapers.24 (“I didn’t settle at one paper route,” he explained in a Cîroc commercial. “I went and got four.”)


At his new home in Mount Vernon, he became annoyed that his white neighbors didn’t invite him over to swim in their pool, so he badgered his mother into installing one of their own—bigger than the one next door—and his house became the place kids of every race wanted to be.25 He continued to enjoy popularity at Mount Saint Michael Academy, a Catholic high school across the county line in the Bronx, where he starred on the football team. Friends noted that he always walked around with his chest puffed out and gave him a nickname: Puffy. He helped his varsity football team win a division title, but a broken leg during his senior year ended his career prematurely. “That dream got deferred,” he says. “God had another plan for me.”26
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The cultural and economic realities of Harlem and the Bronx during the 1970s were separated by a gulf far wider than the narrow river that runs between the two areas. In the Bronx, things got so bad that landlords would pay to have their own apartment buildings burned down, often shelling out as little as fifty dollars to petty criminals in hopes of earning a low-six-figure insurance payout (a fate suffered by Starski’s first childhood home).27 One fire, visible from a 1977 World Series game at Yankee Stadium, prompted commentator Howard Cosell to famously declare, “There it is, ladies and gentlemen: the Bronx is burning.”


Harlem, on the other hand, claimed a historic position as the informal capital of black America, home to the Apollo Theater and Maya Angelou and the Harlem Renaissance. It was also where elite gangsters like Frank Lucas and their midlevel counterparts lived and worked. Money flowed through the streets, not just from drugs, but from an informal—and illegal—citywide lottery known as the numbers game. Players would scrawl three-digit jackpot guesses on slips of paper that they’d hand to their neighborhood runner. (Depending on the neighborhood, the winning number was taken from published horse racing results—the last three digits of the cash taken in at the track on a designated day, for example.) Harlem pulsated as the epicenter of this informal economic engine, which at one point employed an estimated hundred thousand workers and resulted in some eight thousand arrests per year.28


All this bustle created an economy that allowed DJ Hollywood to become a celebrity among Harlem’s power players, who paid him as much as $5,000 per night to rock glitzy uptown parties. Beyond the traditional DJ patter, he often laid down extended, syncopated rhymes over disco beats.29 Some therefore consider him one of the first true hip-hop acts, while others strenuously disagree. “When the first school of hip-hop started, we were against what was going on then,” says Caz, who grew up near Herc in the Bronx. “All these club and disco DJs… they’d kick us right out of their party.”30


Hollywood attracted plenty of followers who couldn’t make it to his shows. He used an eight-track recorder to create mixtapes of himself rapping over disco rhythms, spreading them through a growing community of listeners in Harlem and the Bronx in the early 1970s. Starski remembers visiting a friend just to sit in his Cadillac, which had an eight-track player capable of broadcasting Hollywood’s music.31 “When I heard [DJ Hollywood] spit that fire, I knew that was what I wanted to do,” says Starski. “And nothing in the world was going to stop me.”


As a teenager, Starski had gotten his start working as an assistant to a Harlem Globetrotter turned disco DJ by the name of Pete DJ Jones, who would pay him five dollars a night to help carry his equipment—and, rather frequently, to cover for him. “Sometimes he’d overdrink and he’d say, ‘Well, Starski, I need you to play this program right here,’” the rapper recalls. “‘And don’t say nothing on the mic, because I don’t want them to know I’m not playing.’” Then the towering Jones would find a quiet corner in which to pass out, waking up hours later to rave reviews of his set. Soon Starski was getting $300 per night for his own gigs, and by 1979 he’d joined Edward “Eddie Cheeba” Sturgis and Hollywood as the top rapping DJs in town.


