

[image: image]










[image: image]
















Copyright © 2021 by S. H. Fernando Jr.


Jacket design by Terri Sirma


Jacket Illustration © David Choe


Cover copyright © 2021 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Hachette Books


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas


New York, NY 10104


HachetteBooks.com


Twitter.com/HachetteBooks


Instagram.com/HachetteBooks


First Edition: July 2021


Published by Hachette Books, an imprint of Perseus Books, LLC, a subsidiary of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Hachette Books name and logo is a trademark of the Hachette Book Group.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events.


To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data has been applied for.


ISBNs: 978-0-306-87446-8 (hardcover); 978-0-306-87445-1 (ebook)


E3-20210524-JV-NF-ORI














For Johnny
















Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: Hachette Books logo]














PREFACE


“I smoke on the mic like ‘Smokin’ Joe’ Frasier / The Hellraiser, raising hell with the flavor.” When Inspectah Deck launched into his iconic opening lines from “Protect Ya Neck” during a 2018 Wu-Tang Clan performance on Jimmy Kimmel Live!, I couldn’t help but crack a smile and feel the goosebumps rising. The nine MCs gliding smoothly and nonchalantly across the stage, now grown men in their late forties and early fifties, were still doing it—maybe not with as much gusto as twenty-five years earlier, but the ecstatic crowd was loving it, and so was I. Flashbacks of the Clan’s record release party at New York’s Webster Hall in November 1993—the world premiere of these grimy, young upstarts from the mysterious shores of Staten Island—replayed in my mind. Like a title bout, the place was packed to the rafters with industry types and media, along with a colorful assortment of playas, hustlers, floozies, and a who’s who of New York’s hip-hop massive, who turned out to fete the crew behind “Protect,” a breakout street hit that had dominated rap’s collective consciousness for most of the year. As Wu-Tang swarmed the stage with what seemed like half their housing projects, no one even knew who was in the group until they started rhyming. No question, they brought one hell of a ruckus that night, putting Staten Island, or Shaolin, as they called it, on the map. Their unveiling also marked the beginning of a new chapter in hip-hop—the Wu era.


Emerging from New York’s forgotten borough, the original nine-man collective hit like a Scud missile with Enter the Wu-Tang: 36 Chambers (Loud/RCA, 1993), an explosive debut that permanently altered the rap landscape. Hijacking the charts with a raw, underground sound and storming the gates of the music industry like Attila’s hordes, the Clan kept on coming with an unrelenting assault of solo releases that furthered their choke hold on rap between 1993 and 1997. Today, with over forty million records sold worldwide, music attests to only part of their epic saga. At this point, it’s fair to say they have even transcended the rap game, claiming their place in the cultural zeitgeist.


Man for man, the nine unique personalities of Wu-Tang, each oozing with witty, unpredictable talent and natural game, composed an all-star lineup never before seen in hip-hop. But the chemistry they exhibited as a team was what made them truly special. Commercial success almost overshadowed the fact that one of the main reasons they received so much love was that they represented the underdog everywhere, defying insurmountable odds to make it to the top. Even their whole DIY approach, which was grass roots and underground, made their impact on the mainstream all the more impressive. For generations of youth who grew up under the full sway of hip-hop in the seventies, eighties, and nineties, they are our equivalent of the Beatles or the Rolling Stones.


The Clan first appeared on my radar in October 1992, before “Protect Ya Neck” started tearing up the underground. After a year of barrio living in Manhattan’s Spanish Harlem while working on my master’s degree at the Columbia School of Journalism, I had just made the move to Williamsburg, Brooklyn—at the time, a Shangri-la of artists, eccentrics, and delinquents, all drawn by the immense but affordable industrial spaces. One night, a college buddy, Jon Shecter, came over to check out the new digs. Along with fellow classmate Dave Mays, he had started hip-hop’s premier publication, The Source, which gave me my first byline. Coming straight from the new Source offices on lower Broadway, Shecter brought a cassette that had him pretty hyped. After rolling up the requisite blunt, we popped in the tape, and I heard those iconic karate chops that open “Protect Ya Neck” for the first of what was to be many times.


Over a galloping kick and snare beat, RZA cut up the siren-like saxophone wail that opened “The Grunt” by the J.B.’s—the same iconic sample that powered Public Enemy’s classic “Rebel Without a Pause”—to sinister effect. Random stabs of a guitar riff from LL Cool J’s classic “Rock the Bells” added some unexpected rock ’n’ roll swagger. Above the glorious mayhem, eight MCs with distinctly different styles and flows battled for our attention in a nonstop lyrical assault, uninterrupted by hooks. We had to rewind the tape a few more times to even catch some of their witty, intricate wordplay, which was heavy on the slang.


A couple of months later, in January 1993, Kid Capri played “Protect Ya Neck” for the first time on his mix show on WBLS. No doubt underground faves Stretch and Bobbito on WKCR and Funkmaster Flex on Hot 97 also helped break the single to a wider audience, but New York’s urban commercial powerhouse playing an independent release from a then-unknown, unsigned group proved to be a game changer for this ragtag outfit from Staten Island. Upon hearing “Protect Ya Neck” on the radio for the first time, Raekwon the Chef, who stands about five foot five, reportedly jumped so high, he almost hit his head on the ceiling. He probably had no idea that his life and those of his fellow clansmen and their families would never be the same again. Of course, neither would the world of music.


The opening salvo in the Wu revolution lit up the airwaves across the Rotten Apple. The antithesis of the slick, smooth-sounding G-funk of Dr. Dre and his disciples on the West Coast who dominated commercial radio and the charts, Wu-Tang’s gritty basement sound recalled hip-hop’s halcyon days. With roots reaching back into the Bronx bedrock, they were reclaiming rap for the city that started it all. You always knew what was hot on the streets from the sounds booming out of passing SUVs, and “Protect Ya Neck” ricocheted across the concrete canyons of Gotham like an emergency broadcast from hell. Taking a page from the DIY punk rock manual, as well as their own checkered past, the group pressed the single themselves, pushing it on the streets like a controlled substance. Well acquainted with the drug game, they applied that same kind of hustle to flipping product and moving units. By the time they got rid of that initial run of two thousand records, the major labels came calling.


Of course, Wu mastermind RZA had a plan. He had already been burned once by the music industry after being briefly signed and dropped as a solo artist by Tommy Boy. To do battle again in that cutthroat biz, he needed the support of his whole team. At the same time, he was aware that one record deal wouldn’t be enough to feed everyone. RZA’s genius, then, was signing the group as a single entity while retaining the rights to sign each individual member to solo deals with other labels—a practice unheard of at the time. It took a fairly new, unproven imprint called Loud Records to agree to such terms, but they paid the group only $60,000, a relative pittance by the standards of the day. The autonomy and creative control that RZA secured in return, however, to fully realize his vision proved to be priceless. Few records of that time can compare with 36 Chambers’ raw, dusted aesthetic, which in drug parlance represented that pure, uncut dope.


A few months after first hearing “Protect Ya Neck,” Loud contacted me to write a bio for the group. As a hip-hop journalist about to publish my first book, The New Beats: Exploring the Music, Culture, and Attitudes of Hip-Hop, I had pretty much interviewed all the major players in hip-hop by then. Yet my conversation with the RZA left an impression like a fatcap. Speaking to me by phone from his studio in Staten Island, he launched into an animated discussion about martial arts as a metaphor for the group’s lyrical prowess—that Wu-Tang was a sword style, and the sword represented a sharp tongue. “We flip flows like kung-fu and take niggas’ heads with our lyrics,” he told me in no uncertain terms. RZA was also heavily into numerology and kicked a lot of Five-Percenter jargon—though I was ignorant to it at the time—breaking down words and numbers into alternative meanings. In an art form filled with unique and memorable characters, he came off like some mystic, majestic magus from the slums. Behind thick ghetto slang compounded by a rhotacism, I clearly recognized someone of innate intelligence—the kind you don’t acquire at school—who was incredibly passionate and laser-focused on where he was going. A lot of rappers talk the talk, but I knew this guy was the real deal.


I finally met the RZA a few months later at Firehouse Studio in Manhattan. The group Gravediggaz, of which he was a member, was working on their first album, and their producer, Prince Paul, a friend of mine, had invited me down to voice a skit for the album, playing a crooked lawyer on the intro of a song called “Diary of a Madman.” I remember walking into the studio, proudly holding the January 1994 issue of The Source, hot off the press, featuring my first cover story on Das EFX—an issue that also happened to contain the magazine’s initial coverage of the Clan, whose album had just dropped. Raekwon, who was hanging out with a few guys, spotted the magazine in my hands and approached me holding a pair of garden shears with ten-inch blades. “Yo, kid, that the new joint?” he asked. “Let me peep that right quick.” Though I didn’t really know who Rae was at the time, I wasn’t about to argue with a guy holding those nasty-looking shears. Needless to say, I never got my copy of The Source back. But I did meet RZA, who struck me as incredibly humble and hungry. With an album on the verge of blowing up, he looked like he had just rolled off a park bench before coming to the studio. I mentioned our prior conversation for the press release for “Protect Ya Neck,” and he actually thanked me for writing it. Since graciousness was not a quality I usually associated with rappers, it confirmed what I already thought about him.


