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CHAPTER 1



THE EXPLANATION


XXXTENTACION was born Jahseh Dwayne Ricardo Onfroy in 1998 at Plantation General Hospital in Plantation, Florida, a mere two and a half miles from Lauderhill, Florida. Lauderhill was the town he would call home for longer than any other, which was not long. He was born on a cool and peaceful Friday. Bill Clinton’s affair with Monica Lewinsky monopolized the headlines. Google had been founded just that year, and Florida had not yet cemented its reputation as a bastion of American insanity.


Jahseh’s father, Dwayne Ricardo Onfroy, was living at 817 Thirty-Sixth Street in West Palm Beach. Dwayne, along with partner Tashno Freeman, would go on to raise daughter Ariana Onfroy and Jahseh for the first year of his life.


Dwayne was a handsome and observably confident young man. His voice was deep, relaxed, and heavy with Jamaican patois. Still, he had a difficult time during his early years in Florida. Court records show he was evicted in 1997 and taken to court at least twice for paternity issues by two different women, neither of whom was Jahseh’s mother. Spokeo lists eight different residences for him between 1993 and 2008, mostly in the West Palm Beach or Haverhill area of Florida.


Jahseh was a healthy and beautiful baby, with one exception: his heart. Baby Jahseh had a ventricular septal defect, or what’s commonly referred to as “a hole in the heart.” Specifically, the hole is located in the wall between the two lower chambers of the heart. The defect is common but it can strain the heart, forcing it to work harder in order to pump blood. For most people, the hole closes by adulthood. Yet, this condition circumscribed the life of young Jahseh. Other kids would be warned not to play rough with the boy. “You don’t want his heart to stop,” adults would warn. He would never grow taller than five foot six.


Jahseh’s mother, Cleopatra Eretha Bernard, was a Jamaican immigrant who, like his father, settled in South Florida. However, Cleopatra and Dwayne’s relationship was short-lived.


In an interview with Michelle Solomon of The Florida Files podcast from October 10, 2018, Dwayne Onfroy described baby Jahseh as able to command attention from birth. Every parent believes their child is beautiful, but this baby, he said, was different. “He was beautiful. My son was literally, a beautiful boy. Not a handsome boy, a beautiful boy.” Dwayne would dress Jahseh in deliberately masculine baby clothes only to find himself walking down the aisle of a Walmart and hear someone tell him what a beautiful baby girl he had. This continued until Jahseh was about five years old. Dwayne attributes the mix-ups to his “long eyelashes, like a little girl.” Since his death, fans and reporters have drawn comparisons between X and Tupac Shakur, another rapper famous for having an overtly masculine persona but also long, and some might say, feminine, eyelashes.


“You’ve seen his mom…,” Dwayne continued in the interview, and it’s clear what he meant. Cleopatra Bernard is arrestingly beautiful. Even today, she looks no older than her grown son did at twenty.


A few months after he was born, Jahseh moved in with Dwayne, Tashno Freeman, and his half sister Ariana. “My mom basically took care of all of us—me, my brothers, and both of my young aunts,” Ariana said in a YouTube video featuring footage of her early childhood. She and Jahseh lived together for about a year, according to Ariana. Their home was far more picturesque than one might imagine, given the rapper’s comments about his upbringing.


In the video on Ariana’s YouTube channel, Dwayne Onfroy is featured in a home movie, which takes place inside a West Palm Beach apartment. There is a fully trimmed Christmas tree looming in the background. The colors are muted and bleeding as a result of the late-nineties camcorder technology. Jahseh makes his entrance crying. He is less than a year old, an adorably lumpy little boy dressed in a white T-shirt and diaper. Tashno instinctually soothes him. Moments later, Dwayne can be seen proudly hoisting both his children, describing them as the lead players in the movie.


In the video, Dwayne sports a fishnet tank top, mid-length dreads, and the signature sharp eyes that all those with the name Onfroy appear to share. At this age he is the spitting image of Digital Underground–era Tupac Shakur. Dwayne jokes with his children, stating that every story has a protagonist and an antagonist. He says that young Jahseh is playing the antagonist by whining and crying, while the chipper, well-behaved Ariana is the clear protagonist. It’s a dynamic that will play out for the siblings throughout their childhood, with Ariana always quietly on her best behavior and Jahseh always loudly demanding acknowledgment. It seems that Dwayne Onfroy—despite being a new father—already had his kids all figured out.


“Always preaching,” Ariana remarks over the footage. According to Ariana, this was a reliable snapshot of life in the household—Dwayne preaching and Jahseh, whom they lovingly called “Ahseh,” crying. Several times in the video, little Jah begins to cry. He is picked up and he goes quiet. Tashno had grown accustomed to soothing young Jahseh, since he had lived with them for nearly a year. Only a month or so later, his mother Cleopatra Bernard would take her son to live with her.


A source who knew both parents says the change was a result of discord within the Onfroy household. Dwayne had yet another child outside his relationship with Tashno. One day, she’d had enough. She called Cleopatra and asked her where she could meet her to hand off her son. Tashno met Cleopatra at a gas station. From that moment on, everything changed for Jahseh. Sudden and abrupt upheavals like this would eventually become a fact of life for the boy.


During the next few years, Jahseh would move around the Broward County area, usually residing in the city of Lauderhill. He stayed mainly in a section of the city known as Deepside, located west of the Florida Turnpike (the other side was called Shallowside). Deepside extends all the way into the neighboring city of Sunrise, where Jahseh would later attend high school. Deepside generally represents the areas of both cities that are considered the poorest and most dangerous.


Here’s what you need to know about Lauderhill. In 1970, the city had one black resident, according to the Sun Sentinel. By 2010, more than 75 percent of the people living in Lauderhill were African American, with most from Jamaica or with Jamaican ancestry. In fact, Lauderhill has the largest population of Jamaican immigrants and people of Jamaican heritage in the United States, as well as a comparably large Haitian population. Some referred to Lauderhill as “Jamaica Hill.” For Caribbean families living in the United States, South Florida made for a perfect settling place. In fact, by total population, Miami is the largest melting pot in the world, since it has the largest number of recently naturalized citizens of any city.


However, in South Florida, unlike other major melting pots, hip-hop developed slowly. Ish Traoré is a New York City–based cultural contributor who’s worked for Nike and other major brands and is the host of the Woody vs. Papi podcast. Traoré lived in Florida for most of his youth, and he describes the area as mirage-like, a “grassy desert,” where “life doesn’t come at you, you have to go take life.” Part of that might have something to do with a feature of southern Florida that’s shared by many of the most violent cities in America: a vast wealth disparity. For that reason, Miami is a lot like Chicago or Baltimore. Randy Monroe is a firefighter and paramedic in Broward County. According to him, “You have multimillionaires living on Fort Lauderdale beach, and then you have people on food stamps one and a half miles west in Fort Lauderdale.” People who grew up in the area describe Broward as being marked by a kind of celebratory apathy, a place where the pleasant climate and natural beauty act as an opiate for the overall sense that opportunity is perpetually beyond reach. With a large chunk of the area’s wealth coming from retirees and vacationers, South Florida can feel for many like a place where people go to escape or to die rather than to live. For Jahseh, who seemed to demand unadulterated acknowledgment from birth, that wasn’t enough. Jahseh and the people who gravitated toward him would play a big part in changing the reputation of South Florida to hip-hop fans worldwide.


