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For Mom & Dad






PROLOGUE

Will stood nervously at the head of the table.

There was so much beauty around him.

Palm trees that grew sideways out of white sand.

A mist that dropped each morning and enveloped their wonderful caravan.

A welcome warm rain that seemed to know when to step aside. And let glorious golden rays touch down wherever they might.

In service of their Technicolor dreams.

At night a soundtrack—waves crashed on rock.

They couldn’t have been on a happier errand.

Nothing would steal this safety.

It don’t get no better than this.

And they were allowed to take the bathrobes home.

But he knew their lives were about to change.

At the end of the fifth season of The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air, Will Smith announced that he’d be taking twenty-five members of the cast and crew to Hawaii—plus significant others—and put them up in a five-star hotel for a week, all on his dime. The Grand Wailea resort in Maui overlooked a clear blue bay where dolphins would pop their curious heads out of the water as gulls sang their morning songs.

Will had planned a dinner for their second day at the resort at the sandy beach oasis. Shelley Jensen, longtime Fresh Prince director and determined invitee, struggled on through a combination of too much to drink the night before and a bit of stomach flu. The guests had all split up and spent the preceding day getting massages, riding ATVs, or hitting the links, which is where Shelley found himself, throwing up just before teeing off with Will, who thought the whole thing was hilarious.

The mood was high, the tide was low, and the group felt relaxed. Will took a seat at the head of the table as the food and vino flowed freely. No palate went unsatisfied. No stomach undeserved. À la carte or the entire cart. Their revelry would stretch into the wee hours.

Then Will cleared his throat and stood up. The sound of gentle waves crashed behind him hypnotically like a muted heartbeat.

He fidgeted a bit and swayed unsteadily on the balls of his feet. After nervously careening through a brief unprepared, heartfelt soliloquy, he paused:

“… next season will be our last on The Fresh Prince.”

They all knew it was coming. They just hadn’t expected the news to arrive in the way it had. Not words floating on soft air from a kind, nervous boy who couldn’t make eye contact.

You see, there’s no good or easy way to end any show. And definitely not for a show like this one.

But usually it happens in incredibly jarring fashion. Redd Foxx dying on set. Casts returning from lunch only to be relieved of their security cards. Haphazard notes left on dressing room doors. Once Jensen heard workers dismantling a set during rewrites. No one had bothered to tell them to pack their things.

But this was different.

Will felt the full weight of this franchise on his shoulders, and he hated to let people down. This was personal, this was a family he loved, but he knew inside he couldn’t separate himself from the decision. Discarded cast and crew were oftentimes treated with no more care than a brown and brittle Christmas tree, needles everywhere, left on the side of the road deep into March. But Will was emotionally invested.

“He was basically giving us a year’s notice,” Jensen told me. “The show certainly would have been picked up for a seventh season but Will’s movie career was taking off. In our business to get a year’s notice was unprecedented. No one was expecting to hear that because we weren’t thinking that far down the road.”

But Will had already released huge hits in Bad Boys and Independence Day, and was commanding $20 million a picture during breaks from TV filming sessions. He was on the brink of becoming the biggest star in Hollywood yet still wrestled a crisis of conscience about moving on.

This troupe had, after all, saved his life.

Brought him back from the abyss of both creative waywardness and extreme debt.

But it was more than that.

He fell in love them. With the fight against his insecurity. With the safety of it all. With the promise of what would come.

How do you repay those who had saved your life? He felt connected to the cast. As he would years after. Their very mention could wet his expressive, sad eyes. Stop him in his tracks. Crack his voice.

James Avery, especially, had been more than a senior castmate. He was a mentor, a soothing force for an unsure young man every time he pulled Will aside and placed one of his enormous hands on the side of his head.

Will never wanted The Fresh Prince to stop. Not the show, but the idea. Because family never does. Tatyana, adopted sister, was set to be wed. Alfonso had lined up a new show. Karyn had just had a baby. What else lay ahead he could not know.

Will, just twenty-five then, played the part and convened the toast quietly.

The main course had arrived.






INTRODUCTION

There was enough nervous energy to go around. Walk-throughs had gone well enough. The actors seemed comfortable with one another. Bonding sessions at Roscoe’s Chicken ’N Waffles did wonders for their chemistry.

He thought the script was sound. There was, of course, the customary interference from overbearing network executives, and they were on an unusual schedule, but these things were hard to gauge.