So began my long association with RZA and the group. My initial dealings with the “Abbot” of the Clan grew into a great rapport with him over the years as I wrote about Wu-Tang for such publications as The Source, Rolling Stone, Vibe, and many others. In addition to conducting multiple interviews with all the members between 1994 and 2002, I was lucky enough to be a fly on the wall as they worked on the first round of solo releases and their follow-up to 36 Chambers. During the making of Genius’s album, I was pulled out of my usual role as observer when RZA drafted me into playing the drug dealer, Mr. Grieco, on the skit that opens “Killah Hills 10304.”


Without much forethought, he simply told me, “Follow my lead,” and in a moment of adrenaline-pumping exhilaration, we acted out a deal gone bad. By the end of it, he was shouting at me, spittle flying, and even grabbing me by the throat for emphasis as GZA, Killah Priest, Dreddy Kruger, and Masta Killa crowded around. Masta Killa, incidentally, had just been in the news for punching friend and fellow journalist Cheo Coker in the face because he didn’t like the artwork that ran with Coker’s article on the Clan in Rap Pages, so I was already a little wary. Even though it felt like I was on the verge of a beatdown, I was somehow able to improvise my lines in a faux foreign accent. Thank God we nailed it in one take. As well as providing one hell of a story, the incident gave me an up close and personal look at the spontaneous and often unconventional methods the Clan used to create. Nothing was out of bounds, and there were no rules to any of it.


Though never compensated for my performance, I have enjoyed amazing access to the group over the years. I’ve been out to Staten Island numerous times and to the Wu Mansion in the woods of rural New Jersey, poking my video camera into the vocal booth while they were recording and taking a beating on the chessboard at the hands of GZA and Masta Killa. I joined the group in Los Angeles when they were working on Wu-Tang Forever, arriving the day after Notorious B.I.G. was gunned down. But, mostly, as a journalist I’ve just been around—to video shoots, live performances, studio sessions, award shows, and other events. I should note that interviewing anyone from the Clan is never a simple affair. Extreme tardiness is, of course, a given. I’ve spent entire days following RZA around town from record label offices to a chess game in the park to Indian restaurants to Sam Ash Music or B&H Photo in Midtown, and finally to the studio, where we might not get to talking until well past the witching hour. While most rappers spend their money on cars or jewelry, he once dropped $50,000 on an Avid video-editing system, paying for it with an American Express black card. I’ve seen him chop it up with a homeless bum one minute and then Richard Branson the next. Basically, it’s never a dull moment when you’re hanging with the Wu. During this time, I built up a formidable Wu archive, including pages of unpublished interviews, videos of the group in action in the studio, and several notepads of on-the-spot observations and accumulated memories.


Drawing on this wealth of exclusive material, as well as the bounty of open-source public information, I recount the Clan’s rise from humble beginnings to cultural icons in From the Streets of Shaolin: The Wu-Tang Saga. Wu-Tang, like hip-hop itself, represents a movement from the bottom that slowly and organically percolated to the top, constantly upping the ante on creativity, innovation, and originality and redefining music in the process. Beyond documenting their incredible rise, the book offers the most detailed and comprehensive look to date inside a true musical phenomenon, providing the social and cultural context to understand why Wu-Tang are as revered today as during their heyday in the nineties and how such a lasting and profound impact made them the greatest hip-hop group the world has ever known.


On a personal note, as a huge Wu fan myself, I have a far deeper relationship with their catalog than your average music journalist, and I approached this project not only with a commitment to truth and accuracy but also with the utmost love and respect. The Clan has seen me through many dark and difficult times. I remember one instance, in particular, when I was working for a media outfit in Iraq at the beginning of the war and living in a private residence outside the Green Zone. Our accommodations were rocked by a massive truck bomb that targeted the Australian Embassy next door. The first free elections since the ouster of Saddam were taking place at the end of the month, and insurgent violence was ratcheting up all over Baghdad. They were even threatening to close the airport, from which we hoped to make our escape. We didn’t know what was happening from one moment to the next, and the only thing that got me through those final hairy days was having Wu-Tang on repeat on my iPod. It was the perfect soundtrack to war because theirs is a music of strength, survival, and transcendence, and you can never defeat the gods.


S. H. Fernando Jr.


Baltimore


December 2020














RUCKUS IN B MINOR (THE PRELUDE)


You know, the man just upped my rent last night


’Cause Whitey’s on the moon


No hot water, no toilets, no lights


But Whitey’s on the moon


—Gil Scott-Heron, “Whitey on the Moon,” 1970


“You start out in 1954 by saying nigger, nigger, nigger. By 1968 you can’t say nigger, that hurts, there’s a backlash, so you say stuff like forced busing, states’ rights and all that stuff. And you’re getting so abstract now, you’re talking about cutting taxes, and all of these things you’re talking about are totally economic things and a byproduct of them is, blacks get hurt worse than whites.”


—Lee Atwater, Republican strategist, 1981


Despite the hard-won gains of the civil rights era, Black America, like the rest of the nation, was in a state of disarray by the end of the sixties. While white youths were protesting the Vietnam War and trashing the constricting social mores of the fifties with psychedelic drugs and free love, the revolution went a little deeper for Black folks. Discrimination in housing, jobs, and education; scarcity of resources and opportunities; and high rates of heroin addiction and incarceration were issues crying out for attention. Yet the incremental pace of change within the System couldn’t keep up with the groundswell for substantive reforms, which were, inevitably, deferred. The struggle had also decimated Black leadership—the assassinations of Medgar Evers in ’63 and Malcolm X in ’65—and when they finally gunned down Nobel Peace Prize recipient the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. on April 4, 1968, pushing people past the breaking point, Blacks burned down their own neighborhoods in one hundred cities across America, from Brooklyn and the Bronx to Cabrini Green and Watts. The nonviolent King had called riots “the language of the unheard,” and since he was the last person who could have kept the peace, his dream of an equal, just, and equitable society was also deferred. Groups like the Black Panthers, who favored an opposite approach, picked up the struggle but, like those before them, were infiltrated and promptly neutralized by J. Edgar Hoover’s FBI. Beneath the full powers of the state, Black liberation and resistance were effectively snuffed out.


Meanwhile, the real America, of military-industrial complex and empire, was too busy focusing on external threats to take stock of its own domestic failings. The so-called red scare had inspired the multibillion-dollar space race, and the US was sinking tremendous resources into a superficial show of force—ostensibly to also test technologies that could be used in Vietnam. On the evening of July 15, 1969, as the Apollo 11 spacecraft sat on its launchpad, poised to deliver the first Americans to the moon, the Reverend Ralph Abernathy led a Poor People’s Campaign of twenty-five African American families in two mule-driven wagons to the west gate of Kennedy Space Center in Florida. He wasn’t protesting the launch as much as the country’s messed-up priorities, saying, “We may go on from this day to Mars and to Jupiter and even to the heavens beyond, but as long as racism, poverty and hunger and war prevail on the Earth, we as a civilized nation have failed.”1


Space travel may have represented a symbolic future to some, Abernathy implied, but what good was technology if it could not be put to the practical purpose of feeding people at home? The real future was the children—like Bobby Diggs (a.k.a. the RZA), a brand-new arrival to planet Brooklyn, along with his cousins, Gary Grice (a.k.a. the GZA) and Russell Jones (a.k.a. ODB), both still in diapers. Products of the post–civil rights era, they suffered the consequences of their country’s misplaced priorities and outright neglect. Growing up in the seventies, they were pretty much left to fend for themselves in an increasingly hostile society that offered them little assistance and fewer opportunities. They also came of age during the scourge of crack cocaine in the eighties, which disproportionately affected the Black community.


Compare the way that the fentanyl epidemic gripping suburban white America has been treated as a public health crisis to the way that crack became an issue of law and order, spawning the destructive war on drugs that led to epidemic rates of incarceration and further disintegration of the Black family. When it was discovered that the CIA was actually responsible for pumping crack into communities of color in order to fund their anti-communist activities in Nicaragua, the costly toll on those communities was regarded as simply collateral damage. But Republican strategist Lee Atwater inadvertently gave up the goods, laying out his party’s racist agenda, which saw the slashing of vital social programs and the establishment of the prison-industrial complex during the Reagan-Bush years. So the war against Blacks is nothing new, and it continues to this day.


This new generation, including the future members of Wu-Tang, emerged with few positive role models and little guidance or mentorship to help structure their lives. With absent fathers and working single mothers, more often than not, TV and pop culture were their teachers. Cassettes and vinyl records were their entertainment—especially old records—and running wild in the streets was their recreation. For this generation there were no marches or slogans, yet their protests were very real. The simple and proud expression of who they were was an act of rebellion against a society stacked against them. Creativity and imagination were their weapons, and like so many who came before, freedom was their ultimate goal. Starting from scratch, the hip-hop generation changed everything.
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PART 1


KNOWLEDGE BORN


1. Knowledge—to look, listen, and observe


9. Born—to bring into existence


From “Supreme Mathematics”


The Nation of Gods and Earths

















CHAPTER 1


SOMETHIN’ IN THE SLUM WENT RA-PA-PUM-PUM


“Say it loud. I’m black and I’m proud.”