That same year, the late Sylvia Robinson—a Harlem native who’d reached the top fifteen on the charts in 1957 as soul prodigy Little Sylvia, and later started a small label called Sugar Hill Records with her husband, Joe—was invited to a cousin’s birthday party at Harlem World, a club on 116th Street.32 She and Joe had moved across the river to New Jersey and hadn’t even wanted to go to the celebration, but the invitation included a note that Sylvia would be in attendance. “You don’t want to upset your fans and not go there,” Sylvia’s niece, Diane, had told her.33


When she arrived at the club, Sylvia immediately saw Starski electrifying the crowd. His audience obeyed his call-and-response orders like army cadets as he rapped over “Good Times” by Chic, tossing out soon-to-be-famous directives such as “Throw your hands in the air, wave ’em like you just don’t care.” Recalls Starski: “She had never seen anyone like me on the turntables and on the microphone.”34


As Sylvia soaked up the spirit of the club that night, she saw the potential for something even larger: a form of music that could make the jump from parties to vinyl. She suspected that the listeners shaking their hips at Harlem World would pay to get their own copies of such records—and she decided to produce them in her studio. “She was always an entrepreneur,” says her son, Leland Robinson. “When everybody else said, ‘No,’ she said, ‘Yes.’”35


Sylvia sent Diane up to the DJ booth to tell Starski that she’d like to record him. He thought she was kidding, and jokingly called for security. Undeterred, Sylvia contacted Starski after the show, only to discover that he was under contract with a booking agent who refused to do business with her because he didn’t like Joe, a former numbers runner with underworld ties.36 The Robinsons had launched Sugar Hill with the help of a $20,000 to $25,000 loan from Joe’s associate Morris Levy—a music executive notorious for stiffing talent and, eventually, worse. (Levy was convicted of extortion charges alongside a member of the Genovese crime family shortly before his death in 1988.)


But the Robinsons needed a hit to maintain their lifestyle. When Sylvia couldn’t get Starski, she went searching for guys in Englewood who could rap. She soon found Henry “Big Bank Hank” Jackson working at a slice joint called Crispy Crust Pizza, along with her sons’ intermittently homeless friend Michael “Wonder Mike” Wright. As they talked, Guy “Master Gee” O’Brien walked up and informed them that he could rap, too. Sylvia dubbed them the Sugarhill Gang and hired a band to replicate the rhythm of “Good Times,” telling them, “I’ve got these kids who are going to talk real fast over it; that’s the best way I can describe it.”37


The three youngsters recorded their verses, cribbing most of their lyrics from Starski and Caz. The latter would go on to be a part of the seminal hip-hop act the Cold Crush Brothers; in 1979, though, he mainly focused on his group Mighty Force, for which Hank served as a bouncer-manager hybrid. Before “Rapper’s Delight” came out, Hank actually mentioned it to Caz and even borrowed his songwriting notebook. “We didn’t discuss any business,” Caz told me. “I just figured, if you down with me and you make it, or something happens, then it’s going to trickle down to me.”38


Much like the Reagan-era economics of the same name that promised prosperity to communities like the Bronx, the trickle down never happened. After Wonder Mike opened the song with the classic line, “Now what you hear is not a test, I’m rapping to the beat,” Hank delivered the first verse of “Rapper’s Delight,” and lifted the lyrics of Caz—also known as Casanova Fly—word for word, not even bothering to change his name: “I’m the c-a-s-an, the o-v-a and the rest is f-l-y…”


“They didn’t know a lot about rap,” says Starski. “They knew just enough to rap sixteen minutes on this record.”39


The track debuted in September 1979 and became known as the first hip-hop single to crack the Top 40 on the Billboard charts, though to this day, many of the genre’s founders don’t even consider it hip-hop. The song generated $3.5 million in revenues for Sugar Hill40 and a major lifestyle upgrade for Wonder Mike. (“He bought the classic Lincoln—and went and bought another one the next day,” says Leland Robinson.)41 And that’s how a child star from Harlem brought hip-hop’s first major cultural moment to life in a New Jersey studio with the help of a trio of teenagers who borrowed their lyrics from the genre’s Bronx forefathers.


“Nobody knew about rights or publishing or royalties or anything like that,” says Caz.42 Adds Starski: “There wasn’t no lawsuits back in the day. It wasn’t like, ‘You stole my rhyme, I’m going to sue you.’ Niggas didn’t know music like that, the politics of it. They weren’t business oriented.”43
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A year before the release of “Rapper’s Delight,” Shawn Carter discovered hip-hop right in his own backyard. On a sweaty summer afternoon in Brooklyn’s Marcy Houses, a bleak public-housing project much like the places that had produced Herc and Bambaataa, a nine-year-old boy soon to be known as Jay-Z noticed a group of kids standing in a circle. One of them, a local rapper called Slate, freestyled about everything—anything—that crossed his mind, from the sidewalk to the crowd around him to the quality of his own rhymes. He rapped until dusk fell, spitting lyrics as though possessed.