Jahseh often avoided discussing specific details of his upbringing. Tarpley Hitt is the only reporter to have interviewed both Jahseh and his ex-girlfriend Geneva Ayala, with whom Jahseh had a tumultuous, and ultimately, disastrous relationship. According to Hitt, questions about his childhood caused Jahseh to retreat inward.


“You ever seen somebody try to kill your mom in front of you?” These words were spoken by an eighteen-year-old Jahseh Onfroy on a secret recording made by his friend Sunny Fashawn that surfaced after Jahseh’s death. The exact incident to which he’s referring—this attempted murder—has never been independently corroborated. X spoke about it briefly during the interview that helped launch his career, an interview for the podcast No Jumper with the host/hip-hop arbiter Adam Grandmaison, better known as Adam22.


“Me and mom went through it hard. My mom was in some situations where she couldn’t take care of me. A n***a tried to put hands on my mom. I was like six. I bit his flesh out and grabbed a glass shard and poked the n***a.”


X’s description of his childhood with his mother changed often, depending on the situation. He explained to Adam22 that his mother wanted him around but couldn’t afford it, so she often sought help from others to look after him.


In the interview, X displayed an almost Zen-like clarity with respect to his childhood traumas and his relationship with his mom, who had him when she was eighteen. “She was still growing up,” X remarked. Accounts differ as to how close X and his mother were and how much time they spent living together, but one thing is clear: X’s relationship with his mother colored almost every aspect of his life.


While several people recall Jahseh telling the story of stabbing a man at six years old, a source close to the family says that it never happened. No police records correspond with the purported incident.


Many aspects of Jahseh’s childhood are disputed, including some of his own claims. Some say they remember Jahseh living with his mother for a year out of the first twelve years of his life; others claim that he alternated between living with his mother and his grandmother.


“Jahseh was used to feeling like he was never enough for anyone to keep him around for a long period of time, so he got used to exaggerating things,” says a source who spoke on condition of anonymity.


Lisette Mendoza met Jahseh in the third grade. She said via a Periscope broadcast that when she first saw him he was sitting alone in the lunchroom of their elementary school. She walked over, sat down with him, and introduced herself. A close, long-lasting friendship followed. Lisette claimed that she often noticed that Jahseh didn’t have a lunch in school, so she told her mom about it, and her mom started packing an extra meal for Jahseh or buying him McChicken sandwiches. Still, he craved his own mother’s attention.


“I chased her,” he said in the Adam22 interview, in reference to his mother. X had begun talking about his mom within the first five minutes of the interview. He described how he used to get in fights at school for the sole reason that this meant his mother would have to come pick him up. He did it, he explained, “just to hear my mom yell at me or talk to me.” He told Adam22 that a girl at school used to pick on him. When he asked his mother what to do about it, she told young Jahseh to always give a girl three warnings. If she continues on, she said, this means that she intends to harm you. The next day at Margate Middle School (Jahseh was in the sixth grade), the girl continued to pick on him.


Dillon Stanford was best friends with Jahseh in the sixth grade, and he recalls the incident as representative of the chaotic school environment. “This girl was a little mentally… she was one of those weird, weird, weird girls,” Dillon recalls. He says she hit Jahseh, who warned her to stop. She kept on. He warned her two more times, and then…


“He just threw open fists, but he was pretty short,” Dillon says, adding that he had to punch upward. According to Jahseh he “kneed her.” The fight only lasted for about ten seconds before school security broke it up. Nobody got suspended, according to Dillon. It simply wasn’t that big a deal.


On No Jumper, X used this fight as an example of just how impactful his mom’s words were to him. He said it was at this moment that his mother realized just how seriously he took anything she said to him.


X told Adam22 that his mother was the female version of him, but prettier. Despite X’s description of her as “tough,” his mother’s affable demeanor confounds this perception. She speaks in a Jamaican accent so slight that it could almost be mistaken for British. Her manner is delicate but assured. Dillon remembers her as startlingly attractive even though he was in the sixth grade.


According to sources who claim to have known the family, Dwayne was a present father until around 2008. Before that, he was active in Jahseh’s life. Cleo struggled to take care of Jahseh in his elementary and middle school years. While some accounts have Cleo working at a club during Jahseh’s childhood, others remember her working in the medical profession and coming to pick up Jahseh from the barbershop in her scrubs. Others claim that Jahseh would be left at different friends’ houses for days at a time.


Jahseh would later tell a friend his mom worked late hours when he lived with her, often not getting off work until around six a.m. Without anyone to push him, Jahseh wouldn’t wake up in time to go to school, causing regular clashes with his mom. He confided that this was the reason he was originally sent to stay with a friend of his mother’s before finally relocating to his grandmother’s house.


Keylani Canton says her aunt used to work at the same club as Jahseh’s mom and that her aunt and grandmother would babysit them together. She remembers being three years old and still unable to talk. She says that once she knocked over a small Christmas tree, smashing the glass ornaments on the ground, and Jahseh jumped at the chance to tattle on her.


According to public records, Cleopatra lived in an apartment complex on the border of Fort Lauderdale and Lauderhill before moving to Pompano Beach around the time Jahseh was born. Jahseh’s grandmother lived in Fort Lauderdale for most of his childhood. Most accounts have Jahseh moving between his mother’s and grandmother’s houses as a young child and then moving in with his grandmother more permanently when he was around thirteen years old.


Cleo did pass young Jahseh to different babysitters, sometimes for extended periods, but that’s in no way unusual for a single working mom in a low-income neighborhood. Jahseh wasn’t actually kicked out of the house to go live with his grandmother until he was a young teen. According to a source who grew up not far from Jahseh, “Around here, you might end up living at your grandmother’s, not because your mom can’t take care of you but because you’re a badass kid.”


Jahseh showed signs of creative acuity and curiosity early on. He spent a lot of time obsessively reading articles online. Adolescent Jahseh is described as having a fiery yearning for knowledge. This was often less important to teachers and caregivers than his bad behavior.


According to another source who grew up in the area, “Caribbean families have a way of talking about kids who misbehave, they say, ‘He’s baaaaad, he has no maaanuuuhsss.’” However, it seems that this perceived badness didn’t translate to other people getting hurt until those later childhood years when something fairly dramatic and life-changing occurred in the Onfroy family.


It’s not clear how Dwayne Onfroy met the man who would derail his life, but thanks to court records, we know the exact day it happened. On January 18, 2008, Dwayne met a man who claimed to be interested in buying eight hundred pounds of marijuana. They negotiated a price back and forth for about a month. Dwayne introduced the man to a woman named Joy Watson, who was connected with two separate sellers who would provide the weight. Unbeknownst to the players involved, the man was a confidential DEA source who’d gathered enough intel for the DEA to start tapping phones.


In March 2008, Dwayne and Watson picked up the confidential source and drove him to a residence on Maldonado Street in Laveen, Arizona, which purportedly belonged to Watson. The source was introduced to Joel Eras Machado (aka Shortman) and Juan Lomas, who were both suppliers who’d made their way up from Mexico. After some haggling, the source was instructed to check out the back bedroom of the house. There he was greeted with a twenty-pound bale of marijuana. He was told to grab a sample for the road. The source obliged. What began as an investigation into one drug dealer became a RICO investigation into four drug traffickers.


A full-on DEA surveillance team set up around the home.