James Brown


Hip-hop was always for the children—especially the Black and brown children of the Bronx, who had scarcely anything else. Living on the fringes of a bankrupt city, enduring poor schools and worse neighborhoods, ridden with crime, drugs, and gangs—everything you’d expect in the depths of poverty—they were the victims of a savage society that barely acknowledged their existence. But instead of being eaten alive by their environment and circumstances, they transcended them. See, scarcity and limitation also fostered ingenuity and resourcefulness, and using what little they had at their disposal—their parents’ old records, a turntable, a mic, and their own fertile imaginations—they created a musical phenomenon that swept the world.


Defying all odds and expectations, hip-hop stands as one of the ultimate underdog success stories of all time as it rose from nothing to become a pop-culture Galactus, gobbling up millions in profits and leaving a wide swathe of influence in its wake. As far as underdogs go, the same could be said for the Wu-Tang Clan. Nine young Black men from the projects—most high school dropouts and ex-felons from broken homes who were never supposed to amount to anything—joined together for a common cause, not only beating the odds but profoundly changing hip-hop in the process. At a time when the corporate music industry controlled rap, pushing pop sellouts or smooth G-funk for mass consumption, Wu-Tang bum-rushed the boardroom, bringing the art form back to its essence—the streets. In the process, they became veritable superheroes to a generation, eventually attaining the kind of cultural cachet that few artists ever achieve.


“The reason why people took hold of our shit was because they fiendin’ for hip-hop,” explains RZA, architect of the Clan. “See, it’s like when hip-hop was first in the streets, know what I’m sayin’, everybody was into it. But then when it got to the radio and it started getting watered down, started getting into pop music, everyone started getting away from it for a minute. But we came back with a nice revival, you know what I’m sayin’? And I think our revival has been the strongest revival as of date.” After years of corporate dominance, Wu-Tang ushered in a renaissance of real hip-hop, a core reason behind their huge impact and appeal. “Wu is hip-hop—classical, vintage hip-hop,” RZA declares. “We the bridge between old and new. We like the bridge between the old school and the new generation of hip-hop.” In restoring the integrity of the art form and culture, Wu-Tang spearheaded a movement of their own, assuring their place as rap royalty.


Hip-hop’s humble origins can be traced back to the South Bronx of the seventies, a study in urban decay and neglect that provided unlikely fertile ground for this explosion of creativity from the bottom. Poor Black and Hispanic youth, lacking even a basic social safety net or opportunities for improvement, took it upon themselves to create something for their own edification and entertainment. From a deejay cutting and scratching records while an MC dropped rhymes on the mic to B-boys “goin’ off” during the extended percussive sections known as “the breaks,” contorting their bodies like pretzels or spinning on their heads, only a flimsy piece of cardboard separating skull from concrete, this new movement was born in the parties or “jams” held in housing-project recreation rooms or outside in the public parks. It came to encompass street fashion and other facets of urban culture, including the unseen rebels who threw up elaborate, stylized “tags” on the sides of abandoned buildings using cans of aerosol paint, soon to switch to subway cars as their canvases.


For youth mired in poverty and all of its negative effects, the various elements of hip-hop provided a means of expressing themselves and making a mark on their environment. It soon became a source of pride, a path to respect and recognition in the neighborhood, and something they could call their own. For us, by us. At a time when the Bronx was synonymous with bad news—in the form of street gangs, slums, smack, and serial arson, which turned the area into a postapocalyptic wasteland—hip-hop offered nothing short of salvation.


Few genres of music can claim an exact date of origin, but, among the cognoscenti, it is generally agreed that August 11, 1973, provided the jump-off. That night, a young Jamaican immigrant named Clive Campbell, a.k.a. DJ Kool Herc, threw his first party in the rec room of 1520 Sedgewick Avenue in the West Bronx, where he lived. What started off as a simple neighborhood bash, attended by mostly teens, to raise money for his younger sister Cindy’s back-to-school wardrobe, triggered a movement that influenced the world.


A twelve-year-old Campbell had arrived in the Bronx from Kingston in November 1967, joining his mother, Nettie, a nurse, who had emigrated the previous year. His father, Keith, and five younger siblings soon followed. Awkward and unsure in his new surroundings, Campbell must have felt like he had just fallen off the turnip truck. Eager to assimilate, as are most immigrants, he found an accelerated path to acceptance through sports, winning medals for cross-country and track-and-field in junior high.


By the time he reached Alfred E. Smith High, they were calling him “Hercules” (or “Herc” for short) due to his muscular build and athletic prowess. He had also tamed his thick patois by listening to American music—the sounds of the Temptations, Nat King Cole, and James Brown—as well as copping the style of popular New York radio disc jockeys such as Cousin Brucie and Wolfman Jack. The gang members and Five Percenters, who comprised his classmates, also hipped him the lingo of the streets. By 1970, Campbell was among the hordes of Bronx youth caught up in graffiti’s first wave. He wrote, “CLYDE AS KOOL,” a tag that combined the name people mistakenly called him and a TV ad for the popular menthol cigarette brand.1


However, one part of his Jamaican identity that he maintained and, in fact, nurtured was a passion for music. One of his cherished childhood memories was of Kingston’s mobile sound systems, known for setting up massive speaker boxes outside and playing music for the people of the ghetto. Herc, who wanted to somehow re-create that experience in his new home, received crucial support from his father, an avid record collector. Soon after moving to the Bronx, Keith Campbell started sponsoring a local R&B band, investing in a professional PA system with towering Shure speakers. He asked Herc to play records in between sets at their gigs. In exchange, the budding deejay was allowed to borrow the sound system for his own parties. Though it took some tinkering to get everything sounding nice at maximum level, Herc was able to hook up two Bogart amps and two Girard turntables into a preamp, using its channel knobs as his mixer.2 When he started deejaying, he added the “KOOL” from his graffiti tag to become Kool DJ Herc, the man with the Bronx’s first boomin’ system. Though the sheer volume of Herc’s set could easily drown out any competition, wattage wasn’t the only thing he had going for him.


Unlike other deejays, who just played the hits of the day, Herc further distinguished himself by his eclectic selection. His genius was identifying certain records that had an extended percussive section that he called the “get down,” because that’s the part when dancers really let loose. He used records like Rare Earth’s cover of the Temptations’ “Get Ready,” which had a two-minute percussive breakdown, or “Apache,” a funky instrumental jam by the Incredible Bongo Band that became his calling card. While other deejays played a whole song from start to finish, Herc reveled in these breaks, whose appeal boiled down to pure polyrhythms—the kind that made your body move in all different directions at once. Because most breaks were usually brief, however, he experimented, buying double copies of a record and mixing back and forth between them in what he called the “merry-go-round.” The extended groove he created came to be known as the “break beat,” the primary building block of hip-hop. The breaks inspired young dancers known as “break boys,” or B-boys for short, to bust out the acrobatic moves that came to be dubbed “break dancing.” Great for wilding out on the dance floor, the breaks served another purpose as well.


Herc unleashed his ferocious medley of funky break beats at Cindy’s back-to-school bash. For crowd control, he used a microphone attached to a Space Echo box, like the deejays used to do back home in Jamaica, sending his bellowing baritone soaring above the music. But as Herc focused more on playing records, his buddy Coke La Rock, seized by the inspiration of the moment, grabbed the mic and started dropping simple rhyming phrases like “Yes indeed, you rock with the rockers and jam with the jammers and boogie with the boogiers” in the jive-talkin’ tradition of Hustler’s Convention (Celluloid, 1973), an album of prison toasts and pimp talk that was a ghetto favorite at the time.3 He also shouted out his friends’ names, saying, “My mellow in the house.” In the process, he inadvertently became rap’s first master of ceremony, or MC. “That first party was epic,” says Curtis Fisher, one of Herc’s early fans, who started attending all his jams. “Afterwards, everybody attempted to recreate the energy of that night, because that sparked everything.”4 Indeed, even Fisher was eventually inspired to pick up the mic, rapping under the alias Casanova Fly, a.k.a. Grandmaster Caz.


Word of Herc’s phenomenal splashdown spread quickly through the neighborhood, leading to packed monthly parties in the Sedgewick Avenue rec room as well as guest appearances at a couple of area high schools. By the summer of 1974, with his crowds growing too large, he brought his set outside, playing records in nearby Cedar Park and inspiring legions of youth by his example. At this point, there was no looking back. From the parks, he moved on to the local clubs—long-forgotten spaces like the Twilight Zone, Hevalo, and Executive Playhouse—and by 1976, his name rang bells far beyond the borough. The excitement sparked by Herc ignited the Bronx like the flames of arson that had once plagued the neighborhood. His innovations were copied by others, who took what he was doing and added their own spin.