Could he have done more? What, after all, did he know about hip-hop? By his own admission, not much. And who the hell was Will Smith?

Thirty-two-year-old Andy Borowitz, clad in a black dress shirt, his shoulder-length brown hair pulled into a ponytail, stepped out onto the studio floor hoping for a sign.

He took a deep breath.

It was either going to work or it wasn’t. As the show’s creator, he had the most to lose.

The audience filed into Studio H with a murmuring low tide, equal parts restlessness and anticipation. It was a sound craved by both actors and crew alike. Rehearsals and table reads behind them, this was the real thing.

“Bring your real energy on the night!” implored James Avery, who played family patriarch Uncle Phil.

His baritone soothed. An accomplished theater actor, he was the show’s anchor and go-to sage for inexperienced members of the cast. His dressing room door was always open. One needed only to follow the sounds of John Coltrane or Miles Davis. There was some Charlie Parker, too.

An odd collection of actors and personalities from wide-ranging backgrounds (and varying levels of experience) had gathered here on this early summer night in 1990. It was time to shoot the pilot for The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air.

For some it was just a job. For others, a lifeline. They knew not where any of this was bound. In Hollywood, you never did.

This gig, even more than most, didn’t have much of a hope. In fact, to call it a pilot was inaccurate. This was a “presentation,” to be completed in four days instead of the customary six so the network could save money.

Its star was pop rapper Will Smith, a first-time actor who would lip-sync the other actors’ lines during scenes to keep his place. The network put that all aside, instead counting on his boundless energy and infectious likability to deliver something fit for broadcast.

The production borrowed a rickety studio space at Sunset Gower Studios on Melrose Avenue from a canceled soap opera called Generations (starring an early-career Vivica A. Fox). If the actors walked too heavily or nudged a wall, it shook—a too-on-the-nose representation of the show’s chances at success.

But that was a discussion for another day. There was a job to do.

“Oh, that’s beautiful, darling!”

Fastidious costumer Judy Richman’s signature line of reinforcement bellowed as she scurried about making last-minute adjustments to hats and blouses.

The actors took their marks.

“Quiet!” the stage manager beckoned.

The audience fell silent.

Borowitz took a slow, deep breath.

He could still go to law school. The LSAT books were still in his closet. Hidden behind sweaters.

But there was no turning back here and now. This was real. But real didn’t mean it was going to work.

Action!

Smith burst through the front door and into America’s living room.

There was a beat.

Then a back draft of raw energy. He hadn’t so much entered the frame as he had exploded.
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1 Born and Raised


The house on Woodcrest Avenue stood proud.

It was in a row of about forty houses and its concrete facade sat just up a dozen steps or so from the sidewalk.

It’s where his imagination would rumble, then tumble out of his head and into the world in a jumble of personal, private, funny, and silly machinations that only he knew. And often he kept it that way, sometimes telling only Magicker, his imaginary friend.

The street was lined with mature oak trees whose branches reached out and touched the ones across the way like ancient guardians protecting middle-class serenity.

He can remember the smell of the asphalt after a welcome summer rain tried to cool the center of his West Philadelphia world. Forty children would spill out onto Woodcrest most days. Ice cream trucks, snowplows, double Dutch ropes skipping off the sidewalk, chalk drawings faded by the sun, the plume of someone’s sweet cooking wafting on the evening air.

Football games in the street. Yo, out the street here comes a car!

Girls with colorful barrettes in braided hair.

Mommas calling to come home.

The water plug with its glorious geyser.

Hallmarks of an imperfect middle-class oasis in the safest place he had ever known. Even if the AC went out. Or you saw some roaches.

Woodcrest was home. A place to be loved. The touch of Gigi’s paper-thin delicate skin. Her smile on his soul for a thousand years. And a thousand more. A place to desperately escape the concrete of Daddio’s fists. The unbending iron of his terrifying, drunken will. A place to never leave. So he could protect his little brother, Harry. Always. Soothe his sister Pamela’s cries. Forever and more if she wanted.

A place to laugh and dance. Listen to records. Tell jokes. And eat cake on birthdays. And get presents, too.

To rewrite what had not yet happened. So he could always make Caroline smile. The safety of his mother’s love was never out of focus. Or in any imminent danger.

Will would do impressions. Wear silly clothes.

Home was a place to disappear from. Or into. For whatever reason. And he could. If only for a moment.

All he had to do was close his eyes.


