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TO MY MOTHER, DELORES, MY FIRST LOVE









PROLOGUE


WEBSTER HALL WAS PACKED, SOME FANS YOUNGER, LESS JADED, others a little grayer with more dust on their birth certificates. It was the second of March, 2023. Dave had been gone for two weeks. The reality hadn’t set in yet: the heartbeat of De La Soul, the big brother of alternative hip-hop, had died. Even now that’s hard to fathom. I could tell it was tough for everyone else too. Certain people you just figure will be around for a long time.


It was the kind of party Dave would’ve liked: everyone was there to have fun, to celebrate him and the group and rap all the old songs without the weight of music industry bullshit dimming De La’s light. Surely there was sadness, but not pity, like there had been in recent years. No more poor De La. After a long and arduous fight, the guys had reacquired the rights to their music, which meant new listeners would finally get to hear what we fell in love with in the 1980s, and older ones would get to hear it in a new context. It looked like Pos and Maseo were overwhelmed, like they wanted to cry but couldn’t (or wouldn’t) summon the tears publicly. But that’s the thing about grief: it doesn’t always arrive when you think it will, when others are grieving. Instead, there’s this need to be strong, to make sure others are good. The grief lands privately when no one else is looking, when you hear their favorite songs or stumble across an old photo you didn’t know existed. The grief can cripple and render you helpless. It can arise through the strum of a guitar, in the thud of a piano chord. These things can trigger the past—the blessed visions and the dour ones—and the only thing you can do is lean into the emotion.


On the one hand, this was a celebration. When was the last time we’d seen Queen Latifah, Monie Love, Common, and Prince Paul together on the same stage? On the other, it was a memorial. And that was the toughest pill to swallow. Dave was supposed to be there, reciting his verses on “Stakes Is High” or “Plug Tunin’ ” with a baseball hat resting lazily atop his bushy black hair. We wanted to see him front and center, grinning through gapped teeth, appreciating the love billowing within the space. It would’ve been cool to see him rapping back and forth with Pos or with Queen and Monie. It would’ve been great to see him and his creative brothers count down to midnight together, to see the looks on their faces when the reality set in that their music was finally streaming and that they would finally profit (as much as one could profit from streaming in 2023) from all that hard work. It took too long to get the business straight, and Dave dying around that time felt incredibly unfair.


I still remember the Instagram Live chat announcing it in 2021. There was Dave in an orange Diadora brand T-shirt, staring into a screen, his face relieved and bewildered. His scraggly goatee pointed past the neck of his garment, and there were sprinkles of gray hair on his throat, on the top of his skull, and in his mustache. But it still looked like Dave, like Trugoy the Dove. He still had the same hairline, and his voice had the same lilt of years past when he chastised monetary excess and lackluster MCs. “I can’t believe this,” he said, shaking his head at no one in particular.


Seconds later, a new screen popped up beneath his face: it was Pos, another member of De La, walking through what looked to be a backstage area. As always, his beard was manicured and his head clean shaven, the same look he’s sported for the past twenty-five years after his Afro went south. Unlike Dave, whose demeanor felt more relaxed, Pos was stone-faced, serious but not menacing. He laughed and smiled, seemingly at Dave, who didn’t have social media and looked uncomfortable running De La’s official account. “The cat’s out the bag, everybody’s been talking about it for the last couple of days,” Dave continued. “We have finally come down to a deal between ourselves and Reservoir Media to release our music in 2021. We’re trying to work hard and diligently, along with the good folks at Reservoir, to get this done.”


Over the previous two decades, De La’s music had been trapped in digital purgatory, unavailable on streaming services due to sample clearance issues and an outdated contract with their former label, Tommy Boy Records. There had been false hope in recent years, first in 2018 when the label released vinyl of the group’s third album, Buhloone Mindstate, and a year later when Tommy Boy executives vowed to do right by the group, only to propose a deal that wasn’t in De La’s best interest. But on this call, none of that mattered; it was finally time to breathe. There had been an entire generation of listeners who didn’t know what classic De La sounded like. They could hear the band’s later albums—2004’s The Grind Date and 2016’s and the Anonymous Nobody …—but much of their catalog, namely the definitive albums from ’89 to ’96, hadn’t been heard beyond bootlegs, expensive vinyl, and YouTube rips. While this lent a “You had to be there” essence to De La’s music, the band missed out on thousands, if not millions, of dollars in potential earnings.


The group wasn’t on Instagram to wallow in the past; that had been well documented through articles, blog posts, and hearsay. Rather, the news being shared represented a way forward. The band had endured three decades of hardships in the music business. De La built up years of goodwill by putting out groundbreaking music that stayed true to their intuition. No matter the trend, and despite the pressure to create commercially viable art, they always went against the grain, building a sizable cult following in the process.