Soon after the source departed, a Chevy Impala left the house and drove for a few minutes before swapping vehicles with a group of three others. Feliciano Lopez, Elias Sauceda, and a man referred to as simply “the German” drove back to the house in a Dodge Durango, with the product in tow. They waited for the source to come back to the house to make the deal. A sting on four became a sting on six.


The source arrived back at the house. About 260 pounds of the agreed-upon weight was waiting for him. The source claimed not to have the cash on him, so Dwayne agreed to accompany him to a nearby bank in a strip mall to withdraw the cash. They drove to the strip mall and parked. They were heading toward the bank when agents swarmed Dwayne and put him in handcuffs. Nearby, at the house on Maldonado, DEA agents stormed the house. Three coconspirators were arrested and over two hundred pounds of marijuana was recovered. The moment the Feds burst in, the German escaped into the backyard and disappeared, never to be apprehended. At a nearby house, another 240 pounds of marijuana was recovered and seven others were arrested. Several of the individuals arrested were found carrying .38 semiautomatic Colt Specials, fully loaded with the hammers cocked. The sting took down ten people in total.


All parties were taken in. Somehow only Dwayne refused to be questioned without the presence of an attorney. Most of them began spilling the beans about the operation or claiming to have little to no knowledge of it.


On March 20, the indictment came down in Maricopa County, Arizona. In total, ten coconspirators were charged with the intent to distribute over one hundred kilograms of marijuana, including Dwayne Ricardo Onfroy. Three of them were charged with possession of a firearm. Dwayne was not charged with this count, but a count of money laundering was eventually lumped on top of his conviction. Only a decade later, the legal marijuana industry would be valued at an estimated $10 billion nationally, according to NBC News.


Though Jahseh lived with his mother and grandmother at the time of Dwayne’s arrest, his father was very much a part of his life, regularly picking up both kids to go to the movies or to Boomers!, an arcade/go-kart franchise in southern Florida. The children were accustomed to Dwayne being a loving disciplinarian in their lives. However, just like that, he became a ghost.


According to a source close to the family, Ariana was shielded from the reality of her father’s incarceration, whereas Jahseh found out what had happened to his father almost immediately with no words parsed. It was simply, “Your dad’s in jail because he’s a drug dealer.”


Dwayne went to court on March 28, two months after his son’s tenth birthday. He was deemed a flight risk and remanded to prison with no bail. This was no small-time drug bust. This was a DEA sting brought forth by a RICO investigation that would permanently alter the lives of ten individuals. Barack Obama was the president of the United States and had vocally criticized harsh terms for drug offenders, particularly first-time offenders. Dwayne’s lawyers would eventually cite one of these statements in an attempt to get Dwayne’s sentence reduced. It didn’t matter.


Home to Sherriff Joe Arpaio, Maricopa County in Arizona would become known for aggressive drug busts like these as well as overzealous racial profiling and prisons Arpaio himself developed to be among the most inhumane in the country. Dwayne eventually pleaded guilty to two of the four charges: conspiracy and money laundering. He was sentenced to nine years in prison. Meanwhile, accounts differ as to what was going on with ten-year-old Jahseh, the young man who was coming to resemble his father more and more.


In his last on-camera interview, with DJ Akademiks, X insisted he had made peace with his father’s path and how it had affected him. “My father did what he deemed fit for his life. That was deemed selfish to me because he could have taken the hard route… and he would have gotten a much more rewarding future, but in that, I wouldn’t be me.” X even acknowledged the tendency for people who grow up with parents in jail to eventually get locked up themselves. “It affected me spiritually because my dad had got locked up and was going to jail and shit. I ended up going through the same process.”


X seemed acutely aware of the huge impact his father’s incarceration had on his life. “It was almost like being thrown into a void. There’s a lot about my family that people do not know. There’s a lot of things that my mom had been through. My family was just kind of spaced apart you know. I am the gatekeeper so I’m the one who has to fix everything.” In the end, he added, “I don’t resent any of them.” But what adolescent has a complete understanding of the way they are feeling and how they are processing trauma?


“Fuck Father’s Day,” X tweeted on Father’s Day 2014. “My father’s not here.” Two years later his father would be released from jail. By then, his son had achieved worldwide fame.















CHAPTER 2



TAKE A STEP BACK


On June 18, 2018, rapper XXXTENTACION was brutally murdered during an armed robbery. He was just twenty years old. Less than four months later, he was posthumously honored and hailed as an icon, winning awards for both Best New Hip Hop Artist at the BET Hip Hop Awards and Favorite Soul/R&B Album at the American Music Awards.


Two weeks after these victories, an audio recording was released in which he ostensibly confessed to acts of domestic abuse for which he’d been charged, as well as a series of stabbings. How could a person with such remarkable creative instincts have committed such abhorrent acts? How can someone capable of making art that touches nearly an entire generation lack such empathy that they could cause other human beings such profound pain?


XXXTENTACION might be the most divisive music icon in modern history. He rose to the apex of hip-hop stardom despite a near constant flow of negative media attention. Every successive step of his career was marked with yet another horrific incident, another crisis. For this reason, X may have been made to compete with the trauma of the modern era. XXXTENTACION was a crisis star.


Today, the power of being able to cut through the noise and make it onto a person’s phone every day cannot be overstated. X was a musician for the Trump era. He was in no way an advocate of Trump’s politics or personality, but in almost every way, he was a reflection of the culture that augmented Trump’s rise to power. X’s story and career trajectory is proof of the idea that for some people there is no such thing as bad publicity.


For many, the pushback against X and his work was a matter of justice. As was argued in the Miami New Times article “The Real Story of South Florida Rapper XXXTentacion” by Tarpley Hitt, X’s fame was actually bolstered by his bad and sometimes sociopathic behavior. Many people concerned about the direction of the age considered any support for X an attempt at normalizing that behavior.


On the other hand, there’s evidence that X may have faced different standards than past musicians, particularly when it came to his treatment in the media.


For instance, at the time of this writing, Pitchfork has published seven features about X. Each of these features, including a short announcement about his upcoming posthumous album, mentions the domestic violence charges that were pending against him at the time of his death. Five of the stories are solely about the charges. A search for “John Lennon,” on the other hand, yields thirty-eight news stories, fourteen features, and four reviews, not one of which even contains the word “abuse.”


John Lennon himself admitted to being guilty of many of the same acts of violence that X allegedly committed, specifically acts of violence against his female partners. X was also responsible for nondomestic acts of violence, such as a stabbing for which he was arrested (although the charges were dropped). Yet, Lennon once nearly beat a disc jockey to death. The difference is that we know these things about Lennon by his own deliberate admission. One can’t help but wonder what more we might know if Lennon had lived during the social media age, where one has far less control over what aspects of their personal life come to light. Some may see the comparison between Lennon and X as faulty due to Lennon’s vast and perennial fame, but the lack of coverage of his violent side is confounding for precisely that reason.