Only fifteen at the time, Joseph Saddler was intrigued by what he had seen in Cedar Park. An immigrant from Barbados, he lived with his parents and four sisters at Fox and 163rd Streets in the Bronx, smack-dab in the middle of the notorious gang territory known as Fort Apache. A self-professed nerdy kid, he preferred spending his time fixing broken radios or appliances rescued from the piles of trash to hanging out in the mean streets outside his windows. Any chance he got, he delved into his father’s extensive record collection, even recognizing some of the songs he heard that night in the park.


But Saddler, who approached everything in a very scientific manner, felt that Herc’s practice of randomly dropping the needle where he thought the groove began led to sloppy, offbeat transitions. As an electronics wiz at Samuel Gompers Vocational High, he had a fix for that. The enterprising teen actually built his own mixer with a cue switch—like the ones that disco deejays like Pete DJ Jones used—allowing him to audition one record in the headphones while the other was playing. Using this simple innovation, he could seamlessly interlock the beats as he segued between turntables.


Calling himself “Grandmaster Flash” in homage to the karate films that were popular at the time and the blazing speed at which his hands worked the vinyl, Saddler single-handedly pioneered the art form of turntablism, or using the turntable itself as an instrument. He demonstrated his mastery with the innovation of scratching, or manually manipulating the record with his hands as it spun to create sharp rhythmic noises. Though his younger protégé “Grand Wizard” Theodore Livingston, who was only thirteen at the time, accidentally discovered the technique, Flash was the first to debut this new trick, stopping the party in its tracks. As everyone gathered around to stare at him in awe, he realized that this was not exactly the desired effect. Therefore, in order to divert attention from what he was doing, Flash was the first to employ multiple MCs, starting with the Glover brothers—Melvin, a.k.a. “Melle Mel,” and Nathaniel, a.k.a. “Kid Creole”—and a former Black Spade gang member, Keith “Cowboy” Wiggins, whose lyrical stylings gave us the term “hip-hop.”


On the other side of the borough, another Black Spade from the Bronx River projects, Afrika Bambaataa, was also paying close attention to Herc and taking notes. Though only a student at Stevenson High, he had a lot of the same records himself—including James Brown, the Incredible Bongo Band, Baby Huey, and the Jimmy Castor Bunch. As warlord for one of the most powerful street gangs in New York, Bambaataa commanded so much respect of the streets that he could freely move through all the treacherous gang turfs in the Bronx. He assumed his distinctive title, meaning “affectionate leader,” after winning an essay contest in high school that afforded him a life-changing trip to Africa. Seeing Black people in the motherland running their own thriving society without whites proved to be nothing short of inspirational. As a child of the civil rights era and a natural leader and organizer, Bambaataa wanted to establish a similar model in the Bronx. During the waning influence of the gangs, he had the foresight to start a street-based organization called the Universal Zulu Nation, uniting the various elements of hip-hop under a single banner and helping to spread their influence far beyond the borough.


When he first started deejaying, he positioned his speakers out the windows of his project apartment, which he shared with his mother, a nurse. After getting more comfortable with his skills, he started throwing parties in the Bronx River Community Center, located in the middle of the projects. With crates upon crates of vinyl, Bam, who was dubbed “Master of Records,” expanded hip-hop’s palette of funk, soul, and R&B to include jazz, rock, world music, and obscure rarities, as well as interludes, like the theme from The Munsters, which he taped off TV and played in his mixes.


At a time when R&B and later disco was bumping in the clubs and on commercial radio, hip-hop issued forth from the streets, the parlance of poor Blacks and Hispanics partying for their right to exist and be recognized—the original Black Lives Matter. Before it even had a name, the art form was both dynamic and democratic, constantly honed and improved upon in the communal parties called “jams,” where anyone with talent could make a name for themselves. Those early formative years, respectfully regarded as the “Old School,” set the tempo for everything to follow. A more fitting description would be “True School” because the pioneers who grew and established the art form represented the truest form of hip-hop. Before money and fame entered the equation, they were doing it largely out of love and respect. In today’s commercial era, we often lose sight of their invaluable contributions, but what they started impacted generations of youth to come—especially those who were following right on their heels.


“If my homeboy came to me and I was hangin’ out somewhere playin’ handball, and he’d come over and say, ‘Yo, they jammin’ down in such and such,’ I might do something I’ve never done before right on the spot, like do a backflip off a car because that’s how much we loved hip-hop and still do,” says Gary Grice, fifty-five, otherwise known as the GZA or Genius, a founding member of Wu-Tang Clan.5 He was born in Brooklyn on August 22, 1966, and his parents separated when he was young, so he split time between his mother in Brooklyn and Staten Island and his father in the South Bronx’s Soundview projects.


A quiet, contemplative child, Grice gravitated toward the nursery rhymes of Mother Goose, which he memorized word for word. He discovered a different kind of poetry at his aunt’s house, however, when he was first introduced to the fiery rhetoric of the Last Poets, a revolutionary group of poets and musicians, formed on Malcolm X’s birthday on May 19, 1968, for the uplifting of Black consciousness. (Coincidentally, Jalal Nuriddin, a member of that group, is also responsible for the influential Hustler’s Convention album under the alias Lightnin’ Rod.) “At that time, albums didn’t have explicit stickers on them,” Grice says. “So, some of the songs had profanity on them, and I was moved by that. I would listen to the songs, to the flow, and I would balance it back and forth with the nursery stuff I had.”6 Making the leap to MCing was nothing, as Grice adds, “When hip-hop came in, I already had that kind of flow, you know, that knack for rhyming and delivering lyrics in a certain way.”7


His initial exposure to rapping and deejaying came while spending summers with his father in the Soundview projects. “It’s like every motherfucker that would get on the mic in the South Bronx was incredibly ill, you know, how I saw it then,” he says, inspiring him to start writing his own rhymes. “So, I used to go back and forth from the Bronx to Staten Island, pickin’ up on my skills, coming back, kickin’ some uptown shit from the Bronx,” he continues. “You know how it is when you start—we all go through it, you know what I’m sayin’? It’s just payin’ respect to niggas that’s dope—say they lyrics, you know. And as time went on, I started to advance in my skills.” He also introduced his cousin from his mother’s side, Bobby Diggs, who would become Wu-Tang mastermind RZA, to this new movement that was bubbling up from the streets and spreading to low-budget neighborhoods around the five boroughs.


As the nation celebrated its two hundredth birthday in July 1976, Bobby, then seven, was visiting Gary, a.k.a. Buck, who was three years older and living in Staten Island’s Park Hill projects at the time. That afternoon, a guy known as DJ Jones had set up his turntables, mixer, and speakers between two of the project buildings, jacking power from a streetlight. He started cutting and scratching records as his MCs, Punch and Quincy, traded simple rhymes on the mic: “Dip, dip, dive, and you socialize / Clean out your ears and you open your eyes.”8 Having never seen guys talking over beats before and feeling the energy of the crowd and the whole vibe of something fresh and new happening, Bobby’s mind was officially blown. He stayed out until well past eleven, soaking up the atmosphere and dancing the night away. Though his mother gave him an ass whipping, it was a small price to pay for falling in love for the first time. “These words and this music, they were a call—a call to something deep inside me,” he recalled in his memoir.9 But, he says, “it wasn’t until fourth grade at the age of nine that I wrote my first rhyme. But once I wrote my own, I never stopped.”10


The following summer, Gary accompanied Bobby to his baptism at the source—the South Bronx. The journey, which took about two hours, required hopping a bus to the ferry, then taking the train all the way uptown to another bus before finally arriving at Morrison/Soundview. The payoff was getting to hear Disco King Mario play records, flanked by a wall of fourteen Cerwin Vega speakers set up outside in the project courtyard. On that sticky summer day, they danced with the girls until a break beat like “Apache” or “Dance to the Drummer’s Beat” came on, instantly transforming them into B-boys. “I would just dive in the air crazy high, land on my hands, goin’ crazy, all a that,” Grice recalls.11 Though the man behind the wheels of steel was still the main attraction, the budding MC cast an envious eye at the roped-off area behind the turntables, where the deejay’s crew took turns rocking the mic. Then, all the way home on the train, the cousins imitated those MCs, kicking rhymes back and forth to each other. “For us, it was just a passion and a hobby—it was something that is so much a part of my makeup,” says Grice. “It was something I loved so much. We didn’t know it was going to change or revolutionize the world as a music genre.”12


Born in Brooklyn, King’s County Hospital, on July 5, 1969, Robert Fitzgerald Diggs—named after the martyred Kennedy brothers, whom his mother admired—didn’t stay in New York for long. Only three years old when his parents split up, Bobby was sent to live with a great-uncle in Murfreesboro, North Carolina. His mom’s father’s brother, Uncle Hollis, a practicing physician who owned six hundred acres of land on which he grew tobacco and peanuts and raised animals, provided him with probably his first and only positive male role model. Bobby grew very fond of Hollis, whom he described as “Solomon-wise” and who also instilled in him a love of learning. He encouraged Bobby to read and study, and one of the first books he gave the four-year-old was Mother Goose Nursery Rhymes, which he enjoyed as much as his cousin Gary. Bobby also credited his great-uncle with teaching him manners and how to carry himself. He enjoyed a very proper and comfortable upbringing on Hollis’s sprawling estate, even attending Southern Baptist church services every Sunday, where people regularly broke out in hysterics, apparently overcome by the Holy Spirit. But even as a kid, Bobby exhibited a wisdom beyond his years and wasn’t buying it. Despite the separation from his immediate family, those early years were happy ones for him.13


Everything changed, however, in 1976, when his mother, Linda, brought him back to Brooklyn. While playing the numbers, she hit a winner for almost $4,000 and was able to get a lease on a three-bedroom unit in the Marcus Garvey Village Apartments in Brownsville for herself and eight of her eleven kids. The newly built public housing project stood in stark contrast to the Betsy Head Pool, the city’s first public outdoor pool and bath house built in 1914, which sat right across the street. Here, youth from all the nearby projects—including the Brownsville, Tilden, and Van Dyke Houses—went to beat the heat. They also learned, firsthand, the law of the concrete jungle, as daily fights and muggings made it the kind of place that if you went in wearing nice sneakers, you were walking home barefoot.