The IG Live was messy at first, but Dave and Pos were clear-eyed and eloquent when speaking on the group’s dealings. Their laid-back easiness made it feel like you were FaceTiming with your uncles. Nearly halfway into the chat, the third and most spirited member of De La Soul arrived—Maseo, a DJ and producer whose big laugh and sometimes gruff demeanor made him the band’s lovable mascot. He came into the talk as only he could: jovial, wearing big blue sunglasses and a sandy brown beard with pointed strands that looked like they’d been struck by lightning. “The record business is not really into giving artists back their catalog,” he declared. “This just happened to be one of those unique situations based on what we’ve gone through.” He then proceeded to give a brief history lesson on the music industry, before Dave cut through the chatter: “I’m looking forward to this relationship with you,” he said to his bandmates. “We got twenty more years.”


The height of De La’s popularity came in 1989, when, following the release of their highly anticipated debut album, 3 Feet High and Rising, they performed the recording’s meteoric fifth single “Me Myself and I” on The Arsenio Hall Show. The pinnacle of Black achievement was appearing on the popular late-night TV program, whose guest list included a who’s who of music and Hollywood: Whoopi Goldberg, Eddie Murphy, and Quincy Jones, to name a few. So for De La Soul, an upstart rap trio from the New York City suburbs, to make it there, they had to have something special. And they did. The group had just released 3 Feet High to decent sales and widespread critical acclaim, and that was a chance to bring their intricate blend of rap to a national television audience.


But if they thought they’d have an ally in Arsenio, they quickly learned otherwise. Standing among the audience in a sleek gray suit, holding the 3 Feet High album cover in his left hand, Arsenio dissed De La—albeit not on purpose. “I like to call ’em the hippies of hip-hop,” he said with a big oblivious smile. This wasn’t the first time this term was applied to the group. They even rejected it in the song they performed on Arsenio. By then, journalists had already rendered a judgment based on the bright colors and daisies with which they were often associated. Yet the term “hippy” relegated them to second-class stature; no matter how popular they were, it implied that they were a novelty, a joke, nothing more than a shiny new toy. Though they were pissed at Arsenio, the group didn’t show it.


Arsenio conveyed what many people felt. No one expected De La Soul to be this successful—not the label they were signed to, not even the group members themselves. That’s because they existed at a time when rappers had to exhibit conventional cool. They didn’t portray themselves as gangsters like N.W.A or smooth-talking ladies’ men like Big Daddy Kane or LL Cool J. Instead, De La appealed to the Black alternative, to those who liked rap but also liked jazz and punk and maybe owned a skateboard or played an instrument in the school band. They spoke to those who didn’t conform to what Black was supposed to be. They made it cool for rappers to be nerdy and weird, to be seen as they are and not care about being judged. Because their music was equally positive and psychedelic and their album art and music videos were full of flowers and peace signs, the “hippy” title stuck. It also didn’t help that the group had a song called “D.A.I.S.Y. Age” (short for “Da Inner Sound, Y’all”), which made listeners think about the late ’60s, free love, and Woodstock. “I appreciate how and why it happened, but it wasn’t the correct interpretation of our music’s soul,” Maseo once said. They wanted listeners to focus on the dexterity of their work, not the wild hairstyles and colorful clothes: “De La has always been about hip-hop. It’s not about daisies or the hippy era. We were doing hip-hop our way.”


*


DE LA SOUL WERE VICTIMS OF THEIR OWN SUCCESS. 3 FEET HIGH WAS SUCH A smash hit that the following three albums couldn’t measure up commercially or critically. Sure, the group had a dedicated fan base and the media still loved them, but the late-night appearances dwindled and the record sales trended downward. They wanted to be seen as serious musicians, but for certain listeners they’d always be the fun-loving guys who made palatable rap for maladjusted cul-de-sac kids. Despite the sonic complexity of their music, some simply couldn’t move past the groundbreaking nature of “Plug Tunin’,” “Potholes in My Lawn,” and “Me Myself and I.” Some fans wanted that again and again and wouldn’t let De La move on. The group wanted to shed the labels given to them, to be somewhere in a studio listening to records, brainstorming the next creative wrinkle. But because they became so famous so quickly, there were greater demands on their time, and those moments of peace were fewer. Following the release of 3 Feet High, the trio stayed on the road for the better part of a year, performing to packed arenas across the United States. The grind became a burden and created tension between the group and their label. The strain—exacerbated by mistrust regarding a sampling debacle on 3 Feet High—lasted until 2021, when the two sides finally parted ways.


As they wrestled with prescribed imagery that didn’t match their creative passion, they were soon besieged by bigger problems. In 1991, Howard Kaylan and Mark Volman—of the ’60s rock band the Turtles—sued De La for $1.7 million, citing copyright infringement for using their song “You Showed Me” without permission. Sampling in rap music wasn’t new then. In its infancy, DJs and beatmakers mined old soul and funk records for distinctive drum grooves to repurpose. Rap’s most famous song, 1979’s “Rapper’s Delight” by the Sugarhill Gang, is little more than a loop of the hit song “Good Times” by the funk band Chic. Throughout the ’80s, you couldn’t go a few songs without hearing the recrafted drum breaks of James Brown collaborator Clyde Stubblefield, whose solo on Brown’s 1970 track “Funky Drummer” is reportedly the most sampled break of all time. Rap music was sampling, and De La molded the technique into its own art form. 3 Feet High combined more than sixty sampled vocal and audio clips from the likes of the Monkees, Michael Jackson, and Liberace, which gave the album a polychromatic sound with multiple entry points. When coupled with the group’s comedic skits, inside jokes, and witty banter, it felt like we were eavesdropping on private chats between De La and their producer, Prince Paul. It was rap with a broad sonic palette, the likes of which hadn’t been attempted before, setting the blueprint for like-minded artists to follow. Never before had we heard an album with such a vast array of genres represented within the context of hip-hop.