“He Who Is Truly Articulate Shuns Profanity”

Willard Carroll Smith Jr.’s bedroom was at the top of the stairs. He had a preternatural ability not to distort the truth but to enact entire realities to escape, to taunt, and to entertain anyone with an ear, willingly or not. To most he was not to be believed.

His juvenile sense of wonderment was a source of both confusion and delight, and it would pour out through fantastic yarns that would almost work if only he could stay in character.

His rousing, throaty laugh could be heard three doors down, they’d say. Caroline, school administrator and mother, and Willard, a retired air force vet, raised him blocks from the city’s center. Caroline was a proud graduate of Carnegie Mellon University and would see to it that her children were as proud of their educations as she was. She quickly secured a position on the Philadelphia School District’s board. Blue-collar Willard Sr., Daddio to friends, started a company called Arcac, which installed commercial refrigeration systems.

Will’s grandmother Gigi, Helen Bright, demanded he revere women and, no matter how much he had moved the crowd the night before, show up on Sunday to morning service at Resurrection Baptist Church.

And, because granny said so, abstain from profanity at all times.

“He who is truly articulate shuns profanity,” she would say. And the boy did listen. What Gigi said was law.

A sister, Pamela, was already four when Willard Carroll arrived in this world on September 25, 1968. She waited in the living room at Woodcrest with Gigi until they brought him home in the bassinet from the hospital, which was six miles away.

It wasn’t quite a sitcom life—at least not like many aired yet back then—but it was pretty nice. Up those weathered concrete steps from the quiet tree-lined street, the three-story middle-class home in Wynnefield was warm and mostly loving, but discipline was paramount.

They piled into the living room on Sundays to watch Ron Jaworski heave bombs to Harold Carmichael as the Eagles played across town at Veterans Stadium, carrying the hopes of cooks, plumbers, and butchers on their bulky shoulder pads only to fumble them away. When the Sixers won the NBA championship in 1983, Will had found a hero in Julius Erving, Dr. J. Will would head to the courts and try, failingly, to hang in the air just as long as the Doctor.

The Smiths were disciplined in action and in finance, spreading their incomes surprisingly far through Caroline’s discount clothing finds for the kids and coupons from the Sunday paper for meat, groceries, and formula.

On his third birthday Willard pulled in quite a haul of toys, including a Fisher-Price See ’n Say, which teaches kids to identify farm animals, and a set of Lincoln Logs. Willard Sr. lay on the living room floor with Will, clad in plaid (a Smith family favorite pants) and a velour sweater, in front of a large floor-mounted stereo, and built little log cabins as the O’Jays oozed from the speakers.

When he was a little older, Will would tuck a ten-dollar bill in his pocket and ride his bike to Overbrook Pizza on North Sixty-Third for the best cheesesteaks in town. The grease that turned the bag translucent meant you were in the right place. It wasn’t long before they knew the floppy-eared kid by name. He would bicker with his brother and occasionally talk back to Caroline—a problem quickly solved by the threat of Willard Sr.’s belt—but seemed to stay free of trouble outside of the expected schoolyard skirmish, a constant of a young boy’s life in West Philly.

The outdoor courts at Tustin Rec Center were another refuge for young Will. He would often play pickup ball there, launching feathery rainbow jumpers. It was a spot he would later describe as hallowed grounds where he “got in one little fight and my mom got scared.”

But he wasn’t good. And not tough like his brother, Harry, either. Athletic ability had not so much betrayed him as it had never arrived in the first place.

His father’s grit for manual labor hadn’t been passed down, either. Will would sometimes work at the family’s refrigeration business but didn’t exactly display the aptitude that working-class Philadelphians had developed as a point of pride for generations. On one Saturday while working with his father, the elder Smith tore down a brick wall and told twelve-year-old Will and his nine-year-old brother, Harry, to rebuild it. The boys were aghast at the impossibility of the task, but reluctantly summoned the resolve to clear the rubble and begin brick by agonizingly heavy brick. Another and another until their forearms burned. They would mix cement and carry buckets. Then they began to rebuild. After school. After church. Before dinner. During the rain. It took them a year and a half.

“Now don’t ever tell me there’s something you can’t do,” said Willard Sr. upon the wall’s completion.