Lennon is by no means the only example of a musician known to have behaved inappropriately toward women. David Bowie had sex with a thirteen-year-old. Jerry Lee Lewis married a thirteen-year-old, who was also his cousin. Ozzy Osbourne, who has been rebranded as a goth teddy bear and quirky father figure, wrote in his autobiography I Am Ozzy that he tried to kill his wife, Sharon. Iggy Pop also had sex with a thirteen-year-old girl. Ryan Adams is alleged to have exposed himself to a fourteen-year-old girl on Skype (Adams denies these claims). That’s only a sampling of exceptionally famous rock and pop stars who have committed bad acts without a full reckoning. In contrast, similar acts by artists of color often seem more widely acknowledged. Perhaps this is because they appear to face justice more often than their nonwhite counterparts. From Tupac to Chris Brown on back to Rick James and James Brown, the improprieties of artists of color tend to be so well known, it’s as if they’re inextricable from their biographies. What separates one artist from another when it comes to these kinds of transgressions?


At times, the issue is a matter of race. Consider R. Kelly, who was the other major target of Spotify’s hateful-conduct policy, wherein XXXTENTACION, R. Kelly, and Tay-K were all removed from Spotify-curated editorial playlists because of their controversial behavior. The three artists, who all happened to be men of color, were the only artists that appeared to be targeted by the policy.


Ish Traoré sees parallels in the controversies surrounding X and R. Kelly. “Most kids who listen to XXX who are black were literally conceived to R. Kelly,” he says. So when it comes to R. Kelly, there’s a wariness toward trusting the media establishment over an artist who is so intimately a part of people’s lives. The hesitance to condemn Kelly, Traoré points out, might be born out of distrust for an industry that continually commodifies the black experience while routinely clipping the wings of black artists at every turn.


“Certain things are the norm in young adults’ lives from certain areas. And no one argues with that behavior in that environment.” Traoré points out that rappers like X often go through tribulations when they are taken out of their environment so dramatically by instant fame. “Suddenly you’re supposed to be socially correct and you don’t abide by those things because your environment has not prepared you for what America deems as the norm,” Traoré says, adding that the people pointing fingers are happy to be complicit. “The music will say something misogynistic or something abusive, and people will rap it until they lungs fall out. They’ll celebrate the music and the culture until it hits the forefront. And then it’s like, no, I can’t support this.”


It’s interesting to note that Spotify quickly rescinded their hateful-conduct policy and returned X to their platform. According to reports by Bloomberg, the main catalyst for this reversal was Kendrick Lamar’s threatening to remove his own music from the platform if X’s music wasn’t restored. The move was projected to cost X $60,000 a year in streaming revenue. It’s not been made entirely clear what the impetus was for Lamar, who is otherwise an extremely socially conscientious artist and who was awarded the first-ever Pulitzer Prize for a rap album, to take on this issue. Music executives wondered aloud why two of the artists being singled out by Spotify for their violent behavior were black men under the age of eighteen when their crimes occurred, but Lamar never commented on the speculations. The only statement he ever made about X was a tweet about listening to 17 for the fifth time and encouraging his followers to listen to the album “if you feel anything.”


When the extent of Kelly’s abuses became public, Lamar was lambasted after the fact for having defended Kelly. Lamar was seemingly sticking his neck out for X, not R. Kelly, but he has yet to make that distinction publicly. Perhaps in part because of the perception held by some that when it comes to men of privilege, it’s only black men who are regularly held to account for their misdeeds.


The purpose of this book is in no way to minimize X’s numerous bad choices and violent acts. There is no denying that X was extremely flawed. Perhaps that’s what drew so many people to his work. Or as Lennon attempted to articulate, “That is why I’m on about peace, you see. It is the most violent people who go for love and peace.”


It bears emphasizing that many people who were contacted to be interviewed for this book declined or neglected to respond. Some of the reasons for this can’t be discussed. For some, the subject was just too raw and emotional to examine. Many people wanted to be paid in order to tell their story. Others were scared of X, despite the fact that he is no longer alive—or else they were scared of those still associated with him. However, the largest percentage of people declined because of their stated distaste for X and “what he stood for” or because they didn’t want to be caught on the wrong side of the issue. Fortunately, many people also agreed to go on record despite the potential backlash. People who were close with X during time periods about which very little is known spoke out for the first time. Several felt it was their duty to counter the false narratives that have been amplified regarding X. Those who did go on the record were well aware that they were putting themselves in front of a potential firing squad. Some of them spoke under the condition of anonymity. Music journalists who played indispensable roles in shaping the public perception of X declined to comment. So did authors, doctors, experts, podcasters, and musicians. All of which begs the question, “What did XXXTENTACION stand for?” To understand the answer to that question, one must account for what was going on with X’s peers during the time when he rose to fame.


In 2017, the year X reached mainstream recognition, many of hip-hop’s most promising artists were either facing serious violent felony charges or dying young. X himself rose to fame on the heels of having serious home invasion and domestic abuse charges filed against him. That same year, sixteen-year-old rapper Tay-K saw mainstream success for his song “The Race” while on house arrest for pending murder charges. During his probation the young rapper cut off his ankle monitor and embarked on a cross-country crime spree, during which he allegedly committed another murder. In the video for “The Race,” the young rapper rhymes about being on the run from the law while standing in front of his own “Wanted” poster. Tay-K was last photographed wearing a suicide prevention vest and currently faces life in prison. The year 2017 also saw the rise of rapper Tekashi69 (real name: Daniel Hernandez), who went viral off the success of his brutally realistic music video “Gummo,” which flaunted his association with the New York–based gang the Nine Trey Gangsta Bloods. A year after the video’s release, Tekashi69 was indicted on racketeering charges for which he would face life in prison. Days before his arrest, Tekashi69 told Power 105.1’s The Breakfast Club that the last thing his friend XXXTENTACION had told him before he died was to “move smarter.” On February 2, 2019, he pleaded guilty to nine counts of racketeering, as well drug and gun charges, and agreed to cooperate with authorities. The country watched as the Brooklyn-born twenty-two-year-old went from topping the Billboard charts to testifying against numerous Nine Trey members (including many of his hip-hop contemporaries). During the same period, up-and-coming rappers Mac Miller (twenty-six), Lil Peep (twenty-one), and XXXTENTACION (twenty) all died within a year’s span. Meanwhile, the generation of young people that these artists connected with most was dying from the so-called disease of despair at an unprecedented rate.


The tragedies in the lives of these public figures didn’t unfold behind closed doors but on the stage of the internet landscape. Shots were fired, trials were conducted, and hearts ceased beating on phones and laptops of millions of onlookers, and in a way that was far more personal to fans than ever before.


The role of the internet cannot be understated, both in understanding X’s rise to fame, as well as in understanding why his humanity was simplified in favor of demonization by journalists. In the past, record executives would simply shelve new acts that got into trouble. If the act showed a lot of promise or had already become a large enough investment, the label would enact a highly specialized and effective form of damage control. Now record labels play a lesser role in determining which artists rise to prominence. Gatekeepers no longer have the power to decide who is and isn’t morally worthy of fame, and damage control is largely futile. In the past, if that responsibility wasn’t met by label executives, media tastemakers would pick up the slack.


It’s also important to note that X became famous when hip-hop itself was arguably more divided than ever before. Even though X doesn’t cleanly represent either side of that division, he’s seen as a symbol of it by virtue of becoming famous on SoundCloud and by being included in Jon Caramanica’s seminal New York Times article “The Rowdy World of Rap’s New Underground.”