The lawsuit called the art of sampling into question. “Sampling is just a longer term for theft,” Volman once said. “Anybody who can honestly say sampling is some sort of creativity has never done anything creative.” His jab condemned rap music as a whole. In the genre’s earliest days, when observers believed it was just a passing craze, established artists looked the other way as beatmakers manipulated their music for this new sound. But as rap grew in popularity and its songs rose up the Billboard charts, some older musicians sought financial compensation for their art being used in this way. With all the lawsuits being filed, many of which were settled out of court, some thought rap would be stamped out before it really got started.


While the De La case was the most egregious example of copyright infringement in rap, it wasn’t the first. Four years prior, in 1987, the funk musician Jimmy Castor sued Beastie Boys for using the phrase “Yo, Leroy” from his song “The Return of Leroy (Part 1)” on their first album’s lead single, “Hold It Now, Hit It.” Stetsasonic, a Brooklyn-based rap group also produced by Prince Paul and signed to Tommy Boy, paid the jazz keyboardist Lonnie Liston Smith three thousand dollars to sample the bass line of “Expansions” for their song “Talkin’ All That Jazz.” Before the Turtles lawsuit, the label cut deals with other artists sampled on 3 Feet High, most notably with Funkadelic founder and lead singer George Clinton for the use of his band’s “(Not Just) Knee Deep” for De La’s “Me Myself and I,” supposedly paying one hundred thousand dollars for the sample. Reportedly, the Turtles were offered one thousand dollars after 3 Feet High’s release. Tommy Boy claimed the sample for “You Showed Me” had been manipulated to the point where the new work—in the song “Transmitting Live from Mars”—sounded nothing like the original.


Behind the scenes, tensions started mounting between De La and Tommy Boy. Not only did the group disagree with the way they were marketed, but the Turtles debacle widened the gap between the two factions. The label founder, Tom Silverman, said the band didn’t tell them about the sample. “We would’ve just left it off if we had known,” he once said. “But we didn’t even know that was on there and they figured no one would care.” Maseo put the onus on Tommy Boy. “When we first released our debut, we followed all the requirements to hand in sample clearances and make sure things were dealt with,” he once told Red Bull Music Academy. “All we had to do is fill out the forms and hand them in, but they were in control of the administration, so they felt like certain things like ‘Transmitting Live from Mars’ was insignificant to clear because it was just such a small skit. Who’s going to really pay attention to something so silly as that?” The case was settled out of court for an undisclosed amount. A few years later, De La started jabbing Tommy Boy on their songs.


*


BY 1996, AS RAP MUSIC MOVED FROM STONEHEARTED STREET TALES TO MORE decadent fare, De La Soul’s career teetered. The trio had spent the past few years debunking preconceived notions of who they were and how they were supposed to sound. Their sophomore album, 1991’s De La Soul Is Dead, was a sardonic response to hippy culture, the Arsenio diss, record label nonsense, and rappers who thought De La were soft (and learned the hard way that they weren’t). The sound was darker and the tone was cynical, as if De La had already grown tired of the industry rat race. By the time Buhloone Mindstate was released in 1993, personal turmoil between them and their collaborators began to surface. In turn, the music emitted a muted, jazz-inflected aura, and the lyrics were equally gloomy and combative. And where De La Soul Is Dead succeeded commercially, Buhloone Mindstate was lauded by music journalists but didn’t sell well. They were still critical darlings, but there were new voices on the horizon and De La’s didn’t ring as loudly. Groups like Wu-Tang Clan and A Tribe Called Quest pulled bigger audiences and sold more records; on the West Coast, rappers Dr. Dre and Snoop Doggy Dogg perfected gangsta rap, a subgenre with raunchy lyrics and glossy, Funkadelic-sampling beats. Other acts like Nas and Mobb Deep were also on the come-up, their music just as sordid as Dre’s or Wu-Tang’s, although it eschewed the pitfalls of Compton and Staten Island for the drug trade in Queens.


De La’s attitude didn’t help their cause, though. They were beginning to vocalize how they felt about hip-hop’s new wave—namely the “shiny-suit era,” ushered in by the record mogul Sean “Puff Daddy” Combs—and they weren’t shy about expressing how all the champagne popping, tailored clothing, and drug narratives were hurting the culture. “I’m sick of bitches shakin’ asses,” Dave declared on “Stakes Is High,” the statement-setting lead single from their album of the same name. “I’m sick of talkin’ about blunts, sick of Versace glasses … sick of half-ass awards shows, sick of name-brand clothes.” He doubled down on “Itsoweezee (Hot),” a solo track from Stakes Is High: “See them Cubans don’t care what y’all niggas do / Colombians ain’t never ran with your crew.” They weren’t alone in their condemnation of this corner of the genre—plenty of other artists felt similarly—but De La sounded grumpy, like they were wagging fingers at the new school for not doing it like them. In years past, they would’ve injected humor into the dig, but after seven years in the business and all the battles they endured, De La was fed up. Hip-hop culture had strayed too far from the creative diversity of its origins; now, the sound was homogenized and too focused on opulence.