Will had a gift for making just about anyone laugh and a seemingly innate longing for the spotlight. It would take very little for him to unholster his charm—the threat of detention or to earn a smile from a cute girl—earning him the nickname “Prince” from his teachers at Overbrook High. His high, round cheekbones seemed to give him a look of perpetual bemusement, flanked by his wide, directional ears, which looked like a car with its doors open, only adding to his comedic persona. He perfected a bougie girl’s accent and the dramatic, over-the-top Oh no you dih-int mannerisms of an around-the-way girl. His exaggerated running man employed every muscle in his body to spasm simultaneously, punctuated by a silly, knowing smirk. He called it dumb dancing. Then he would stumble around drunk as if he’d been sucker-punched outside of a liquor store.

My brother you wanna take this outside?!

A real crowd pleaser was affixing the back of his hand to his forehead and fainting with an exasperated scream, which saw him dramatically flop to the floor in shock after a perceived slight.

It killed every time.

His ability to deftly imitate Muhammad Ali, classmates, Jesse Jackson, teachers, friends, and Billy Dee Williams were go-tos. Sometimes all he had to do was flail his floppy limbs. The daily one-man show that was the origin of his Fresh Prince identity won him waves of adulation from peers.

Sometimes you couldn’t tell alter from ego.

Where Will ended and Prince began.

Or if they did at all.

Adding “Fresh” was his idea.

Young Willard did not know it but he was on a collision course with a twenty-year-old rising DJ who would change his life.

“We Had No Idea How Big It Would Be, Not Even a Little Bit”

Jeff Townes made a name for himself lugging his Pioneer 1200 turntables and crates of records to block parties all over his Philadelphia neighborhood, flexing skills honed in the basement of his parents’ modest home on Fifty-Seventh and Rodman near Cobbs Creek Park.

Soon he was the neighborhood. His distinct style was almost as familiar as the Liberty Bell. Word began to spread of how he could scratch the record behind his back or with his elbow and keep a party going for hours. He would mix Motown with homemade beats. Sugar Hill with Chuck D’s booming baritone. Add quick time scratches to Earth, Wind & Fire.

Townes is credited with inventing chirp scratching, which combines the rapid-fire uses of the crossfader. Unlike his musically inclined older brother, Jeff didn’t (couldn’t) read music so much as feel it.

“Scratching is a percussive instrument,” he told the Philadelphia City Paper in 2002. “All I did was adapt. I have perfect pitch. Literally. I know the sound of sharps and flats. After that, it’s bars and beats, swing or straight, and me in the middle scratch-spinning.”

Townes’s reputation preceded him. Kids would jump on bikes to flock to his shows. Others came by bus or would simply walk. Aunties and uncles would watch from porches or street corners. Sometimes someone would open up a fire hydrant and draw the ire of the cops, who would break up the party.

Townes would soon graduate to local parks or the YMCA. Eventually his rep landed him on the ballroom circuit and he could be seen spinning most weekend nights at the Wynne Ballroom, on Fifty-Fourth and Wynnefield Avenue.

Just five bucks to get in. Ladies free.

Meanwhile, Will fronted a crew called the Hypnotic MCs, who would traverse downtown Philly looking to make a few bucks rhyming at local house parties. Heck, usually he would do it for free. The adrenaline rush and attention far exceeded the meager dollar amount. One night in August of 1985 he got a hot lead about a block party needing a host.

It paid thirty-five dollars.

Bet, he thought.

Will and Ready Rock C, his childhood best pal who had gained a rep as one of the best up-and-coming beatboxers in Philly, headed over.

Smith’s early zest for performance was born out of a desperation to please, derived from a constant need to impress his simultaneously loving and fearsome father. But his method was not born of charity or service but a lean on laughter developed out of the need to keep restless crowds on their toes. The jovial Fresh Prince persona was born.

“I just thought if I could lighten the mood I could keep everybody safe,” Smith told GQ in October 2021. If he could keep them laughing, maybe he and his mother and his siblings would be spared the beatdowns that could come from anywhere—neighborhood thugs, school bullies, his father.

It was a dark undercurrent to his comedic facade, one Smith would keep hidden for years. He wanted people to dance, smile, and leave exhilarated by what they had seen when they walked out of the sweaty basement party hotboxes he used to hone his skills.

And it was a great way to meet girls. He would twist humorous rhymes and deliver primal, comedic energy as if it were fired from a T-shirt cannon.

The reaction from being onstage, clutching a microphone, knowing people were there to see him, was intoxicating. It had meant to be secondary to the safety his affable personality afforded him. But before long he couldn’t get enough. Will would perform anywhere people would have him, often just for gas money.