“That’s some cool shit was the first thing I thought,” Jay-Z wrote in his autobiography. “Then: I could do that.” He went home and immediately started filling spiral notebooks with rhymes of his own. (Later, paranoid that rivals would steal his lines, he started stashing songs entirely in his head.)44


The Brooklyn of Jay-Z’s youth was about as far from its current craft-beer-and-yoga-pants reality as “Rapper’s Delight” is from the big-budget singles and videos of today. Jay-Z came into the world on December 4, 1969—exactly a month after Diddy, and barely a decade after the borough lost its beating heart, the Brooklyn Dodgers. The team left Ebbets Field, two and a half miles south of the Marcy Houses, and moved to Los Angeles after the 1957 season. Owner Walter O’Malley had initially wanted to stay in the borough, setting his sights on a downtown location near the Atlantic Yards transit hub. But Robert Moses made it clear that he’d stymie any attempt O’Malley made to stay in Brooklyn, offering only a spot in his planned stadium in Flushing, along with a price tag that would have cost the Dodgers millions more than the package from Los Angeles.45


Faced with those choices, O’Malley took his team west. (Ebbets Field would be razed in 1960, replaced with yet another drab housing complex.) Moses managed to deflect the blame for the Dodgers’ departure onto the shoulders of O’Malley. (A common Brooklyn question: “If you had a gun with two bullets and walked into a room with Hitler, Stalin, and Walter O’Malley, who would you shoot?” A common Brooklyn answer: “O’Malley—twice!”) Others left too—428,000 residents between 1950 and 1980,46 as tens of thousands of jobs at places like Spalding and the Brooklyn Navy Yard disappeared47—and working-class Brooklyn devolved into another urban wasteland. “Outside, in Marcy’s courtyards and across the country, teenagers wore automatic weapons like they were sneakers,” Jay-Z noted. “Broad daylight shoot-outs had our grandmothers afraid to leave the house.”48


To make matters worse within his own home, when Jay-Z was ten years old, his father abandoned the family, causing the young rapper to become less trusting and more reclusive.49 His mother sometimes struggled to put food on the table, and he’d often have to eat at friends’ apartments because there wasn’t enough at home. To escape his reality, he would listen to his mother’s soul records and hone his rap skills, pounding out beats on the kitchen table, often staying inside to scour dictionaries in search of new words while his friends played basketball outside.50


Jay-Z’s ambitions might not have outgrown Marcy if it hadn’t been for a few early mentors. Among them: his sixth grade teacher, who took the class to her house on a field trip, one of his first excursions outside the ghetto. “She had an ice thing on her refrigerator,” Jay-Z told Steve Forbes in 2010. “You know: you push it and the ice and the water comes down. I was really amazed by that. I was like, ‘I want one of those.’… I saw a whole different world that day, and my imagination grew from there.”51


Then, in 1984, Jay-Z met Jonathan “Jaz-O” Burks. Sensing a potential pupil, the elder rapper instilled in Jay-Z an understanding of metaphor, simile, onomatopoeia, and other crucial concepts. “I basically taught him structure as far as writing songs,” says Jaz-O. “I taught him some of the intricacies like vocal projection [and how] convincing people of anything, regardless of what you’re saying, is the way you say it.”52


Shawn Carter soon became Jay-Z, a portmanteau of his childhood nickname (Jazzy) and two of the subway lines that stop near the Marcy Houses (J and Z), as well as, it seems, an homage to his first musical mentor. One of the first songs they recorded together—a track rapped so fast that it seemed someone had simply fast-forwarded an early hip-hop tune—was called “The Originators.”
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Before hip-hop could become a billion-dollar business, it had to move from housing projects and public parks into its own venues. Starski, Hollywood, and their ilk were practicing an early form of hip-hop in discotheques, to be sure, but disco itself was declining rapidly.