Their target moved from rappers to Tommy Boy. At first the quips were cheeky yet lighthearted, a subtle lyric here and there. But before long, De La and Tommy Boy would be locked in a bitter legal dispute over streaming rights, a decades-long battle that held their music captive. De La Soul—once considered one of the brightest acts in the business—had fallen into obscurity.


It’s easy to look back and wonder how it came to this, but conversations with peers from that era suggest the relationship between De La and Tommy Boy was frayed from the start. Success covered the wounds initially, but as hip-hop changed and the group refused to conform, the gashes only deepened. In turn, De La’s fall wasn’t steep or sudden; it was a long, slow descent. That’s not to negate the group’s lasting impact. Even as their output slowed, and their later albums didn’t have the same oomph, they were still just as beloved. There’s no in-between with De La: if you know their music, you love it and them; they’ve always been the guys you wanted to see win.


*


IF YOU WANT TO KNOW HOW IMPORTANT DE LA SOUL IS TO HIP-HOP, CONSIDER the music that likely wouldn’t exist without them. There’s no Mos Def, Common, or the Roots. No Pharrell, Kanye West, or Kendrick Lamar. That’s not to say these artists didn’t find creative inspiration elsewhere, but at a time when rappers presented themselves as screw-faced thug dudes, De La dared to be different: their music prioritized fun and togetherness in an industry that didn’t always lend itself to such excitement. Without their courage, a young Mos wouldn’t have felt seen as a budding rapper and actor living in Bed-Stuy. The Roots would have thought their acoustic jazz-rap hybrid was too wonky to make noise. Perhaps Kanye would’ve thought twice about wearing a pink polo shirt on the South Side of Chicago. De La brought freedom to hip-hop, and some thirty years after their introduction, there’s still so much to unravel about their artistic genius. Despite their financial missteps and their sometimes overly critical appraisal of the culture, De La Soul is a Mount Rushmore group that, regardless of burgeoning trends, prioritized purity and remained true to their art.


They also made me feel embraced as a young Black boy growing up in Landover, Maryland, a small suburban town alongside the northeastern border of Washington, DC. I was eight years old when I saw the grainy video for “Potholes in My Lawn.” The song’s dizziness caught me off guard. The beat didn’t progress as much as it stumbled, the tempo pitched down and off-centered to emulate a drunken stupor. Then there were these guys with these weird hairstyles. They looked like my older cousins and spoke just like me. The rhymes weren’t fast or technically precise; they felt conversational, like Pos and Dave were talking to me directly. It was all quite foreign, no hypermasculine rappers with gold chains and athletic jackets yelling for no reason. These cats seemed regular yet different, alien in the way they approached rhythm and style. There was yodeling on the song—yodeling?!—and the sense of community seemed palpable in the video. Right away, I wasn’t so strange. I could listen to rap and R&B and not feel odd about watching Madonna and David Bowie videos on MTV. De La’s music and stylistic choices proved they felt the same.


Within these pages, we will see them go from naive high school students who saw rap as a cool thing to try after class to legendary musicians with legions of admirers across the world. High and Rising doesn’t just tell the story of De La Soul; it unpacks the birth of hip-hop and the evolution of alternative rap. It’s also a memoir about my own travels through life and the environment, and how their music helped me grow as a person and creator in a landscape that doesn’t always understand differing viewpoints of artistry. I wanted to write from a critical lens and a fan’s perspective, to speak to people like me who have De La to thank for their own expression. High and Rising acknowledges the band’s impact without ignoring the missteps. This is a conversation. De La isn’t infallible; it was important to be honest about their errors, just like we’d do privately.


When discussing any artist, the human element is important. One must know the environment that birthed this creativity and the external circumstances that bolstered it. So for De La, that means examining the history of Amityville and the Black sections of Long Island as an artistic hub. While the suburb didn’t have the same pop as neighboring New York City, some of rap’s all-time greats are from there. Rakim, EPMD, and MF DOOM are all Long Island natives who helped shape the genre from the ’80s to the present day. High and Rising is a cultural biography that not only contextualizes the rise, prominence, and legacy of De La Soul but assesses their impact through a first-person standpoint based on my own context and decades-long career covering music. The group didn’t participate in this book, but through new interviews with other collaborators, research, and my own memory, we learn that the group’s creative freedom was both off-putting and liberating. Former Tommy Boy employees discuss the seismic impact of De La’s early years and the simmering beef between the group and the label. Mike G and Afrika Baby Bam of Jungle Brothers walk us through the creation of the heavily influential Native Tongues collective, which featured members of De La, A Tribe Called Quest, and the JBs and forged a path for similar collectives to follow decades later.