But Brooklyn builds character, or so the saying goes. A guy known around the block as “Bighead” Mike would hang at the basketball court next door to the pool.14 Bullied incessantly for his high-pitched voice and lisp, Mike, the son of sex workers, earned his lumps here, learning to fight just to survive. Involved in muggings and petty crime, he was arrested thirty-eight times by the age of thirteen. Finally, he ended up at the Tryon School for Boys, a reformatory in Johnstown, New York, where he was able to turn things around and hone his raw power into a formidable prowess in the boxing ring. The champ Mike Tyson eventually escaped the hell that was Brownsville. But Bobby was new to these mean streets.


More than a hundred years earlier, in 1866, a developer named Charles S. Brown put the neighborhood on the map. After acquiring some subdivisions in the east of Brooklyn through a foreclosure auction, he started touting “Brownsville” as an alternative for working-class Jews crammed into Manhattan’s Lower East Side. By the turn of the century, the neighborhood’s population had swelled, earning it the nickname of Little Jerusalem. In the meantime, it had also become a hub of manufacturing. Along with factories came low-income tenements to house the workers, which was how Brownsville became designated as a slum. The neighborhood’s reputation for crime originated as early as the thirties and forties, when the notorious mob enforcers known as Murder Inc., including legendary Jewish gangsters Meyer Lansky and Bugsy Siegel, established their base there.


Brownsville remained predominantly Jewish up until the fifties. Then the building of several new high-rise public housing projects within a one-mile radius—to accommodate a burgeoning lower-income Black population, who were part of the postwar migration from the South—triggered white flight. According to US Census figures from 1970, Brownsville’s population of 138,000 was 77 percent Black and 19 percent Puerto Rican. The unemployment rate stood at a whopping 17 percent, twice that of the rest of the city, while the neighborhood also claimed the highest poverty rate. Surveying a landscape scarred by arson and the 1968 riots, Mayor John Lindsay called it “Bombsville.”15 Its empty lots and burned-out buildings rivalled even the apocalyptic squalor of the South Bronx. Racism and redlining had created neglected communities of color just like this across the nation, where the living was not easy, to say the least.


But the Garvey Houses stood in stark contrast to the Ville’s typical high-rise projects. Finished in February 1975, this development of modular three-story buildings in brown brick with gray trim and large white numbers demarcating the individual units looked more like modernist college dorms. It even won kudos for its design, featured at an exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art three years earlier. In the Garvey Houses, front doors opened directly onto the street instead of hallways, and some units even boasted private backyards. But they were still smack-dab in the middle of an impoverished neighborhood with the second-highest crime rate in the city.


Just before moving in, Bobby’s family became official Brooklynites when all their belongings, including furniture, toys, and bikes, were stolen right out of their new apartment. The culprit, who revealed himself years later, turned out to be their next-door neighbor, a drug dealer named Chili-Wop, whom Bobby eventually befriended.16 If being a victim of grand larceny wasn’t enough, on his second night in Brownsville, three teenagers mugged Bobby at the corner store. His mom was so incensed that she actually brought him back to look for them in her nightgown, butcher knife in hand. But crime was as normal a part of life here as the mail delivery. Bobby’s older brother Mitchell was routinely robbed for his stack of quarters when he went to do the family laundry at the Laundromat, and the boys witnessed their first shooting in the park directly across the street from where they lived.17 It’s no mystery how “Crooklyn” earned its reputation back then.


Bobby attended PS 384 Francis E. Carter Elementary in neighboring Bushwick, where, in second grade, he met future collaborator Corey Woods (a.k.a. Raekwon the Chef). As per Hollis’s influence, he remained a conscientious student who attended church every Sunday with his family. The four Diggs brothers shared a room with two twin beds like they shared their clothes and everything else. Once, after heavy rains, their basement apartment on Dumont Avenue flooded, backing up the toilet and spewing raw sewage everywhere. With the slimmest of means, Bobby’s mother still tried her best to make the place into a suitable home. She assigned all the kids chores so that they could contribute to the household and learn some responsibility, and she encouraged them to look out for one another. Though life was hard, being poor was not something Bobby could really grasp at that age—especially surrounded by poverty. After about a year in Brooklyn, he got word that Uncle Hollis had died of a heart attack in North Carolina at the age of forty-five. Absolutely crushed by the news, Bobby cried more than any other time in his young life. In tough situations like these, however, it helped to have a large extended family for support.18


Since returning to Brooklyn, Bobby had become close with another cousin, Rusty, who was a year older. Rusty’s father, William Jones, and Bobby’s grandmother, Mae, were siblings from a large family from Franklin, Virginia, who had both ended up in New York. Born Russell Tyrone Jones on November 13, 1968, Rusty became a man of many aliases, the most popular being Ol’ Dirty Bastard, the third founding member of Wu-Tang Clan. But his original nickname came from his mother, Cherry, who combined the first letters of his first and middle names.


When Rusty’s family—including his parents and five siblings (two brothers and three sisters)—were living in the Linden Plaza apartments in East New York, Bobby visited practically every weekend. Sometimes they spent Sundays at Rusty’s grandmother’s house at 112 Putnam Avenue in Bed-Stuy, where Gary often met them as well, playing records and coming up with rap routines in the basement. Bonded by their love of hip-hop, the trio soon became inseparable, whether hanging out in Brooklyn or Staten Island or stomping around Manhattan’s Times Square.


Meanwhile, as hip-hop continued to flourish across the five boroughs, it started experiencing the inevitable growing pains. In 1977, Herc was stabbed during an altercation at the door of one of his parties at the Sparkle in the Bronx. Afterward, he receded from the scene, never really reclaiming his former glory. With him, the whole art of deejaying itself seemed to fade from the spotlight—especially when the MCs came to captivate the crowd. By 1978, Grandmaster Flash and the Three MCs had grown into the Furious Five, and they started packing them in at a Bronx club called Disco Fever on Jerome Avenue and 167th Street. Other popular acts who performed there included Grand Wizard Theodore and the Fantastic Five, Funky Four Plus One More, and the Cold Crush Brothers, boasting two deejays, Charlie Chase and Tony Tone, along with MCs Easy AD, JDL, Almighty Kay Gee, and Grandmaster Caz. From rap’s inception, then, big groups were the norm, living out their hyperbolic names with flamboyant outfits and creative routines. In this formative era driven by competition, battling on the mic became a way to gain notoriety, and early MCs engaged in a literal war of words to crush their opponents and move the crowd with their verbal dexterity. Before records, bootleg tapes captured the energy of these live jams, circulating throughout the tri-state area and beyond.


“We based ourselves on what came before us,” says Grandmaster Caz, who ultimately credits Harlem’s DJ Hollywood, a disco deejay, for laying the blueprint of rhyming on the microphone to complement the music. He says, “Kool Herc or Coke La Rock would have a little saying, you know what I mean? And we would just copy it and embellish it or change it, you know what I’m sayin’, to fit our particular format. Other people started doing it, and the more it happened, the more it grew.”19 One of those people was a young Bobby, who says, “I’m nine years old, listening to them, and I start writing based on what I’m hearing them do, and so I’m like a student.”20


But as hip-hop migrated to the clubs, it also underwent its first major reckoning. Would it remain true to its roots or become watered down for mass consumption? Since then, two diverging camps—commercial and underground—have been battling for the soul of the art form. Initially, rap provided an alternative to disco, but as it expanded, it merged with its former nemesis in a bid for wider appeal. The culmination of rap’s crossover came with the release of a record that epitomizes the never-ending conflict between art and commerce, clearly separating the hustlers of culture from those who were doing it from the heart.