A split in the fabric of modern hip-hop caused many culture consumers to suddenly feel the panic of being left behind. Did over-thirty hip-hop fans who didn’t “get” Lil Uzi Vert, Young Thug, and Migos seize upon the kid whose name they couldn’t pronounce as a worthy target of their frustration with hip-hop itself? Did hip-hop critics accustomed to taste-making have their power challenged by X, an artist whose fame seemed only to exist to spite them? Decisions by sites like Metacritic (a culture critic review aggregator) to not even list XXXTENTACION as an artist simply didn’t matter. Those who railed against him made his fans love him more because they could relate to his erasure. XXXTENTACION became a misfit prince.


In his article “XXXTentacion, Tay-K, and the New Wave of Violent Rap,” Vulture writer Craig Jenkins warned, “The current climate of simply shoveling more money and clout at rappers with dangerous tendencies and hoping they’ll straighten themselves out is untenable.”


Statements from those who were close to X in his final months indicate that it was the promise of a life outside of the violent one to which he’d long been accustomed that kicked a positive transformation into gear at the end. It’s impossible to say for sure how profound a transformation this might have been because X died before he could truly own up to his behavior.


During his career, X amassed some of the most loyal, fervent, and dedicated fans in hip-hop. Each step in the trajectory of his career was catalyzed by the efforts of that fandom. X regularly stated that his fans were a different breed. He said he expected them to get up, to get out of the house, and to go do something in support of his movement. They complied.


During interviews for this book, several individuals close to X had the same response when they were asked the question, “What drove him the most?” They answered: loyalty. In short, X made his fans feel like they were part of the story. However, when it comes to the more disturbing aspects of X’s life, his fans have often been guilty of willful ignorance. Perhaps they are just being loyal to him in return.


As an artist, X was often credited for his vulnerability and creating emotionally raw music. In hip-hop—a genre of music where the taboos of society at large are often broken—struggles with mental health or suicidal thoughts have always been taboo. X was transparent about his battles with suicidal ideation, and also with his general loneliness and despair. This made him sort of a guru for his fans. Even after achieving worldwide fame, X regularly answered cries for help or expressions of loneliness from his fans on social media. It’s this—along with his many blog posts focusing on mental health and well-being—that likely caused so many fans to share the sentiment after X’s passing that “X saved my life.”


As far as his place in hip-hop history, X approached just about everything he recorded from an out-of-the-box perspective. In fact, to call X a rapper would be extremely reductive. X’s early SoundCloud songs (which were more uniform than his later work) often focused on metal/hard-core/emo-infused hip-hop. While he wasn’t the first or only person doing this, his approach resonated with fans in an intense way. X reveled in the extent to which he was an outsider.


He also made music that spanned genres. Between his three studio albums, X explored rap, trap, metal, emo, screamo, folk, lo-fi, rock, reggaetón, salsa, and punk. Music journalists who were interviewed for this book, even those who themselves weren’t fans of X, admitted to being unable to think of another artist who’d successfully integrated so many genres. According to Tarpley Hitt, this was as much intended as an act of rebellion as it was an attempt to please everyone. “I think he was like, ‘Look, I listen to music from all across the spectrum and I’m going to make it all. Watch me.’”


To understand X’s rise, one must understand the generation that lionized him. Last year, a report filed by the McKinsey Global Institute found that twenty years from now, one-third of all jobs will be made obsolete by technology and automation. In fifteen years, rising global temperatures will result in extreme droughts, floods, wildfires, loss of coral reefs, and food shortages. This year, opioid overdoses will become the leading cause of death for people under the age of fifty. Record numbers of people in their twenties and thirties can’t afford health insurance and have given up on trying to achieve milestones like buying houses or having children—both foundations of what was once the American Dream.


Society is more divided than in the past. More and more, we find ourselves unable to agree upon what is and is not real. We spend more time being recorded than ever before, not just because of our deep exhibitionist yearnings, but for our own safety. It seems we are barreling toward a future where we live our lives on camera. It’s not that we crave fame because we’ve overvalued celebrity; we long to be seen because if no one’s watching, we might be deleted from existence without record. A documentary film team could be the only thing that stands between an innocent murder suspect and the electric chair. When you are being beaten relentlessly by the police, a camera phone is your only hope for justice. When someone gets hurt at their job site but doesn’t have benefits and a GoFundMe is the only way they’re going to get medical treatment, they cry out “LOOK AT ME!”















CHAPTER 3



RIP ROACH


The unrest and the struggle of Jamaica birthed hip-hop music itself. Today, rappers who delve into politics are considered “conscious.” Despite how this may sound, the term is often pejorative. Generally speaking, “conscious rap” never achieves mainstream success, save for rare, notable exceptions like Common. In his short time on this earth, XXXTENTACION became one of those exceptions. After all, both of his parents came from Jamaica, a place where politics is music In the 1930s, two men became the founding fathers of Jamaican independence from British colonial rule, which had oppressed the nation since 1654. Norman W. Manley, an intellectual and a Rhodes Scholar, started the People’s National Party, which espoused a Democratic Socialist ideology. William Alexander Bustamante, an advocate for better labor conditions, founded the Jamaican Labour Party, a more populist and left-leaning answer to the PNP. The power struggle between these two parties wrought a culture that influenced almost the entirety of modern popular music.


According to Dwayne Onfroy, his son Jahseh’s name was derived from the Bob Marley song “So Jah Seh.” In each verse of the song, a different message from God is sung. “So Jah seh / Ye are the sheep of my pasture / So verily, thou shall be very well.” Marley sings in the verse in reference to Ezekiel, chapter 34, a promise of protection from the divine. Repeated throughout is a chorus of hope, “And down here in the ghetto / And down here we suffer / But I and I hang on in there / And I and I, I don’t let go.” Though this is not one of Marley’s most well-known tracks, the song’s message is the same as that of one of his most famous songs—a simple reminder that though we struggle, everything is going to be all right.


X’s father and grandfather were Rastafarian. The religion-lifestyle was born out of the fight for Jamaican independence in the 1930s. Inspired by Marcus Garvey calling for people to return to their African roots in the face of British colonial rule, some of the most impoverished Jamaican citizens found inspiration through a rising politician in Ethiopia. This politician, Tafari Makonnen, rose to prominence as part of an Ethiopian political dynasty but used his power to benefit the everyman far more than his predecessors had. As he ascended the ranks of nobility, he earned the title of ras (or “duke”), becoming Ras Tafari Makonnen. In 1930, he was crowned Emperor Haile Selassie I of Ethiopia.


At first, Rastafarianism in Jamaica was considered a fringe counterculture group, but when Selassie visited Jamaica for the first time on April 21, 1966, the crowd was so large and so fervent that he couldn’t disembark from the plane. It was raining that day, but according to many people’s memory of the event, the rain stopped as soon as the plane landed. Kids all over Jamaica watched the moment on TV. Slowly, the phenomenon of Rastafarianism became mainstream in Jamaica.


Jeff Chang’s seminal book on the history of hip-hop Can’t Stop Won’t Stop tells the story of how this newfound sense of identity resulted in the repurposing of African cultural staples. For instance, burru was a form of drumming derived from the style of the Ashanti people of Africa. Burru centered around three drums: the bass, fundeh, and repeater. The repeater, according to Chang’s book, was reserved for the most skilled drummers. In a rudimentary way, Jamaican DJs were the first rappers, mimicking the rhythm of the repeater in reggae music. However, even as this vibrant musical culture was born, politicians in Jamaica were plotting ways to use these musicians as pawns.