Enter twenty-five-year-old Sal Abbatiello, an Italian American guy from the Bronx with slicked-back hair, a mustache, and a purple Cadillac. His was one of the few white families that hadn’t yet fled the neighborhood, sticking around to operate lounges and nightclubs. Sal grew up helping his mother tend bar, and in 1976 he took charge of the family’s newest offering, the Disco Fever. At 167th and Jerome, a twenty-minute walk south from 1520 Sedgwick and just six blocks north of Yankee Stadium, the club was generally rocked by disco DJs until its 6 a.m. closing time, but sometimes they’d leave early and put an aspiring turntablist named Sweet G in charge.


“At the end of the night he would start rhyming and emceeing on the mic,” recalls Abbatiello. “Now, back in the day, in our disco, nobody spoke on the mic. DJs didn’t have a mic in the DJ booth because there was no business being done on the mic.”53


But every time Sweet G told the members of the crowd to wave their hands in the air like they just didn’t care, the place erupted. Abbatiello suspected that he’d stumbled upon something—perhaps a youth-centric genre that could replace disco. He became friends with G and asked him to take him to the parks where other DJs of his type were playing. Flash and his crew of emcees, the Furious Five, impressed Abbatiello the most.54


“I am going to make you a star,” he insisted when he finally met Flash, promising a fifty-dollar-per-night weekly gig.55


“Fifty dollars!” replied Flash, outraged.


“What do you want?” said Abbatiello. “We are going to charge a dollar to get in, a dollar to drink.”


Flash eventually agreed to the fee after Abbatiello agreed to include an additional sum for the Furious Five. But Abbatiello’s father’s friends—the older black clientele that filled the family’s other clubs—thought the idea was terrible. A common refrain, according to the younger Abbatiello: “They talk in the microphone and they talk over other people’s music? What kind of shit is that?”


Abbatiello prevailed upon his father to offer up a weeknight for the show, and soon he was running around the Bronx handing out flyers promoting the first performance of Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five. When the big day finally rolled around, the result was astonishing. “I had about seven hundred people show up the first night,” Abbatiello says. “On a Tuesday.”


Hip-hop’s earliest practitioners caught wind of the parties and found their way to the Disco Fever stage, from Flash to Herc to Starski to Hollywood to Cheeba; young crowds flocked to see them. At the time, the drinking age was eighteen, but plenty of underage patrons were able to get into what became known simply as the Fever. Abbatiello launched promotions geared to his clientele, offering free admission to students who showed straight A report cards at the door. Sometimes he’d let homeless teenagers sleep in the club overnight or give them money to buy food.


The Fever was far from squeaky-clean, though. Abbatiello recognized that some of his patrons were there for drugs, and instead of trying to root out the practice, he created “get high” rooms in the back. He even built an elaborate system of blinking lights to alert patrons that police were on the way. These sympathetic policies generated a level of loyalty among the revelers, some of whom became stars in their own right. One of them: Harlem emcee Kurt Walker.


“We called him Kurtis Blow for two reasons,” says Russell Simmons, the bold, bald Def Jam cofounder who got his start managing the aforementioned rapper. “He kept selling fake cocaine… and blow was better than cheeba.”56


Seemingly overnight, Blow and Simmons went from waiting in line at the Fever to being VIPs after Blow’s holiday hit, “Christmas Rappin’,” debuted, just weeks after the Sugarhill Gang first put hip-hop on the map. (“When ‘Rapper’s Delight’ came out, we had ‘Christmas Rappin’ ’ [ready to go],” explains Simmons. “We felt a little bit as if they had stolen something.”) When Blow’s song started to explode in clubs, a British executive at PolyGram’s Mercury Records tracked him down and inked him to a $10,000 deal, making him the first rapper to sign with a major label.


By the dawn of the 1980s, hip-hop had established a secure foothold on the East Coast. Out west, things were just getting started.
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Andre Romell Young was born on February 18, 1965, making him the oldest of the three kings. The boy who would become Dr. Dre got his middle name as a tribute to the singing group of his seventeen-year-old father, Theodore. Dre’s mother, Verna, was just fifteen when her first son arrived; she married Theodore while they were still in high school, but their turbulent union dissolved when Dre was a toddler, as she explained in her memoir, Long Road Outta Compton. Verna raised Dre mostly by herself in the Compton section of Los Angeles.