On a good stretch he could scrape together enough cash—and combine it with the money he made at his summer job at the ice factory—for a trip to the Gallery Mall for a nascent Fresh Prince–worthy wardrobe: sweat suits from Le Coq Sportif, Ellesse, or Sergio Tacchini, capped off by a pair of Filas or Barkleys.

Fellow hip-hop artist Townes had caught wind of Smith’s exuberant style and unbridled ambition, but it wasn’t until the summer of 1985 that their paths crossed in full. Townes had booked a small gig up the block from Will’s house but found himself in a predicament when his MC failed to show.

Smith, who was in attendance, seized the moment.

“He asked if he could get on the mike,” said Townes in a 2020 interview. “I said come on up and the chemistry was instant.”

Afterward, he told him he had another party the following night.

“What are you doing tomorrow?” asked Townes.

“Nothing,” replied Will with a shrug.

The invitation turned into a string of seven or eight consecutive nights of house parties, dank bars, and neighborhood get-togethers. They each knew they had found what they were looking for in a musical collaborator. Said Jeff to the Philadelphia City Paper in 2002, “How did he know I was about to bring this record? How did I know his punch line was on the fourth bar and to drop out? Plus, we were the biggest jackasses each other knew.”

They were friends who could finish each other’s sentences and had interlocking senses of humor that fit like jigsaw pieces. They were musical collaborators with tireless work efforts and lofty goals.

“It was perfect,” said Smith. “It was just so natural.”

Soon DJ Jazzy Jeff and The Fresh Prince had developed a reputation for throwing packed, raucous, high-energy shows all over Philadelphia. For live shows they added beatboxer Ready Rock C, Smith’s friend from the neighborhood. The size of their crowds and venues grew with their reputations. So did the fees they commanded.

The Fresh Prince, just like Willard on Woodcrest, eschewed profanity, misogyny, and felonious hood tales. It was maybe a touch out of step with the mainstream hip-hop vibe of the era (Schoolly D and DJ Code Money ran a harder game in Philly at the time), but parents came out in droves to chaperone children to concerts and drive his record sales.

Their first single, 1985’s “Girls Ain’t Nothing But Trouble,” was a lighthearted, bouncy ode to a healthy distrust for girls. The music video saw a comically frustrated Prince on the run from a jealous boyfriend and walking home in the freezing cold in his underwear after a date had gone awry. Released on Philadelphia-based Word-Up Records, it quickly garnered radio play and won approval from teens and parents alike; the latter apparently could understand the value of music both palatable to kids but not in need of an explicit-lyrics advisory.

Smith was four months shy of his eighteenth birthday and still thirty days from graduation. He dreamed of worldwide tours and the adulation of millions but still had to go to class as cars with boomin’ systems drove by Overbrook blasting his teenage anthem. After school he’d screech off in his brand-new cherry red, twenty-thousand-dollar Camaro IROC-Z to Jeff’s, then grab some cheesesteaks and get ready for the night’s gig.

Its popularity put them on the radar of Def Jam’s Russell Simmons and sent them on tour all over the country and even to London.

While in the United Kingdom they decided to make their first record, Rock the House. It took two weeks to write, record, and mix the album. Jeff came up with the beats and arrangements and worked in the scratches. Will wrote the lyrics based on how the beats and bass lines resonated with him.

“At night we would go to the studio and put it together,” said Jeff. “We were making it up on the spot.”

The unexpected success of the record was as refreshing as the seat-of-your-pants production sessions.

“We had no idea how big it would be, not even a little bit,” Jeff told VladTV in 2020. “If my friends heard it and liked it that’s cool.”

By 1987, life was as sweet as it could possibly be for DJ Jazzy Jeff and The Fresh Prince. They were the toast of hip-hop. Their album I’m The Rapper, He’s the DJ spawned the smash hit “Parents Just Don’t Understand,” which topped out at No. 12 on the Billboard Hot 100 list and earned Smith the first-ever hip-hop Grammy.

A month before he even graduated from high school, Will Smith had a hit single in constant rotation on the radio.

The possibilities were endless. Until they weren’t.

“Basically, It Went Double Plastic”

Mainstream hip-hop was in its infancy and abided by clearly demarcated lines that separated specific genres—gangsta, conscious, and pop—never meant to be cross-pollinated.

As hip-hop’s novelty began to give way to a legitimate art form, finicky listeners’ tastes jumped from one hot thing to the next. There was a demand for authenticity, hood tales, and grit, which boosted the street cred—real or imagined—of both the artist and listener.