Far too often, Black artists like De La Soul go on not knowing the impression they’ve made. Hip-hop is thought to be a young person’s culture; when our pioneers sprout a few grays or lose some hair, we look for the next thing that reminds us of them without acknowledging the source. Then something unfortunate happens and we lament their not getting the love they deserved. De La Soul are a celebrated crew that deserve widespread adoration right now and always. They are history—Black history, American history, world history, my history, and yours. They’re a living, breathing organism and a sound. Men who made it cool to be fans, to feel, to chuckle, to give big hugs and tell other grown Black men you love them. That was revolution. High and Rising tells the whole story—the positive, the negative, the self-inflicted distress, and the eventual redemption of the band and myself. It meditates on death and subsequent grief, navigating the push and pull of bereavement as life moves forward. This isn’t just a hip-hop tale, though of course that would be enough; it’s a book about staying the course, and how holding true to your virtue can lead to dynamic results.









PART
I









1


FROM STRONG ISLAND, WITH LOVE


SOME FORTY MILES EAST FROM NEW YORK CITY ALONG I-495, PAST John F. Kennedy International Airport, Hempstead, and Massapequa, sits a suburban enclave known more for a grisly murder, and the horror movie franchise it spawned, than its hip-hop scene. When certain people hear the name Amityville, they think of the cozy Dutch colonial home at 112 Ocean Avenue where, on November 13, 1974, Ronald DeFeo Jr. killed his parents and four siblings as they slept in their beds. The incident led locals to believe the house was possessed; author Jay Anson published a novel about this in 1977 called The Amityville Horror. A litany of films followed. The town is also where one of hip-hop’s most iconoclastic bands got its start, away from the glitz and bravado of the big city, the birthplace and epicenter of a culture that was still finding its way. In Amityville Memorial High School, a massive edifice along Merrick Road with a distinguished golden eagle statue guarding its entrance, students David Jolicoeur, Kelvin Mercer, and Vincent Mason Jr. were laying the foundation for a rap group that would surprise the world.


Their neighborhood didn’t lend itself to the hardscrabble narrative attached to New York City rappers. Amityville was a quiet, middle-class area. In New York City, a sprawling concrete labyrinth known for its fast-paced hustle, you didn’t live there—you endured it. That was especially true in the 1970s, as violent crime and economic hardship made the region dangerous to inhabit. In Amityville, though, you could buy or rent houses that had lawns and were in close proximity to Great South Bay. “There wasn’t that clutter of everyone living on top of one another,” Mercer once said. “You didn’t have the mass of apartments and project buildings. Of course there were bad areas in Long Island. You get those everywhere. However, we were very different from the kids in, say, Brooklyn or the Bronx or Harlem. Naturally it influenced our music and our lyrics.” In the mid-’80s, the crack cocaine epidemic hit Long Island just as hard as it hit cities like Chicago, Detroit, and Washington, DC. Crack dealers from New York City would travel over and converge at the intersection of Albany Avenue and Great Neck Road in North Amityville to sell drugs, making it a bastion of crime on Long Island.


Though rap was a developing genre, Long Island already had a history of producing great talent. Chuck D, the lead vocalist of the pro-Black rap outfit Public Enemy, grew up in Roosevelt and met his rapping partner William Drayton—aka Flavor Flav—at Adelphi University in Suffolk County. Rakim, an innovative rapper whose rhythmic flow emulated jazz scales and influenced generations of MCs after him, is from Wyandanch. Jolicoeur, Mercer, and Mason would be different. Though Public Enemy and Rakim were groundbreaking acts, they still fit the parameters of what constituted rap at the time. Where they had the steely resolve and wore fashionable clothes, Jolicoeur, Mercer, and Mason looked like bohemians who shopped at the thrift store. But to write them off simply because they didn’t look like rappers would’ve been a misjudgment of character. They were raised on Long Island, but their roots were planted in the city.


Mercer’s family moved to Massapequa from the South Bronx in 1979, just as hip-hop was beginning to take shape under dire circumstances there. Throughout the 1970s, with the city in economic peril, landlords paid arsonists to burn their own properties to collect insurance money. The practice hit the Bronx the hardest; by the time the Mercers moved out of their apartment on 169th Street, their building, a massive brown brick facade like other projects in New York, was the only one left standing on the block. “We had this crazy landlord and we were always having fires in our building,” Mercer recalled. “And it came out later it was our landlord torching our building.” The elder Mercers wanted a better life for their children, so they trekked to Harlem for a year as they prepared for long-term residence on Long Island. Kelvin, an introverted preteen, adjusted well to the new scenery. His parents used to send him and his brothers to Waynesboro, Georgia (his mother’s hometown), in the summer months to get away from the tensions of city living. So life on Long Island, with its slower pace, offered the perfect backdrop for a naturally reserved kid to write short stories in his bedroom and absorb the music his father played on the hi-fi stereo.