“Andre loved hearing music, even as an infant,” she wrote. “When music was playing, he would lie content and look around as if he were searching for the direction from which the sound was coming.”57


As was the case for Jay-Z, Diddy, and their forerunners, Dre’s childhood reverberated with the realities of America’s midcentury metropolitan decline. Robert Moses didn’t have to unravel the urban fabric of Los Angeles; it was, as novelist Thomas Pynchon wrote, “less an identifiable city than a grouping of concepts—census tracts, special purpose bond-issue districts, shopping nuclei, all overlaid with access roads to its own freeway.”58


Despite the sprawling randomness of its road map, Los Angeles shared a crucial organizing principle with cities around the country: an insidious, institutionalized brand of racism led by the Federal Housing Administration, which actively recommended that homeowners avoid selling property to unwanted ethnic groups. “If a neighborhood is to retain stability,” a 1938 FHA manual explained, “it is necessary that properties shall continue to be occupied by the same social and racial classes.”59 In Los Angeles, civic groups (including one that unabashedly dubbed itself the Anti-African Housing Association) used what were known as restrictive covenants to wall off as much as 95 percent of the city from black and Asian families in the 1920s. The Supreme Court finally ruled against such practices in 1948, but by then, much of the city had been settled along racial lines.60


Sandwiched between downtown Los Angeles and the working-class port of Long Beach, Compton emerged as a residential neighborhood less plagued by restrictive covenants than others, drawing midcentury minority middle-class families to California with the promise of a palm tree in every yard—the “black American dream,” as a voice-over on Dr. Dre’s 2015 album, Compton, noted. But the influx caused many prejudiced white families to decamp for new, informally segregated suburban subdivisions.


Capital fled, too. The common midcentury practice known as redlining, wherein banks and other organizations refused to invest in minority-dominated neighborhoods, left Compton’s finances in disarray and its infrastructure crumbling. By the 1980s, the number of Los Angeles residents with annual incomes below $15,000 jumped by a third, while individual incomes in excess of $50,000 nearly tripled; the size of the middle-class population in between fell by half.61 As the crack epidemic took hold (more on this later), Compton became a gang-infested drug center with one of the highest per capita murder rates in the United States.62


Dre’s personal life also had its share of strife. He had little contact with his father after his parents split up,63 and his mother remarried, and then divorced again. Dre also lost a baby brother to pneumonia and a half brother to gang violence. He gained a new stepbrother when his mother married William Griffin, the father of Warren “Warren G” Griffin, who would go on to become a successful hip-hop act himself. Dre’s mother provided the family with some stability, working a series of clerking jobs—including one at the Compton Police Department’s traffic division—before settling in as an operations control analyst at McDonnell Douglas Aircraft Company for thirteen years. That allowed her enough disposable income to accumulate a sizable vinyl collection, much to the delight of little Dre, who would spin records at his mother’s social gatherings, often earning a few dollars in tips from her friends.64


“Parliament-Funkadelic and James Brown, Isaac Hayes, Marvin Gaye—this is the music I grew up on,” Dre told VH1’s Behind the Music in 1991. “And I love her for that.”


Though Dre was a model student in middle school, things changed once he entered high school. He didn’t seem to care about doing well in subjects he didn’t like, but the faculty still saw signs of brilliance. “I watch him play chess at lunchtime, and he beats everybody,” his English instructor said. “Students line up to challenge him, yet he remains undefeated.” He excelled in classes that allowed him to flex his creative muscles, such as drafting. One teacher encouraged Dre to apply for an apprenticeship at defense contractor Northrop Aviation, but his grades weren’t good enough. The cash would’ve come in handy, as he fathered the first of his six children at age seventeen (some sources suggest that Dre has closer to a dozen). Schoolwork couldn’t compete with Dre’s two main interests: music and women.65


“Dre would sit in a room sometimes, and you never knew he was there until a woman walked in,” says Alonzo Williams, who owned a local nightspot called Eve After Dark. “He was very introverted as a kid. When he got onstage, he would perk up.”66