In a sense, reggae became the first popular music style in which the star didn’t have to be in the band making the music. For instance, selectors, similar to DJs, would choose the record for “dances,” which were often parties that took place outside. They played these records on large sound systems that were usually jerry-rigged speakers stacked up in towering heaps meant to be as loud as possible.


This is one of the many ways in which the culture of Jamaica has become a part of everyday life in South Florida. According to Randy Monroe, a Broward County firefighter, makeshift studios and speaker systems are some of the most common causes of fires in the area.


Back in Jamaica, the competitions between outdoor parties sometimes led to yards being shot up by rival selectors and gangs. However, instead of violence, these rivalries more often resulted in live clashes between selectors in what was an early precursor to DJ or rap battles.


The real turning point came when a reggae producer sent the masters for a song to be pressed into an EP without dubbing the vocal track on top. When the record was played at the dance, the selector noticed the mistake and improvised over the top of it with the intention of hyping up the crowd. The result sent the crowd into a frenzy. From that moment on, producers could get two uses out of one track. DJs started improvising rhyming verses in Jamaican patois over the top, a practice originally referred to as “chatting” or “toasting.” The most beloved musicians and DJs would become so respected that politicians would soon court them as a means of grabbing power. This was arguably the birth of “rapping.”


The power struggle between the JLP and the PNP continued. The PNP aligned with leftist leaders while the JLP allegedly started to receive funding from American intelligence agencies. The struggle resulted in bullet storms and Molotov cocktails raining down on the streets and yards of Kingston, and it climaxed with the attempted murder of Bob Marley in 1976. Marley, his wife, his manager, and an employee were all shot during an assassination attempt brought on by his perceived support for the PNP. The four of them survived, and two nights later, Marley was wheeled out in a chair to the center of a massive stage in a huge park in the middle of Kingston, where he proceeded to play a jaw-dropping set to over eighty thousand Jamaicans. After that, he left Jamaica and never came back. From that point forward, a distrust for politicians and powerbrokers would become an inextricable part of the culture and music of Jamaica.


Rastafarianism teaches that there is divinity within all of us. The intrinsic nature of this divinity emphasizes trusting one’s own instincts. To love God and your neighbor are considered the most important tenets of the practice. There’s a patriarchal bend to the lifestyle that emphasizes male dominance as well as the importance of fatherhood. For these reasons, it’s not uncommon for women to work in Rastafarian communities and men to be stay-at-home dads.


This might explain Dwayne’s regret over not being in Jahseh’s life during his early years. “For a young man who went through what he went through after I was gone, you can understand naturally he had a lot of anger toward that parent who used to be there but is no longer there,” he said on The Florida Files.


Issues of sexism within Rastafarianism are prevalent and controversial. Polygamy is accepted, for instance. Aside from the importance of masculinity, the concept that Babylon (the West) has emasculated black men is considered one of the great ills of the diaspora. As such, being a feminine man is extremely negative in the Rasta community.


In 2006, Time magazine famously called Jamaica the most homophobic country in the world. Homophobia in reggae music is somewhat common, as was the case with reggae star Buju Banton, who was considered by many to be the next Bob Marley. Banton had amassed deep and abiding support in Jamaica and was considered something close to a prophet. In the mid-nineties, when Banton’s music first made its way to the United States, artists like Sean Paul and Beenie Man were just beginning to see mainstream success in the world of American pop music. However, along with Banton’s introduction to the US music scene came the release of a dancehall track titled “Boom Bye Bye,” a song that encouraged the murder of homosexuals. The song resulted in a sudden worldwide awareness of the issue of homophobia in reggae music and in Jamaica at large. LGBTQ groups launched the “Stop Murder Music” campaign to heighten that awareness.


Javed Jaghai is a PhD candidate in sociology at Yale, focusing on the Caribbean diaspora. He was raised in Jamaica and ultimately became an education outreach officer at J-FLAG (Jamaican Forum for Lesbians, All-Sexuals, and Gays). Jaghai wrote a dissertation on “Boom Bye Bye” and its effects on the LGBTQ community and the culture at large. In it, he described the pain and conflict of having such an important artist denigrate his identity. According to Jaghai, the deracination of Jamaican culture and the immense impact of Christianity on the island have played a part in Jamaica’s reputation for homophobia. Describing Banton, Jaghai says, “This man is a poet, but he’s narrating the world of the poorest people. He was uplifting, his music is uplifting in Jamaica!”


A 2015 survey found that 90 percent of Jamaicans agreed with the statement “Homosexuality is a sin.” A sodomy law is still on the books that makes homosexual intercourse (particularly between men) punishable by up to ten years in prison. The vast majority of Jamaicans are in favor of keeping the law. Violence against LGBTQ citizens in Jamaica is common. Some, like Javed Jaghai, in part attribute the antigay climate in Jamaica to the island’s dominant Christian values. In 2013, Jaghai brought a constitutional challenge to Jamaica’s sodomy law into the courts. After ceaseless death threats, Jaghai rescinded the challenge in 2015 for his own safety and that of his family. He argued that while the laws are not usually enforced, they contribute to extreme hostility toward gay people on the island.


If Jamaica is indeed among the world’s most homophobic countries, does it follow that Jamaican Americans and their children inherit those feelings?


X was often pegged as a “homophobe” or “gay basher.” However, a big part of what separated X from the pack was his ability to branch out and not follow the usual path. In some ways, he was a product of his environment. In other ways, he diverged from it completely.


X was proud of his Jamaican roots, but he also cast aside certain societal traditions. For instance, an odd quirk of Jamaican culture is that many men consider cunnilingus to be unhygienic. Jamaicans have a pejorative term for men who practice cunnilingus, calling them “bowcats.” The perception is that it somehow makes men subservient to women, and therefore, less masculine. X did not subscribe to this aspect of the culture. “I’m a disgrace to Jamaicans everywhere,” he tweeted in 2014. “I eat pum pum.”


Jahseh’s Jamaican heritage was an indisputably large part of his identity. It colored the way he lived his life and how he saw the world. Jamaican culture also accounts for some of the best aspects of X. The patois of the island finds its way into lyrics throughout X’s catalog. In “Vice City” (often incorrectly considered to be X’s first recorded song), one reggae-inspired verse features the British recording artist Laura Mvula repeating “lay your burden down” in an almost Fugees-style manner. For X’s generation of hip-hop, reggae influence is anything but trendy, making this a bold choice. Often his references to the culture are less pronounced. “Moonlight,” one of his biggest hits, features a shout-out to the culture in the chorus: “Try to look good in the moonlight /… All these pussy n****s so badmind.” (“Badmind” in patois means “jealous.”) In “Rare, Part 2,” X breaks out into full patois: “Cyan tek mi yout dem fuck what dem waan seh.”


JonFX is a Jamaican-born reggae producer with whom X began producing very early in his career. FX had known X’s mother Cleopatra from South Florida social circles, so Jahseh had found his way into FX’s studio as a youngster. FX was involved with Jahseh’s music as far back as “Look At Me!,” which he helped mix, and X went to him to record when he was between record labels. X’s first big posthumous song, “Arms Around You,” was a dancehall-inspired track with a little Latin flavor that was produced by JonFX, who also produced the EP A Ghetto Christmas Carol and “I Don’t Even Speak Spanish LOL.” He also mixed “Jocelyn Flores.” FX says there’s a wealth of unreleased reggae-inspired material from X, including a track with dancehall star Mavado.