Kelvin, a dark-skinned boy with big, piercing eyes, was introduced to music by his father, Garland, a North Carolina–born vocalist who used to sing around the house and in the church choir. He loved rock and roll, soul, and jazz, and in school he sang love songs in doo-wop groups. That infatuation with music followed him into fatherhood, where Kelvin stood beside him as a young boy and watched his dad spin Motown 45s. In turn, Kelvin grew fascinated with the sounds he heard, took up singing, and even spent time in the church choir himself. But Kelvin soon took an interest in rap, like a lot of young Black kids in the early ’80s. No longer did he just want to hear what his father played; acts like the Sugarhill Gang and Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five became his new obsession. “I would hear my brother talking about a cassette they had with someone rhyming on it. I didn’t know at the time that it was Cold Crush Brothers or Fantastic Romantic 5,” Mercer recalled. “That was my initial understanding of hip-hop. My older brothers would be talking to my cousin about it.” He gave up singing for good and tried his hand at DJing and rapping.


In 1985, as a high school sophomore, he met Jolicoeur, a husky kid in the eleventh grade with caramel-colored skin and dreadlocks who had moved to Long Island from Brooklyn with his Haitian parents. They became fast friends through a shared love of hip-hop, and stood out because they were quirky and operated in their own universe. They had a palpable charm that others were drawn to, and they were brave enough to stick to their singularity, even when close friends took to popular trends. They shaved peace signs and lightning bolts into their hair and spoke in their own secret language. Even in an era where lots of people experimented with identity, Mercer and Jolicoeur were conspicuous; that way of being stayed with them through adulthood.


Back then, though, neither one of them rapped publicly. Shortly after they met, they joined the local rap group Easy Street, where Mercer DJed under the name DJ Soundsop and Jolicoeur beatboxed. But the other rappers weren’t as serious about making it a career, so Mercer and Jolicoeur split from the crew and decided to keep working together, sustaining the creative synergy they had developed. They linked with a respected DJ in town named Charlie Rock, who worked all the top parties and knew everyone in the close-knit scene. Rock was from Jamaica, Queens, and moved to Long Island as a ninth grader, where he was in the marching band with Rakim at Wyandanch High School. Rock lived in North Amityville, just around the corner from Jolicoeur, and knew his older brother, Michael. “One day Mike goes, ‘Hey, my brother can rap.’ I was like, ‘Your brother can’t rap, man,’ ” Rock told me. “Dave said some rhymes and they were actually dope.” He and Jolicoeur started working on music together, then Mercer came through at Jolicoeur’s behest. The first iteration of De La Soul was born.


History has given all the credit to Jolicoeur, Mercer, Mason, and their producer “Prince Paul” Huston for conceptualizing the group’s sound and artistic focus, yet Rock was there in the beginning—before Mercer, Mason, and Huston—brainstorming ideas and finding esoteric songs to sample. In Rock’s house, they dug for unconventional sounds that didn’t fit what was being repurposed in rap music at the time. Everything from alt-rock to folk was on the table. “The core of developing that shit was me and Dave,” Rock told me of De La’s earliest days. He even helped come up with what became the group’s slogan: “the D.A.I.S.Y. Age,” an acronym meaning “Da Inner Sound, Y’all,” that was supposed to encapsulate the group’s joyful aesthetic. Rock and Jolicoeur’s version was R-rated and didn’t align with the image laid out for the group later. “People would be like, ‘the D.A.I.S.Y. Age,’ ” he continued, “me and Dave made that shit up, but it stood for ‘Da Ill Shit, Y’all,’ that’s what we were using it for.”


Rock and Jolicoeur looked for samples that no one else used. Where Marley Marl and MC Shan also checked for distinct samples, including the closing theme of the TV cartoon The Jetsons for the song “Jane, Stop This Crazy Thing,” even then, the clip was layered atop the same stilted electronic drums that everyone tended to use. Rock and Jolicoeur skipped past James Brown’s drummer and opted for psychedelic sounds that evoked space travel. And even if they repurposed an already sampled artist, they made it a point to dig deeper into the lesser-known tracks that other producers might’ve passed over. The two crafted a song called “Soft Violins,” which juxtaposed pounding drums and light keyboard chords. “We would just make quirky stuff,” Rock said. “Coming up with stuff was basically a trial-and-error thing, whipping out records and saying, ‘Let’s take this little piece.’ Back then it was a layering style. You could take three different records from three different genres and start making a beat.” They focused on creating the strangest instrumentals possible, just to experiment, and the lyrics came only after the sonic foundation was solid: “We were finding anything that could be manipulated and making it sound good.”


Mason was a short and stocky DJ and part-time boxer with a laid-back drawl and a big laugh, who relocated to Long Island from Brooklyn in 1984. At just fourteen years old, Mason had already been a working DJ for eight years, cutting his teeth as an apprentice to older players while spinning his own sets in the borough. He DJed a gig at twelve years old in Bushwick, playing a block party at Irving Square Park in 1982. Four years later on Long Island, he scored another opportunity, earning three hundred dollars to spin records at a local function where the noted Queens lyricist Kool G Rap showed up. Because hip-hop was still being erected and rappers weren’t ubiquitous, they’d come to events like these to promote themselves. G Rap had just released his first single, the chest-thumping “It’s a Demo,” and was impressed with the young DJ’s skills. “When I saw G Rap at a party I was DJing, I was like, ‘I’m on,’ ” Mason once told Red Bull Music Academy. “He came up to me, said, ‘What’s up?’ I obviously was doing something right.” On the weekends, Mason immersed himself in hip-hop and witnessed its composition in the community spaces and backyard parties that became cultural staples. In that way, Mason played a role in the construction of hip-hop, even if history gives rightful deference to bigger names like Kool Herc, Run-D.M.C., and Grandmaster Flash. Though he was just a preteen, Mason was right there in various scenes, quietly making a mark.