It all started when Sylvia Robinson, a former singer herself and co-owner of the Sugar Hill record label with her husband, Joe, was looking to get into something new. She had seen a guy named Lovebug Starski (Kevin Smith) talking over disco tracks and driving the crowd crazy at Harlem World at 116th and Lenox and wanted to re-create that same energy on a record. When she approached the MC, however, he rebuffed her, saying that what he did was only meant to be done live at a club. Later on, at an Englewood, New Jersey, pizzeria, Robinson heard Henry Lee “Hank” Jackson rapping to a tape of the Cold Crush Brothers. She told him she was putting together a group to record a rap.


Hank was no MC, but a club bouncer who had aspirations of becoming an artist manager. In fact, he already had a relationship with Cold Crush, but instead of tipping them off to this opportunity, he asked one of the members, Grandmaster Caz, a.k.a. Casanova Fly, if he could borrow his book of rhymes. Caz consented, and the rest, as they say, is history. “Big Bank” Hank, along with Michael “Wonder Mike” Wright and Guy “Master G” O’Brien, three random dudes put together by Robinson, ended up making a record called “Rapper’s Delight,” a six-minute song with no hook that soared up the charts, becoming an international hit. As amazing and groundbreaking as it sounded, it really had nothing to do with what was going on in the Bronx. It wasn’t even the first rap on wax—preceded months earlier by a record called “King Tim III (Personality Jock),” by the Fatback Band, released on the independent Spring Records, run by Julius Rifkind. Nevertheless, “Rapper’s Delight,” a catchy, funky novelty hit based on Chic’s disco sensation “Good Times,” became most people’s introduction to this new sound from the streets of New York. As rap got its first taste of stardom, becoming the flavor of the moment, hip-hop remained hidden from view, oozing up from the asphalt like black gold.


Change was in the air all over. Back in Brownsville, the Diggs family, four months behind in rent, got evicted from their apartment in Marcus Garvey Village. Bobby and his two elder brothers were sent to live with their grandparents at Sixty-Four Targee Street in Staten Island. It was, by no means, the first, or last time, he would change addresses. But music remained a constant in his life and something that kept him grounded. The breakout success of “Rapper’s Delight” planted a seed inside the impressionable ten-year-old’s mind. He realized not only the possibility of making a rap record—a completely novel concept at the time—but also that it could be hugely popular and make money. Full of dreams and possibilities, he made a conscious decision to dedicate himself to that goal.
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CHAPTER 2


LIFE AS A SHORTY


“Children are the constructors of men whom they build, taking from the environment language, religion, customs and the peculiarities not only of the race, not only of the nation, but even of a special district in which they develop. Childhood constructs with what it finds. If the material is poor, the construction is also poor. In order to build himself, he has to take by chance, whatever he finds in the environment.”


Dr. Maria Montessori, in a letter to world governements, 1947


In the wake of Columbus’s accidental “discovery,” another Italian explorer, Giovanni de Verrazzano, became the first European to lay eyes on what is now New York Bay in 1520. After navigating the bay’s narrow entrance, he anchored his ship, La Dauphine, only for the night—but long enough to secure his place in history. On November 21, 1964, when they cut the ribbon on what was then the longest suspension bridge in the world—an astounding feat of engineering at a span of 4,260 feet—his name was immortalized in steel and concrete. Connecting the boroughs of Brooklyn and Staten Island, the Verrazzano Narrows Bridge, championed by city planner Robert Moses, the man behind the Cross Bronx Expressway and other major urban renewal projects that changed the face of New York in the forties, fifties, and sixties, promised to bring the city closer together while also promoting expansion to the isolated fifth borough of Staten Island, which had only been accessible by ferry. Now families from Brooklyn had a physical escape route from the poverty, crime, and neglect that was consuming their neighborhoods. The Verrazzano threw them a lifeline, as it were, and many seized it. Due to the high volume of traffic on the bridge, a lower deck was added in June 1969.1


All those cars stacked up in multiple lanes, horns blaring and engines idling as they waited to pay the toll, might have looked like one hot mess, but Bobby, now eleven, and his older brother Mitchell, twelve, saw an opportunity. Displaying a precocious entrepreneurial spirit and work ethic, they started selling newspapers to the morning commuters for fifty cents a pop, palming a ten-cent commission per paper for themselves. A couple of hours of work could net them ten to twelve dollars each, which, at the end of the week, added up to sixty or seventy dollars. “That’s enough to buy me a pair of Pumas, a pair of Lees, or help out my mother,” says RZA.2 Sometimes Gary joined them, as well as Mitchell’s buddy from PS 57, Oliver “Pook” Grant, and his cousin Kevin. The impetus behind their collective hustle was simple. “We saw the struggle,” says Grant. “We all had families, and it was not so much just to buy your own shit, it was just like to take some burden off the family, ’cause, you know we had little brothers and shit.”


Though the struggle was as real here as in any other borough, Bobby’s new home distinguished itself from the rest of the city with a suburban vibe of its own. “One thing about Staten Island that was different from Brooklyn was the ability to walk from one neighborhood to another, to actually have a break from project life,” he says. “For instance, in Brownsville, in Brooklyn, if I walked from the Marcus Garvey projects to go see my cousin Vince, who lived in the Van Dyke projects, I had to walk through four projects to get there—and each project could be considered ‘turf.’ In fact, each building could be considered turf.”3 On Staten Island, however, he says, “You can walk from the Park Hill projects to the Stapleton projects, and in between those two projects is something else—‘normal’ hardworking homeowners, you know, not projects. I saw what we’d consider mansions then, big homes. And I think seeing another side of life that wasn’t ghetto life—I think there was something healthy about that.”4 In addition to selling newspapers, he says, “When I was living in Staten Island in sixth grade, when a snowstorm happens, guess what I’m able to do—I’m able to get out, pull out a shovel, and make $15 hustling, shoveling snow. That wasn’t available in Brownsville. You had breathing space. You were able to walk a few blocks, not worried about fighting, defending, stealing, robbing—things that happen every day in the projects.”5


Though saddled with the unenviable nickname of the Forgotten Borough, Staten Island’s unique history contributed to its misfit status, lending an aura of mystique as well. Even the native Munsee tribes that originally lived there called it Aquehonga Manacknong, or Place of the Enchanted Woods.6 Unlike Manhattan, which Dutch colonists supposedly purchased from the local Lenape Indians in 1626 for the bargain price of trinkets worth roughly sixty guilders (about US $1,000 back then), this neighboring island proved far more difficult to acquire. Though the Dutch gained a foothold there in 1661, naming it Staaten Island in homage to their parliament back home, territorial disputes with the natives raged on. Finally, in 1670, the British kicked everyone out, and the former Dutch holding, anglicized to Staten Island, joined the colony of New York. Designated as Richmond County (after Charles Lennox, the first duke of Richmond), and later the Borough of Richmond, it did not become a part of New York City until much later, in 1898.7


“It is greener, quieter and more open on Staten Island,” wrote the New York Times in 1972, capturing the place’s ultimate paradox of being a suburb within a city. “Still, Staten Island does have 333,000 people in its 60 square miles, which means that an area three times the size of Manhattan has about one-fifth of its population.”8 Ironically, both rank-and-file cops and Mafia dons had already discovered this quiet corner of New York as an ideal place to raise families or keep a low profile. Throughout the seventies, however, the city started encouraging others to take advantage of the plentiful space and cheaper rents, and the exodus from other boroughs began.


Radio ads touting the Park Hill Apartments, located in the Clifton section of Staten Island, attracted people like Lamont Hawkins (a.k.a. U-God) and his mom. Like many parts of New York, the area had a storied history. Originally owned by the wealthy Vanderbilt family in the 1830s, the land became property of the Fox Hills Golf Club by the turn of the century and was later requisitioned as a military barracks during World War II. Built in the sixties after the opening of the Verrazzano, Park Hill originally attracted middle- and working-class whites. The six-story brick buildings, situated on a six-block radius around Vanderbilt and Park Hill Avenues, boasted carpeted hallways, doormen, and even vending machines in the lobbies. Looks could be deceiving, however, because the buildings were found to be structurally unsound and began falling apart, forcing the owners to apply for federal funding. But by opening the doors for government subsidies, they were also obliged to accept low-income, predominantly Black, section-eight applicants, who soon supplanted the mostly white residents. As whites packed up and left, they took many of the local businesses with them—including the cleaners, the fish market, and the shoe repair—gradually hollowing out the community.9 It was the same story in practically every city in America where Blacks sought suitable housing.


Born in Brooklyn on November 10, 1970, Lamont spent his early years in the Brownsville projects before moving out to Staten Island. A child of generational poverty, he never knew his father, and his mother was also a product of public housing, raised in Brownsville’s Howard Houses. In fact, she grew up in the same building—1543 East New York Avenue—as Andrea Woods, who had also just relocated to Park Hill with her young son, Cory, born January 12, 1970, who was Lamont’s age. Coincidentally, Lamont’s mom also knew Bobby’s mom, Linda, who had lived in the neighboring Van Dyke Houses.10 Indeed, despite all the downsides of project life, they did, at least, help foster lasting friendships and a sense of community.