Williams learned that firsthand. One night in 1982, after watching Kurtis Blow perform, Dre gathered the courage to get up on the turntables at Williams’s club. The audience saw a teenager who had mastered the scratch technique that Blow’s DJ had brought from New York; beyond that, he had also figured out how to seamlessly blend two records with different beat-per-minute (BPM) rates. Williams had never seen anything like it and soon invited Dre to be part of his group, a sequin-jumpsuit-wearing disco-soul collective called the World Class Wreckin’ Cru. Often anxious beneath his confident exterior, Dre didn’t mind taking a back seat to Williams. (“I don’t like being in the spotlight,” Dre told Rolling Stone in 2015. “I made a fucking weird career choice.”)67


For Christmas in 1984, Dre’s mother and her husband bought him a mixer; he attached it to his sound system and two turntables and stayed in his room all day, practicing. After Verna’s holiday guests had left the house, she opened Dre’s door to say good night. “He was lying on his bed fast asleep, with his headset still on his head and the music blasting,” she wrote. “From that day forward, Andre took his place as the music person of our household.”68
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“I always get emotional when I talk about them days,” says Starski. “Because those were the happiest days of my career.”


We’ve been talking for over an hour now, and his eyes are getting misty again.


“To this day, I can call Herc, and he’ll pick up.”69


As if to prove a point, he whips out his cell, finds “DJ Kool Herc” in his address book, hits dial, and puts the phone on speaker mode. Sure enough, Herc answers almost immediately.


“Hello?”


“Hey Herc, what’s happening, brother?”


“Who’s this?”


“Lovebug.”


“Who?”


“Lovebug.”


“Oh, what up, Lovebug? How you been?”70


“The question always comes up about me, you, and Bambaataa,” Starski continues. “And I always tell the story of how I met you through Pete DJ Jones when you and Pete used to battle. Do you remember those days, Herc?”


“Of course, son!”


“Pete and Herc used to battle, Pete used to get drunk and have me DJ against Herc,” he says to me, as though suddenly forgetting that the DJ is on the phone. “I would hold my own, but I would get my ass kicked every now and then. It was really good times, them days, with me, Herc, Bam, Flash…”


Then Starski stops himself.


“I was just calling you up because I was catching a moment, Herc.”


“Yeah.”


“You understand.”


Starski proceeds to say he’s glad Herc got some money for his participation in an upcoming documentary involving Grandmaster Flash; Herc seems less than thrilled, and Starski tries to soothe him.


“Our time is coming, Herc.”


But the DJ on the other end of the phone isn’t having it, and starts to rattle off a long list of his grievances with other musicians and journalists, his Jamaican accent getting thicker and faster with each passing moment.


“He didn’t do shit,” Herc says of one figure. “He never mentioned my fucking name once… I got the article, our first fucking write-up, got it in 1976. When he see me, he run.”


It’s not entirely clear who he’s talking about; it’s just another name on Herc’s decades-old shit list. And just as suddenly as he heated up, the DJ has cooled down.


“Yo, Lovebug, I gotta go.”


“Okay, baby. I’ll talk to you in a minute.”


The line goes dead.


“He’s bitter,” says Starski, exhaling. “Herc has good days, he’ll call me up. Today, evidently, is a bad day.”71


It’s not entirely clear if it’s a good day or a bad day for Starski himself. Since the late 1970s, there have been plenty of both. Starski signed with Epic Records in 1986—brought on by the same executive who signed the Jacksons, he says—and received a $100,000 deal. He filled up his passport playing shows overseas and lived in London for a spell; his spooky “Thriller”-esque single, “Amityville (the House on the Hill),” reached number twelve on the UK charts. But the lighthearted brand of rap practiced by Starski and his peers was fading stateside, where, by the late 1980s, a more aggressive sound was starting to emanate from southern California. Over the years, Starski struggled with substance abuse and at one point landed in jail.


“I feel bad for Herc. I feel bad for me and Hollywood,” he says, looking at a copy of my Jay-Z biography, Empire State of Mind, which I’ve just given him. “I don’t fault anyone for being a businessman. If I was more business oriented and had the right people around me at the time that I needed them, instead of motherfuckers that was trying to shove coke up my nose…”


Starski sighs.


“Sometimes your luck can be so good,” he says. “And sometimes it can be like, if it’s raining pussy, you get hit with a dick all the time.”


For many of Starski’s peers, though, the forecast appeared much brighter.
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