Bubblegum rappers were tossed into the ash bin of irrelevance. Too safe. Too catchy. Too everything. Too nothing. And that’s how the G-rated persona created by Will Smith, this goofy one-note MC, again found himself on the outside looking in.

Public Enemy were hard-driving revolutionaries whose thundering music railed against police brutality, systemic inequality, and the prison industrial complex, themes that perfectly dovetailed with the ambitions and philosophy of fellow Long Island native Spike Lee. The three contemporaries—one duo, one director—played off against each other to build their credibility and aesthetics in music videos and photo spreads.

Around the same time, Rakim, Kool G Rap, and Big Daddy Kane ushered in an era of cutting-edge lyricism, with songs tied heavily to authenticity, survival, and an almost romanticized street savvy. Artists cultivated tough exteriors with razor-sharp, unbending stories of hopelessness while never straying too far from the original, South Bronx hip-hop ethos—move the crowd. These MCs rarely showed emotion and never smiled.

Then a tsunami of gangsta rap barreled in from the West Coast in all-black gear, Chuck Taylors, and Raiders hats. Striking imagery—AK-47s and sawed-off shotguns—with lyrics to match would give birth to the PARENTAL ADVISORY sticker for explicit lyrics.


Fuck the police comin’ straight from the underground

A young nigga got it bad ’cause I’m brown



There were stories of violence, poverty, and retribution against police officers. Listeners with East Coast, suburban sensibilities could almost scarcely comprehend the shocking lyrics and the velocity with which it was served up.

Bubblegum rap was simply not going to do it.

But Smith held firm. He doubled down on his third effort. More fun. More silly. More everything that made He’s the DJ, I’m the Rapper a smash.

The result, his third studio album, And in This Corner…, flopped. His and Jazzy Jeff’s almost epic lack of focus did not help. They had dashed off to the Bahamas to record, Smith’s first visit to the legendary Compass Point Studios in Nassau, where Mick Jagger and David Bowie had laid down some of their most iconic hits.

Smith had booked three weeks to complete the album but instead took a vacation while burning through “$10,000 a day on rum punch and chicken fingers” for twenty of his closest friends. After two weeks they had yet to record a single song and were $300,000 in the hole.

Upon returning to Philly they had three weeks to put together a listless, tired, directionless album of the kind of music people had become tired of. Its lone memorable song was “I Think I Can Beat Mike Tyson,” a comically infused ditty where a delusional Smith attempts exactly what the title suggests. The video starred Tyson and a then-unknown Chris Rock and the song reached a tepid 58 on the Billboard Hot 100.

“Basically, it went double plastic,” Smith recalled of And in This Corner… in a 2018 video on his YouTube channel.

To promote the album the record company put together a hastily prepared, poorly attended promotional tour that cost more money than it earned. Making matters worse, his relationship with Ready Rock C, the unofficial third member of the group, was falling apart in real time. The lyrics remained G-rated, but beatboxing, the Prince had determined, was no longer in style.

They clashed incessantly and nearly came to blows, until C was no longer even invited on stage at all. By the time they returned to Philly their longtime friendship was over. Jazzy Jeff, defeated and broke, retreated to the safest place he knew—his mother’s basement.

(In 2002, Ready Rock sued Smith over claims he is owed $5 million in royalties for the Grammy-winning “Parents Just Don’t Understand.” “It’s a song that I didn’t perform on, but I did co-write it,” he told the Boston Globe. “I’ve seen a number of performers who made it to stardom, but still took care of their genuine hometown friends. It hurts me to find that Will isn’t that type of person.” The case was settled without any admission of wrongdoing by Smith.)

For Smith his rap dream was all but over, but fame was still the mission. He had one option left.

Go west.
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2 Straight Outta Shaker Heights


Andy Borowitz grew up in the quiet splendor of Shaker Heights, Ohio, eight miles southeast of Cleveland, raised by his father, Albert, who was a corporate lawyer, author, and collector of true-crime literature, and his mother, Helen, an art historian and museum curator.

There was nothing in his experience to suggest that he’d one day create something as bouncy, cool, and hip as The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air.