“Growing up how we did, you’d think it was all hard times,” Lamont recalled in his memoir. “We were too young to know we were ‘disadvantaged.’ You sort of have a feeling something’s not right, but you’re a kid, so you adapt and learn how to have your fun anyway.”11 That meant playing with the neighborhood kids in a patch of undeveloped land behind the projects that even included a small wooded area with two ponds. As a child of the asphalt, he felt a sense of liberation being around so much nature and living out a Huck Finn fantasy, catching frogs and crawfish or skipping stones across the water. Reality only intruded if they happened to venture to the other side of the big pond, where the white kids would chase them back, openly taunting them with the N-word. Blacks, in fact, were expected to observe the unspoken, racially segregated boundaries that separated their immediate area of Clifton and neighboring Stapleton from the predominantly Italian neighborhoods of the North Shore, such as Rosebank, which they labelled “Mini Mississippi.” If they didn’t, they could expect to be chased out by an angry white mob.


White bullies were not the only threat. The Avenue Crew, a gang of Black teens who hung out on the corner, relentlessly terrorized the younger kids. It didn’t take long for Lamont and his friends to figure out that there was strength in solidarity. While in elementary school at PS 57, he, Cory, and a few others formed the Baby Crash Crew (BCC) to protect themselves from their teen tormentors. “It was really some neighborhood shit, you know. It was like hangin’ out with friends that you grew up with,” says Raekwon. “We was running around, getting into shit, getting into trouble, but it more started from going to school together.”12


Yet the same people they feared were the ones they emulated. “For me, say around ’82, ’83, I was a kid and just growing up in the neighborhood and watching the older dudes,” Raekwon recalls. “Everything they did, from what they wore, to where they was goin’, to what they ate. My generation of cats that was living in the neighborhood, we was just wanting to follow the procedure and do the same shit.”13 Estranged from his father, a drug addict, Raekwon looked to these older dudes on the corner as his only male role models. With a strict mother, any bad habits he picked up came from these streets, where it was easy to be robbed of the innocence of childhood. By junior high, BCC had morphed into DMD, or Dick ’Em Down crew, which in turn became the Wreck Posse in high school.14


The area youth attended junior high at IS 49 Bertha A. Dreyfus School on Warren Street, directly across from the Stapleton Houses. Here, Lamont and Cory first came into contact with Jason Hunter (a.k.a. Inspectah Deck), Dennis Coles (a.k.a. Ghostface Killah), and Oliver Grant (a.k.a. Power, CEO of Wu-Wear). Jason and Cory were assigned to the same special education classroom for problem students, where many young Black males were railroaded for any excuse at all.15 Neglected and ignored by teachers, administrators, and the system itself, they were often set on a path that led directly to reform school and, later, prison.


As with most teens, school and learning were hardly priorities in their lives. “I was a straight class fuckin’ clown, yo,” says Jason. “I’m one of them niggas that was makin’ everybody else laugh, had no respect for the teacher, but when test time came, I was the mu’fucka that got the 100.”16 The highlight of their day was lunch, when guys took turns banging out beats on the cafeteria tables with their fists and palms. Jason showed off his poppin’ and lockin’ skills while Dennis, who sported a puffy afro and perpetual grin, spun on the ground like a member of the Rock Steady Crew. “We used to battle every day like it was Beat Street the movie,” Deck recalls, referencing one of Hollywood’s initial attempts to depict hip-hop culture in 1984.17


Born in the Bronx on July 6, 1970, Jason, the youngest child of Frank and Cynthia Hunter, spent his early years shuffling between Brooklyn, the Lower East Side, and Queens before finally settling in Staten Island. If losing his father at the tender age of six wasn’t traumatic enough, Jason faced the humiliation of eviction as well, seeing all of his family’s belongings tossed into the street. “I watched my moms come back from that with us,” he recalls. “She threw us on her back, and she went like fuckin’ She-Hulk. I respect her for that, and she made me strong by seeing her be like that.”18 More of an introvert, Jason didn’t come outside too much, but he liked to draw, which eventually led to him writing graffiti as “Deck.” Living on the top floor of 160 Park Hill, a building known for drug dealing, he also spent a lot of time staring out the window, observing the happenings on the streets below.19


Dennis was the only native Staten Islander among the bunch. Since his birth, on May 9, 1970, he had known no other home than the Stapleton Houses, the imposing eight-story buildings erected in 1962, which looked more like a prison—with exposed hallways, like cell-block tiers, covered in chain-link fence to prevent jumpers. When his parents threw parties, he’d have to stay in the room, and one of his fondest early memories was falling asleep to the sounds of the Delfonics, Temptations, or other popular soul and R&B of the era. But when Dennis was only six, his father walked out, leaving him as the man of the household.20 Under the weight of raising a family alone and on public assistance, Diane, his mom, leaned on the bottle for support, leaving her oldest son to take care of his two younger brothers, both of whom suffered from muscular dystrophy and were confined to wheelchairs.


Like the others, Dennis was also well-acquainted with working at an early age. His first jobs were selling newspapers and bagging groceries at the A&P. Until the federally funded Summer Youth Jobs Program was suspended by the Reagan administration in the early eighties, he also helped clean up the parks. Despite the hardships of growing up in poverty, he managed to retain some of the trappings of a regular childhood, like watching Tom & Jerry cartoons after school or playing his favorite video games, Asteroids and Defender, at the corner store.21


IS 49 offered an after-school program where Lamont struck up a friendship with a charismatic youth named Clifford Smith (a.k.a. Method Man), who could pass as the seventh member of New Edition when he busted moves to their 1983 hit, “Candy Girl.” Born March 2, 1971, in Hempstead, Long Island, Cliff, who went by “Shotgun,” was yet another product of a broken home, splitting time between his dad in Long Island and his mom in Staten Island. In better times, when the family was still together, he was a conscientious student who also excelled on the athletic field, playing football and lacrosse. Like any child, he always looked forward to Christmas when there were a lot of presents under the tree. In third grade, however, everything changed when he, his mother, and two sisters, Terri and Missy, temporarily ended up in a shelter for battered women in Manhattan. Because Umi, the lady who managed the facility, lived in Park Hill, they were able to get a place there and stayed for several years. Then, when Cliff was fourteen, his mom picked up and moved the family to Indianapolis. He only returned to Staten Island a year and a half later for high school.


While the worldwide success of “Rapper’s Delight” had opened the floodgates for rap, leading to an avalanche of new artists and releases, many outside the culture still perceived it as a passing fad or novelty. But in the projects, they had been living hip-hop for years. Before records, bootleg cassette tapes of the latest jams or rap battles circulated across the tristate area. They reached Lamont’s ears through his uncle Matt, who came out to Staten Island to lay low whenever he got into trouble. “He’d bring tapes of live performances from Harlem World, a popular club that hosted everyone who was anyone in hip-hop, like Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five, Lady Smiley, Busy Bee Starski, Doug E. Fresh and Kool Moe Dee,” U-God recalls.22 By July 1982, hip-hop had also arrived on commercial radio in the form of Mr. Magic’s Rap Attack on 107.5 WBLS, New York’s top urban station. Through a variety of formats—vinyl, cassette, and now radio—rap was on a roll, growing and expanding while continuing to inspire minions of youth in the hood.


Saving up from his job selling newspapers at the bridge, Bobby was eventually able to buy a pair of Technics turntables and a DJ mixer. The following year, he added an echo box, a microphone, and a beat machine, which spit out simple preprogrammed rhythms including such styles as waltz, bossa nova, and rock. “If you pushed two buttons together, it might make a different kind of beat,” he explains, adding, “Me and Dirty used to make hundreds of beats with that beat machine.”23 He recorded everything on his dual-cassette deck, which also allowed him to dub copies to pass around. By the age of twelve, the young prodigy linked up with local talent—deejay Dr. Rock, from Staten Island’s first rap group, the Force MCs (later the Force MDs)—and started making a name for himself around the way.


One summer day, while deejaying outside in the courtyard of the Stapleton Houses, Bobby ran into Lamont, who had come to support his neighbor and buddy Tom, who was also spinning. By this time, with his grandparents’ place getting too crowded, Bobby had moved into the projects at 350 Park Hill. Meanwhile Lamont and his mom, after getting kicked out of building 260, settled in across the street at 339 Vanderbilt. Recognizing each other from the neighborhood, the boys kicked it for the first time, planting the seeds of friendship.24 But that would have to wait, as Bobby soon relocated back to Brooklyn for a couple of years, only returning to Staten Island for high school.


When Gertrude Cuffie bought the former funeral parlor at 112 Putnam Avenue in Bed-Stuy, Brooklyn, in 1954, she needed the four-story brownstone to hold her huge brood—she gave birth to twenty children, only half of whom survived. The three sons and seven daughters who did grow up in that house remained close by, even after having families of their own. Some, like the youngest, Cherry, even lived there for the first couple of years of her marriage, until she and her husband, William Jones, could get on their feet and find a place of their own. But even when they did, 112 Putnam remained a family compound where they were always welcome.