According to several sources, X’s greatest goal was always to impress his mother. In the end, the hope of being able to give her a comfortable life was the motivation behind nearly everything he did. However, according to FX, in the early days when his mom would hear he had a song that went platinum, she’d say, “Aww, that’s nice.” When he’d tell her that he and Ski Mask were playing packed concerts, she’d say, “Oh, the boy that’s over the house all the time? That’s nice.” However, when she first heard her son on a track with Sizzla, recorded in 2017, she exclaimed, “That’s wicked! Boom! Boom!” X got a special kind of satisfaction from making those reggae songs, according to JonFX, because he knew how much they meant to the person whose opinion he cared about the most.


FX says that if someone born in Jamaica moves to the United States, it’s usually for a better life, to earn money. This was instilled in Jahseh from an early age. “Caribbean families, your aggression comes from your family. He grew up hearing ‘Yo Jah! Wha gwan?’” He also grew up very aware that he had to help make the life that his parents came to America to build for themselves. One thing the people who knew him all agree on was his unyielding work ethic when it came to writing and recording in order to provide for his family.


“Growing up Jamaican, you want your parents to be proud of you. Really proud. Everything in Jamaican families is what they think about you. You get respect. Respect in that community is big. You have a lot of reggae artists that are broke, but they have respect, and they live for the respect,” says JonFX.


Jamaican music is arguably the basis for most of the music that’s currently popular in the West. Reggaetón, which refers to the sound developed in Spanish-speaking Caribbean countries, almost always features the same loop from the Shabba Ranks song “Dem Bow.” Sped up, Jamaican ska music is arguably a basis for punk rock. Dub, aside from inspiring hip-hop, inspired dubstep. Ska also inspired EDM, thanks to the popularity of Sting and the Police in the United Kingdom, which ultimately influenced all modern electronic dance music. When asked how X was able to successfully navigate more genres than almost any other contemporary musician, JonFX believes that it was this: his Jamaican heritage.


X was proud of his culture despite not getting to connect with it in the way he might have if his father hadn’t been incarcerated. He did, however, get a chance to visit the island once at a very young age. JonFX says when he thinks of X, he thinks of a young Bob Marley. The first time X met JonFX to collaborate, X couldn’t wait to tell his mom that he’d met a reggae legend. What he didn’t know was that JonFX and his mother were already acquainted and he’d been in the legendary producer’s company with his mother when he was just a baby. He says Jamaicans grow up cherishing music. American music and vinyl, in general, was expensive and rare on the island in the seventies and eighties, and they were shipped mainly as B-sides. While Americans were discovering Marvin Gaye, Jamaicans were only just getting Muddy Waters and Tammi Terrell. They’d play the same record until it was worn out. X had the same passion as previous generations, but with access to the modern internet.


The sound system culture of stacking multiple speakers together also explains the monstrosity of an X track called “RIP Roach”—a song that is a contender for one of hardest-hitting bass-driven rap songs of all time. The producer of the song, Stain Silent Adult, was one of X’s earlier and most trusted producers. His work defined the early XXXTENTACION sound. When asked how he managed to get the bass on “RIP Roach” to hit so hard, he replied via DM: “There’s no secret formula. It’s just emotions.” He later added that he’d crashed his grandmother’s car the day he produced the track and then hit the studio angry as a result.


Original rock-rap crossover tracks dating back to the eighties, from “Walk This Way” by Run-DMC featuring Aerosmith, to early Beastie Boys tracks, all the way to Ice-T’s heavy metal band Body Count, were attempts to fuse metal and hard-core music with rap. However, most prior attempts at hip-hop and metal mash-ups consisted of hard-core bands adding hip-hop into the mix. The notion of taking the classic setup of hip-hop and infusing it with the spirit and energy of hard-core and metal music was not new by the time X came around. However, channeling not just heavy metal or nu metal but also emo, screamo, and hard-core punk, X attacked hip-hop from an entirely new angle.


Some call the genre “loud quiet loud,” but mid-nineties screamo and hard-core music made use of screaming in some unique ways. With the goal of keeping a listener off balance, bands like Saetia, Boys Life, and Yaphet Kotto would often jump from the loudest possible screaming, metal-style music to much softer quiet indie or folk-style music. Screams became an instrument in screamo music, rather than just a vocal crescendo, hence the origin of the name. Most notably, bands like You and I, BoySetsFire, and The Assistant made use of screams that could be simultaneously loud and quiet by having the screamer in the background, un-mic’d, while the rest of the band played, making screaming into a kind of punctuation to a uniquely chaotic sound. All of this would come to influence a new era of screamo and metalcore that X and his fans grew up enjoying in the mid-2000s, bands like Pierce the Veil, Protest the Hero, and Bring Me the Horizon. They took the feel of nineties screamo and polished it to borderline gaudiness.


“RIP Roach” is a testament to these influences. The track rides on a driving beat and a bass that continually blows everything to smithereens. X’s aggressive shouting maintains a rhyme structure that’s anything but traditional: “Cocaine for my breakfast / Hold that pistol ambidextrous.” It goes: AAAA, BBB, C, DD, C. It’s irreverent in a way that pays homage to rappers like Danny Brown and Ol’ Dirty Bastard. X’s verse is so aggressive that even the godfathers of aggro hip-hop such as Onyx and Busta Rhymes wouldn’t have been able to keep up. A few bars into the song, X spits one of the hardest brags in hip-hop history: “X-X-X on killstreak! You pussy n****’s rice crispy.”


The rage-filled chorus culminates with a chant that can only be categorized as a call to action. “Momma raised a soldier,” it repeats, “not no bitch.”


The song, originally released as a Ski Mask the Slump God song, was the last track on Ski Mask’s first mixtape, Drown in Designer. It was then rereleased on XXXTENTACION’s Revenge mixtape. The song also features a standout verse by Ski Mask, showcasing everything about his style that fans would come to love: the tongue-twisting, cadence-switching, multiple-personality displays of hip-hop mastery that proves why Ski Mask continues to be one of the most original, yet also technically proficient, rappers in hip-hop today.


Stain, the twenty-year-old producer and native South Carolinian, is quiet and avoids the media, despite being one of the innovators of the sound that X made famous. Stain’s grandparents used to bump “old-school” hip-hop tracks while he was trying to sleep, making him part of a generation lulled to sleep on Biggie, Trick Daddy, and Pastor Troy.


X’s early work was made up entirely of beats he found online. Stain, however, began producing simply because he was looking for something to rap on and he felt all the beats on YouTube were, as he says, “garbage.” Stain claims to be inspired by all genres of music, attributing his love for hard-hitting beats to his southern upbringing. “Down here we like the beats to hit hard. That just how it is. Even Florida, everybody gotta have that trunk beating.”


“RIP Roach” ends with several shout-outs by XXXTENTACION to his “Zoe,” a piece of Haitian American slang for “Haitian friend” (and sometimes drug dealer) with an interesting history in South Florida.


In the 1960s, Cubans began coming to the United States, and Florida in particular, because of the political upheaval of the new Castro regime. In what was likely a US attempt to stick it to the Castro government, America passed the Cuban Adjustment Act of 1966, which fast-tracked permanent residency applications for Cuba immigrants. In 1996, the law was revised to apply only to those who made it onto land, and was nicknamed the Wet Foot/Dry Foot Law. Partly due to the lax immigration policy, Cuban immigrants settled more comfortably into Florida society, quickly putting down roots, opening businesses, and getting involved in politics. Today, the Cuban influence on Florida’s cultural fabric is indisputable.