An outlandish group like De La needed equally eccentric names. Mercer reversed his DJ moniker, Soundsop, and went by the name Posdnuos (pronounced pasta-noose). The name Soundsop derived from his mother’s early years in the 1950s, where “she always would say, ‘In my house, you better eat up everything on your plate,’ like take that bread and sop up the syrup,” Mercer said. “Sound was like I was a DJ, but blending all these sounds and sopping all these sounds. So, when I started back towards trying to be an MC, I just turned everything backwards. ‘Sop’ became ‘Pos’ and ‘Sound’ became ‘Dnuos.’ ” In other moments, he’d call himself Mercenary, Plug Wonder Why, or Plug One, depending on the day. Jolicoeur called himself Plug Two or Trugoy the Dove—“yogurt” spelled backwards—because he just really liked yogurt. “I eat it a lot,” he said simply. (Later in his career, he simply went by Dave, which I’ll call him in this book.) For his moniker, Mason, or Plug Three, shortened his last name to MASE (Making a Soul Effort) and sometimes went by PA Pasemaster Mase, and later, Maseo, to reflect his title as the band’s DJ and coproducer.


In Amityville, Rock introduced Maseo to Pos and Dave with the intent of starting a rap quartet with two DJs and two MCs, a lineup similar to Doug E. Fresh and the Get Fresh Crew or the Ultramagnetic MCs. Initially, though, Maseo wasn’t fully invested. He was helping compile a short album for another local rapper named Gangster B called Cold Waxin’ the Party, an idea conceived by a man named Everett J. Collins Jr., a music teacher who used to write and play drums for the Isley Brothers. The birth of rap spawned a litany of independent record labels, and Collins—perceiving a shifting tide in the industry—had his own imprint and wanted to release Gangster B’s music. There was just one problem, though. “It was wack,” Maseo once told Red Bull Music Academy. “Really, really wack. Really, really, really wack.” Tethered to the project, Maseo, who provided backing vocals and record scratches for it, commiserated with another collaborator who also didn’t like the music but felt committed to seeing it through.


“Prince Paul” Huston was something of a celebrity in Amityville, a sixteen-year-old battle DJ and producer who shuttled back and forth to Brooklyn to visit his grandmother and make beats for Stetsasonic, a noted rap collective signed to Tommy Boy Records. Born in Flushing, Queens, Prince Paul moved with his family to Amityville when he was just three years old. The town was sparsely populated in the 1970s, and when Paul’s family settled, there were only five houses on the block, a sharp contrast to New York City’s density. In the city, he got to work with nascent rappers who saw hip-hop as a way to earn money while expressing themselves. In turn, rappers there were more aggressive than those in the suburbs. On Long Island, they just wanted to be the best in their respective neighborhoods.


Paul represented both sides of the coin: As a producer for Stetsasonic, he was an established entity who showed Long Island natives that they could make it in the music industry. And because he lived in Amityville, Paul had the mental space to create without the external burdens that come naturally from living in New York City. His shot came in 1982, when he was a precocious fifteen-year-old pedaling his bicycle through the neighborhood and some friends and fellow DJs invited him to a local block party where they and others were spinning records. Paul didn’t see it as a hangout; he turned it into a battle. He was a showman who’d scratch vinyl under his legs and manipulate the mixer with his mouth. Legend has it he won the battle that day, and his performance caught the attention of Stetsasonic, which had recently won the Mr. Magic Rap Attack competition on 107.5 WBLS. In those days, radio DJs like Magic and Red Alert were the tastemakers; endorsements from them led to record deals, which typically led to fame. Paul produced and DJed for Stetsasonic while he was still in high school. He graduated from Amityville Memorial in 1985.


Maseo and Prince Paul quietly traded notes on the Gangster B project, a Beastie Boys knockoff with reversed drums like their song “Paul Revere”—“in the car, had to be two-three in the morning,” Maseo recalled. They both realized it wasn’t where they wanted to go creatively. “Me and Mase were sitting there like, ‘This is horrible,’ ” Paul added. “Not necessarily Gangster B’s rhyming, but just the concept of biting, ’cause biting was a crime back then.” Then, during one of their late-night conversations, Maseo introduced Paul to what was being constructed with De La. “Mase said, ‘I got a group, we’re called De La Soul,’ ” Paul remembered. “I’m gonna come by your house today and bring you a tape.” How De La came up with the name is a point of contention. If you believe the long-standing narrative, Pos, Dave, and Maseo were sitting around trying to figure out what to call themselves, landing on “From the Soul” until Dave suggested De La (“from the” in Spanish) to throw it off. Daddy-O from Stetsasonic said the name came from their 1986 song “Rock De La Stet.” The boys had a meeting at Paul’s house, where they played demos and discussed their creative direction. One of the tracks was a rough cut of “Plug Tunin’,” a stampeding song with dusty drums, sporadic vocal samples, and muted horn blasts, topped with conversational flows from Pos and Dave. Though the song needed work—“It was dope, but it dragged,” Paul recalled—it matched his creative sensibility. “The first thing he said out the gate: ‘We can definitely take this to the studio and clean it up,’ ” Maseo recalled him saying. “I don’t know if you’re going to get a deal or not, but this is definitely something I’m into creatively.” Left alone with the cassette, Paul touched up the beat by adding a Billy Joel sample to entice labels to sign De La.