The Cuffie family, who sang church songs together every Sunday in the basement, were all musically inclined. But Cherry, who played violin, clarinet, saxophone, piano, and vibes, stood out for her amazing voice. As early as fifth grade, she won a spot on the citywide school chorus. Then, as teens, she and her sister Paulette started singing in local hotspots like the 521 Club, around the corner at 1134 Fulton Street, where sixties stars like Millie Jackson, Little Johnny Taylor, and the Persuasions often played. When soul singer Billy Preston saw her perform there at age sixteen, he wanted to sign her immediately to Columbia Records, but, obviously, her strict mother wouldn’t allow it. Later, after she was married, Cherry and her husband often hosted parties at their apartment in Linden Plaza, singing duets of popular songs and passing on their love of music to their six children.25


The firstborn, William Jr., nicknamed Ramsey after jazz great Ramsey Lewis, exhibited an early predilection for banging on pots, pans, and furniture, so they bought him a drum set by age five, encouraging him on the path to becoming a professional musician. If Cherry wasn’t able to realize her ambitions, there was no reason one of her children couldn’t. But Rusty, who was three years younger than Ramsey, was the last person she’d expect to fulfill that role. With more heart than talent, he crooned into the end of a broom handle, emulating the fancy footwork of his crazy uncle Fred, who was known for his James Brown imitation. Forever clowning, Rusty kept his family entertained, prompting his sisters to give him his first stage name, “The Wizard of Do It Land.”26 The kid was up for anything. At parties, he and his sister Dione stole the show with their rendition of the popular Rick James and Teena Marie duet “Fire and Desire” as cousins, aunts, and uncles eagerly egged them on. Partial to Billie Holiday, Marvin Gaye, and his mother’s favorite singers—Gladys Knight, Aretha Franklin, and Chaka Khan—Rusty was also influenced by his older brother’s eclectic taste in music, which was informed and encouraged by their father.


William Sr. prized his extensive record collection and listened to all kinds of music. Scattered among the soul, jazz, and R&B platters, for example, you could find the Beatles’ White Album and Are You Experienced by Hendrix. He introduced his elder son to Greenwich Village, exposing him to all the new and used record stores there. Ramsey’s aunt Cat, who lived in Clinton Hill, rescued some of her neighbor’s collection from the trash—including records by Black Sabbath, the Beach Boys, and Led Zeppelin—passing them on to her nephew as well. Whatever their big brother played, the others listened to as well, so Rusty absorbed it all.


Although recipients of public assistance, both parents worked full-time—William for the transit authority and Cherry as a 911 dispatcher—providing a stable home for their family. Such a powerful example was not lost on Bobby when he came to visit. As a child, he was impressed that the Joneses always had milk in the fridge and two boxes of cereal in the cupboard. On Saturdays, Cherry made pancakes for the kids, and William, on his time off, took his sons fishing out by Jamaica Bay. Rising early, they took the A Train out to Far Rockaway, returning home later in the day with porgies, bluefish, and black fish to fry. “I never could catch a blackfish,” Jones recalled. “Dirty [Rusty] would sit there and catch them back-to-back. His brother Mark couldn’t catch them either. You hear a lot of guys who say they’ve been fishing all their lives; they say a black fish is hard to catch.”27 Apparently, Rusty already had a certain attraction about him.


Bobby began spending more time with his cousin after moving back to Brooklyn. “When I was thirteen, I had a job as food peddler,” he recalls. “Me and ODB would get up early in the morning, and we would go unload apples and oranges and peaches and put ’em into a fruit stand in downtown Brooklyn where we were selling all day.”28 Other times, they passed out flyers, earning up to eighty-five dollars a week, which gave them pocket money to spend on what they pleased. Aside from buying a pair of pants or sneakers or helping out their families, they channeled these funds toward their passion, hip-hop.


In the same basement where the Cuffies gathered every Sunday to sing and pray and the Cuffie boys, Fred Jr. and Pete, got their hair processed, Bobby and Rusty set up their turntables and mixer and started practicing rap routines with Gary. “They used to be down in my grandmother’s basement,” recalls David Turner (a.k.a. Popa Wu), also known as Freedum Allah, their older cousin, “and my grandmother used to say, ‘Turn the music down!’ And they’d be all night long with the turntables. And I used to sit there, ‘I’m your manager.’ They didn’t have nobody to listen to ’em so they come to me. ‘Listen to this, listen to this.’ All they had to do was buy me a pint of wine. So, I’d be sitting there drinking my little wine, listenin’ to ’em.”


Around this time, the trio formed their first short-lived group, FOI, or Force of the Imperial Master, which eventually turned into the All in Together Now Crew. Originally called the “Genius,” Rusty became the “Specialist” for his skill at beatboxing. Gary, who was far and away the best rapper among the bunch and taught the other two how to write rhymes, then naturally assumed the title of “Genius.” Into the technical wizardry of the turntables, as well as cerebral rhymes, Bobby called himself the “Scientist.” From jump, they set themselves apart by not taking the typical flashy MC names, while their group initials, FOI, also stood for Fruit of Islam, the Nation of Islam’s security wing.


Though Bobby was the youngest, he was tall and lanky and used height to his advantage. According to ODB, “RZA, he used to make me rhyme. He used to fight me to rhyme. If I ain’t rhyme, he’ll fight me. That’s one thing. The GZA organized my style because I listened to the GZA, and he organized my style. And then I took the Beatles and Marvin Gaye and Teddy Pendergrass and the Temptations and all that put together, and I just made it one thing, man, and it worked, man. It was called singin’ rappin’, and nobody was doin’ it.”29


While Rusty’s style of singin’ rappin’ was still years ahead of its time, another trio emerged on the scene and totally changed the rap game once again, taking the art form in a new and exciting direction. Joseph “Run” Simmons, Darryl “DMC” McDaniels, and Jason “Jam Master Jay” Mizell, three friends from middle-class Hollis, Queens, recorded a single called “It’s Like That / Sucker MCs” with the help of Simmons’s brother Russell, a rap promoter and manager. Released on August 10, 1983, on the independent Profile Records, the record did surprisingly well, peaking at number fifteen on the Billboard R&B charts. When their eponymous debut dropped the following year, it became the first rap album to go gold, selling five hundred thousand units. Rebelling against the disco-fied sound that had become the norm since “Rapper’s Delight,” Run-DMC recorded a hard, abrasive album, full of stripped-down drum-machine beats punctuated by electric guitar riffs, which were not usually associated with rap. They presented a rugged style to match, wearing black leathers, fedoras, Adidas sneakers, and chunky gold ropes, mimicking the drug dealers around their way rather than their more flamboyant predecessors. In this back-to-basics approach, they reclaimed rap for the streets, showing the youth that you didn’t need all that theatrical shit to rock the mic right. The three cousins who would go on to form the core of Wu-Tang took note.


When Bobby moved back to Staten Island for high school, Gary and Rusty, who both lived in Brooklyn, naturally spent more time with each other. Inspired by Run-DMC, they recorded their first rhyme around 1984, “True Fresh MC,” with Rusty doing the beatbox. That was followed by other songs, like “All in Together Now,” which they dubbed on cassettes that circulated around the city. Though only teenagers with big dreams of rap stardom, they already had one foot up in the game, pursuing their passion with the urgency of youth.
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CHAPTER 3


SUPREME CLIENTELE


When David Turner was just a twelve-year-old, living in Coney Island with his mother, Hilda, a single parent, in 1968, he says, “I noticed these guys in long cashmere coats walking around with briefcases, but they didn’t go to work. They used to be on the corners saying, ‘The Black man is God.’”1 Those five words alone were enough to stop the impressionable youth in his tracks, but the slick linguistics with which they delivered their street ministry—equal parts preacher and pimp—drew him in.


“I was like, damn, I wanna talk like this brother. I like the way this brother talk,” David recalls. “The things he was saying brought tears to my eyes. I ain’t ever heard no Black man talk like that”—pausing a beat before adding—“That’s deep.” In addition to adopting Muslim-sounding names, the brothers on the corner greeted each other with the phrase “Peace, God.” Such proclamations of their own divinity were accompanied by the assertion that the one responsible for all their troubles—the white man—was the devil incarnate. An additional takeaway impressed upon their mostly young audience was to stop eating pork, which they considered to be poison and a “slave food.”


Profoundly affected by what he heard that day, David left the impromptu gathering clutching three sheets of paper, which he was told to go home and memorize. The first, entitled “Supreme Mathematics,” assigned a symbolic meaning to all of the prime numbers between zero and nine. The second, the “Supreme Alphabet,” offered the same treatment to each of the twenty-six letters of the alphabet. The third, simply called the “Twelve Jewels,” provided a checklist of sorts to which each person should strive in order to lead a fulfilling life. One first needed to gain knowledge, wisdom, and understanding, for example, in order to attain freedom, justice, and equality. That would, in turn, allow one to secure food, clothing, and shelter and eventually achieve love, peace, and happiness.
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