Jamaican immigration to the United States also had a major spike during the political unrest following Jamaica’s independence in 1962, with Jamaican immigrants also putting down firm roots in South Florida. (South Florida is often referred to as “Kingston 21” due to the fact that the Jamaican postal system splits Jamaica into twenty different areas—South Florida is therefore the twenty-first district.) In addition to Jamaicans, Haitians also make up a large portion of foreign-born people living in Broward County, yet Haitian immigrants in South Florida have traditionally struggled to put down roots and assimilate.


Haitian immigration, like that from Jamaica and Cuba, spiked in the 1960s. Haitians were fleeing the dictatorship of François “Papa Doc” Duvalier and his son Jean-Claude “Baby Doc” Duvalier. Considered one of the most corrupt and repressive governments in the region, Duvalier’s reign resulted in a mass exodus from the country, which only served to drive Haiti further into poverty. Haitians fleeing the Duvaliers often took the dangerous voyage to the United States in small boats and were frequently denied asylum while Cuban immigrants were largely welcomed, as discussed above. As far back as the early 1900s, cultural forces in the United States were planting seeds that would stigmatize Haitians in the United States. Tales of child sacrifice and cannibalism were spread as an attempt to justify the mistreatment of Haitians and were then used to help justify the US occupation of Haiti from 1915 to 1934.


In 1990, Haiti had its first truly democratic election and immigration to the United States slowed. Within months, however, a military coup overthrew Haiti’s first democratically elected president and the immigration resumed. This, plus the major hurricane in 2008 and earthquake in 2010, reinforced the perception that Haitian immigrants were always victims. Worse still, in 1982, when details about the HIV virus were still surfacing, the CDC listed Haitians along with hemophiliacs, homosexuals, and heroin users as an at-risk group for contracting the virus. Officials eventually removed Haitians from the list, but by then it was too late. In Florida, Haitians were already being discriminated against in almost every way, causing them to be passed over for jobs and often forced to work in unofficial capacities, either in jobs paid off the books or through the black market.


These unfortunate circumstances instilled an indelible sense of shame in the community by the late eighties and early nineties. Haitian restaurants advertised themselves as “Creole” instead of Haitian. Haitians would change their names and refuse to speak Kreyòl, their native language. Some even refused to do business with fellow Haitians. This discrimination and internalized shame were perhaps best personified by a young man named Phede Eugene, known to his friends and non-Haitian girlfriend as “Fred.” He committed suicide after his sister spoke to him in Kreyòl in public, thereby outing him to his non-Haitian girlfriend.


Walshy Fire of the electronic trio Major Lazer moved to South Florida from Jamaica. When Zach Goldbaum, host of the Viceland music show Noisey, asked him what it was like coming to Florida from Jamaica, he replied: “It was easy, everyone’s parents were from somewhere.” However, Goldbaum then asked Fire about Haitians, and immediately the tone of the conversation changed: “They had it bad, though. Haitians, they got alienated from everything.”


Fire explained that it was harder for Haitians than other immigrants to blend in. Names like “Jean Baptiste” gave them away. He recalled his school had a regularly occurring “punch a Haitian day,” where Haitian kids would be singled out and beat on for no reason other than being Haitian.


This anti-Haitian climate gave rise to the gang Zoe Pound, which was formed in order to protect Haitians in South Florida. What started as a means of protection slowly morphed into one of the largest criminal gangs in the area, with 25,000 members in Miami alone by 2010. Zoe Pound began robbing the drug boats transporting cocaine to Miami’s docks, and then before long, the gang started trafficking the stolen product. Nowadays, Zoe Pound demands the kind of respect that requires even famous rappers to “check in” when they stop by Miami on tour. By the mid-2000s, Zoe Pound had amassed a reputation, both as a dominant force in the drug game and for their ability to intimidate rival gangs.


Zoe Pound was also the name of a rap group made up of members from the gang. Zoe Pound released songs that included rhymes in both Kreyòl and English. Eventually, “Zoe Pound” became so synonymous with the dope game that some in Florida now use the term “Zoe” interchangeably with “drug dealer.”


Haitians had been branded a community of victims by forces beyond their control, but thanks in part to Zoe Pound, that’s no longer the case. It may seem odd to some that Zoe Pound, a criminal gang, would have that kind of impact, but in many ways, it was a matter of respect. The intimidation and fear that Zoe Pound generated were in direct opposition to the meek, victimized reputation that had haunted the community’s collective psyche. Haitians felt protected, strong, and, most important, proud.


Zoe Pound alone didn’t help restore Haitian pride in South Florida. The celebration of the 2004 Haitian bicentennial was considered a major turning point for the culture. The city of Miami erected a ten-foot statue of General Toussaint Louverture, a hero of the Haitian Revolution, in the center of Little Haiti. To the community, it was a profound acknowledgment that Haitians were an integral part of Miami’s cultural fabric. The musician Wyclef Jean is often credited with helping American Haitians find pride in their heritage by boasting about his own and flying Haitian flags at his performance. However, Jean grew up in New Jersey and is associated with a brand of hip-hop that could be considered more pop than rap. Today, the Haitian community in South Florida is proud of their origins, and they’ve only become more vocal now that they’re represented in the hip-hop game by Kodak Black. Unfortunately, things may be changing once again for the community. Donald Trump’s Department of Homeland Security has announced the end of Temporary Protected Status for Haitian immigrants, giving at least 300,000 Haitians in America two years to become legal citizens or return to Haiti.


Noisey host Zach Goldbaum says that Haitian rapper Gato Da Bato told him that though attitudes toward Haitians have shifted thanks to Zoe Pound and others, there’s still a long way to go. Waves of Haitian immigrants still make their way to South Florida regularly and are vulnerable to the same difficulties faced by their predecessors.


This all brings us back to “RIP Roach.” The song was originally released in May 2016. Four months prior to the song’s release, X tweeted: “I JUST LOST ANOTHER HOMEBOY TO THE STREETS AND ALL MY N***A WANTED WAS SOME MONEY WE WASNT CLOSE BUT MY N***A SUPPORT HUSTLE.” X’s tweet was about a young man named Markinson Joseph, the person he would later invoke in the song “RIP Roach” as “my Zoe.”


On Tuesday, January 5, 2016, Markinson Joseph and David Salomon were found shot to death behind a duplex in Fort Lauderdale. A community board member who lived in Markinson’s neighborhood told a reporter for the Sun Sentinel that crimes in the area tend to go unsolved because of the Haitian community’s distrust for local law enforcement. Mere weeks before his murder, Markinson was interviewed by the Miami New Times in a January 2016 piece about racial profiling. Cops were targeting young black men for having “unregistered bicycles.” At sixteen, Markinson Joseph had been ticketed four times for not registering his bike. When asked how he felt about the practice by the Miami New Times reporter, he said the following: “I don’t have no feelings no more. I already know about society and how it doesn’t benefit me.” Perhaps this sentiment explains in part why some mothers in a country that’s never had a war on its own soil feel the need to raise soldiers. Markinson Joseph’s murder remains unsolved to this day.
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