Borowitz processed his typical teenage angst through whimsy and flights of fancy. The scrawny, self-aware Jewish kid was drawn to parody from the start. His Super 8 movies would often be send-ups of old monster movies like Frankenstein. He was a theater kid who was doing plays and improv. He would listen to George Carlin and Richard Pryor records. The Who, the Allman Brothers Band, and David Bowie flowed from his speakers as his beloved, fruitless Cleveland Browns frittered away glory on the family television set most Sundays.

Cleveland was called the Mistake on the Lake for a reason.

“I was pretty nerdy but at the same time the class clown,” said Borowitz. “A bourgeois class clown, to be more accurate.”

As a bass baritone, he split his time with two a cappella groups, the Wayfarers and the Chanticleers, which would become the basis for the fictional group the Alagaroos of Bel-Air Academy. Each weekend they would perform at local Cleveland malls to earn money for choir uniforms.

“I felt uniquely qualified to make fun of uncool white kids, having been one,” said Borowitz.

Unburdened by the attention of girls, he dove into drawing satirical superhero parody comic books. Picking up a guitar meant at least he could look cool during band class.

“If I can unearth another grievance from my childhood,” laughed Borowitz, “my parents weren’t sold on the idea of me rocking out and playing power chords.”

Acts of quasi-rebellion went largely unnoticed thanks to mom and dad’s diminishing zest for extracting discipline from their youngest. Both would be fast sleep when Andy rode his ten-speed home at 2 a.m. after underaged keggers.

“I think they just ran out of parenting juice. I was the third and last child and by high school they were just over it.” He wasn’t even scolded for denting the bumper of the family car while learning to parallel park.

His parents had been stunned into silence by their second son’s dreamy ways, hoping his creative hobbies would eventually give way to loftier pursuits, like a career in corporate law.

Showbiz ambitions were akin to joining the circus. “Be more like your brother!” He had meticulously plotted out a legal career and would follow dad to Harvard. Get a guaranteed paycheck and don’t be a financial burden; that was the missive.

As a reed-thin, bookish senior at Shaker Heights High School, he was the editor of the school paper, the Shakerite, which often featured comic strips and essays constructed by his own askew imagination and sideways take on school and teenage suburban life.

Shaker Heights ran the gamut of the socioeconomic spectrum as much as Cleveland did. His high school was “about forty percent Black.” Many of the kids Borowitz saw every day were more likely to come from working-class families whose parents were mechanics or nurses or bus drivers. But one family was a little more… memorable, inspirational: an African American friend’s father owned a Jaguar dealership.

“They were kind of like the Banks family of Shaker Heights,” said Borowitz.

In 1976, after graduating atop his class, Borowitz packed up his quick wit and penchant for humor and followed his parents’ and older brother’s footsteps to Harvard. Surrounded by like-minded comedic tricksters, his own seeds began to sprout when he joined the Harvard Lampoon—a smart-alecky, student-run comedy magazine—after being pranked by a phony flyer.

The following year he was writing offbeat sketches for the comedic comedy troupe the Hasty Pudding, whose alumni included Oscar-winner Jack Lemmon, Presidents Franklin Delano Roosevelt and John Quincy Adams, and actress Rashida Jones, the daughter of future Borowitz collaborator Quincy Jones.

This was the exact locus of the start of his Fresh Prince journey.

In the late 1970s and 1980s, Lampoon alumni began to populate writing staffs from late-night talk shows like The David Letterman Show to edgy cable television fare such as Not Necessarily the News and It’s Garry Shandling’s Show to network sitcoms like Family Ties.

“The greatest education I got at Harvard was sitting around the Lampoon and watching TV shows and movies and just reacting to it with a lot of funny people,” Borowitz recalled. “We really didn’t know it at the time but we were preparing ourselves for careers in entertainment. It’s not like we were very productive but it was great training in that we were around other funny people trying to one-up each other.”

It was there he met Susan Stevenson. He was twenty, she was nineteen. They were drawn to each other’s sense of humor, and soon made a habit of movie nights in the Lampoon offices and going out for cheap beers. She with her brown, shoulder-length hair and Andy with his weird sweaters.

Susan’s suburban upbringing in Cherry Hill, New Jersey, was not all that different from Andy’s. In second-grade home-room, her teacher asked each student to stand and tell the class what they wanted to be when they grew up. Nearly every girl announced she wanted to be an actress or a singer.

“I want to be a writer,” said the precocious youngster, “because all of these girls are going to need jobs.”

She tried her hand at serious poetry but the words seemed to come out in a jumble of silliness. She knew comedy would be her thing. She loved Saturday Night Live, Mary Hartman, Mary Hartman, The Brady Bunch, and would never miss Monty Python’s Flying Circus.