Despite their potential and Stetsasonic’s rising popularity, Paul wasn’t enamored of a life in the music business. Unless you were Run-D.M.C. or the Fat Boys, rap just wasn’t a thing you could live off of in the mid-’80s, so he worked in the industry and studied audio engineering and business management at Five Towns College in Seaford. He quickly dropped out. “I would bump heads with the teachers,” he said. “It was a horrible experience for me.”


Back in Amityville and committed to music full-time, he lived two different lives with Stetsasonic and De La. In Stetsasonic, Paul was the young kid whose ideas weren’t always embraced by older group members. In De La, he could fully embrace his quirky side as the elder statesman. There, his propensity to hunt for weird, forgotten audio was met with the same level of enthusiasm. “In De La Soul, I was heard because I was the guy who had already made a record,” Paul said. “So they listened to me and listened to everything I said in awe.” That brought a power struggle to the newly formed group: with Paul, De La now had a direct line to a possible record deal with Tommy Boy.


Rock, whose brusque demeanor didn’t mesh with the group’s relaxed manner, was out, even though he helped launch it with Dave and Pos. “I guess I just wasn’t the image; I’m a stand-up dude,” Rock said. “I’m not gonna go for certain things. I’m not gonna let nobody steer me in the wrong direction. I’m about my business. You’re not gonna do nothing crazy and get away with it. So I guess they figured that’s a no-no. We had some type of group fallout. A meeting was had without me, and the next thing you know, I was voted out.”


Over the years, Pos and Dave have mentioned Rock by name as being the catalyst for the group. Maseo has not. “He became pretty obnoxious, something that didn’t fit,” he once told Red Bull Music Academy without mentioning Rock by name. “Paul didn’t want to work with him either, but when it all came together, he was out the picture.”


Rock insisted there were no hard feelings with the group; when their popularity rose, he cheered them along like nothing had changed. But when he heard their eventual debut album, he noticed certain music he worked on being passed off as the new version of De La’s. “I’m thinking, ‘They’re gonna come back and they’re not gonna leave me just hanging in the window, regardless of what happened, because we’re boys,’ ” Rock told me. “So then ‘Potholes in My Lawn’ comes out and I’m like, ‘Yo, wait a minute. That’s my sample. That’s what I was going to use.’ Literally left Mase’s house, got the record, and brought them the record and made it complete. You can’t even give me credit? But then I’m like, ‘You know what? Fuck this. If they can do it off some stuff I just started, if I go back and try harder, I can do it, I don’t need them.’ So that’s what I started doing.”


His relationship with De La ran hot and cold. Sometimes they’d meet up when the group was back in town; other times, they weren’t on speaking terms. Over the years, Rock kept in touch with Pos and Dave, but there was bad blood between him and Maseo until recent years, when their sons encouraged them to bury the hatchet. “I don’t have nothing ratchet to say about them,” Rock concluded. “We did what we did. I’m glad they did what they did in hip-hop and solidified a spot with something we started out doing as kids in high school. Shit worked, regardless of if I was part of the mainframe. I know I had a great contributing part of what they came to be; I don’t care if they deny it or not, but they know Charlie Rock drove what we were riding.”


*


IN ITS NEW FORM, THE MEMBERS OF DE LA SOUL CONVENED AT MASEO’S SPOT, in a nondescript single-family home just a short walk from the high school. They’d pile into a tiny room with production equipment and canary yellow paint covered with scribbled drawings, listening to Paul’s advice while searching for new music to manipulate. It was a fluid creative process that took either a few minutes or several hours. Sometimes it was Pos, Dave, or Maseo finding old rock, soul, and funk albums to sample; other times it was Paul who had ideas to run past the fellas. It was a collaborative undertaking. After summer school classes ended late in the morning, around eleven o’clock by Maseo’s estimation, the boys started another form of education. “I was in the mix, like, ‘No, do it over,’ ” Paul said. “I used to give them homework sheets every session, like, ‘Next session we’re coming on Tuesday. Mase, make sure you bring the records such and such. We need verses for this, this, and this.’ ” The process moved slowly at first. Pos and Dave were still novice rappers, so the idea of performing in front of someone like Prince Paul was slightly intimidating. But he was able to push the guys beyond their comfort zones, taking them to a professional recording studio to compile a demo tape. To pay for the studio, Pos, Dave, and Maseo worked extra shifts—Pos and Dave at Burger King; Maseo at the Wiz record shop. Once in the studio, they worked on the demo overnight for four hours a pop, eventually reshaping “Plug Tunin’ ” and recording a new song, “Change in Speak.”
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