They had both studied English at Harvard, but this was their real education, unsupervised as it was quirky. They could steal away for a night, as college kids do. But their paths were inexorably sealed.

When Andy would eventually leave for Los Angeles, he asked Susan to marry him. He left. She followed a year later.

“Would You Like to Come Out and Work for Me?”

Andy Borowitz’s as-yet-undetermined career took a leap toward Hollywood when he asked to introduce a Harvard campus screening of Gene Wilder’s Start the Revolution Without Me. Producer Bud Yorkin was in town to be honored for the flick, and Andy had spotted an opportunity. Borowitz used his stage time to wing ten minutes of stand-up, managing to get a few laughs in the process. Yorkin got a kick out of the good-natured barbs directed his way and pulled the impetuous host aside afterward.

“You’re a funny guy,” said Yorkin. “Would you like to come out and work for me?”

Twenty-two-year-old Andy answered, without hesitation, “Absolutely.”

Borowitz couldn’t believe his stroke of luck. He’d never been much of a risk-taker and knew he didn’t have it in him to go to Hollywood and wait tables while hoping for his big break.

In ten minutes his entire life trajectory changed. He canceled fellowship applications and even turned down a couple of solid writing offers in New York. Now it was time to tell his father he wasn’t going to become a lawyer.

“My parents were kind of stuck in the nineteenth century,” said Borowitz. “They just didn’t see writing as a viable career path. They didn’t think it was real. Their great fear was that I would be stuck somewhere unable to make a living.”

Senior thesis completed (on comedy writing in the seventeenth-century Restoration period), he bought a plane ticket and was off to Los Angeles.

There he joined Yorkin in his efforts to try to get several screenplays produced. It was a pursuit he quickly found slow, monotonous, and not all that fun. Yorkin’s secretary asked him if he’d prefer a shot at writing on an existing show, as opposed to developing screenplays that seemed to go nowhere.

He was offered a three-year deal with Yorkin’s Embassy Television. In 1981 he jumped at the chance and landed a staff writing job on Archie Bunker’s Place, a placid follow-up to the Norman Lear–produced smash All in the Family.

“The show doesn’t hold up today,” laughed Borowitz. “But it wasn’t very good back then, either.”

He was working, at least, but Borowitz’s isolation and loneliness on the West Coast seemed all-consuming. He was three thousand miles away from home and didn’t know anybody. Susan was still a year away from graduation and they struggled to navigate the time difference.

He lived alone in a spartan studio apartment at 212 Reeves Drive in what was affectionately referred to as the “slums” of Beverly Hills—garden-variety apartments with majestic names, typically south of Wilshire Boulevard. He outfitted the place with a rust-colored futon sofa. A table sat in the corner with space for no more than a typewriter. This being LA, he next invested in a set of wheels… a used bicycle he found in the classified ads for thirty-five dollars and which he used to ferry himself to the office three miles away in Century City.

During the second year of his deal he moved to the writing staff of a short-lived comedy called Square Pegs, starring an unknown Sarah Jessica Parker. With hindsight, it unofficially served as an early template for Judd Apatow’s totemic sitcom Freaks and Geeks, but in its time CBS hung on for just twenty mostly forgotten episodes.

From there he scored a gig on one of the longest-running sitcoms of the 1980s, the popular sitcom The Facts of Life, where he penned five episodes of the hit show about an all-girl boarding school in Peekskill, New York.

“It was exactly the type of show that I would never watch,” recalled Borowitz. “I never bought into the preachiness of the show. I couldn’t get into it.”

Borowitz quickly realized he’d fallen out of favor with the show’s writers and producers and felt resented. The feeling was mutual. He’d intentionally write jokes he knew they’d turn down. He was frozen out at a cast party. He knew this wasn’t sustainable. And then there was his relationship with Yorkin.

The dynamic between Borowitz and Yorkin had taken a peculiar turn after its hopeful beginning. Despite his talent and vision, Yorkin was in an unenviable stage in his life—mid-fifties, going through a grueling divorce, and perpetually crotchety. Borowitz saw this model of what he thought to be success in the flesh struggling with his creative and personal futures, and the collateral damage was on the verge of claiming his sanity.

On trips to Yorkin’s Bel-Air megamansion he’d see his friend unhappily sitting in a living room “the size of an airport hangar.” Borowitz began to doubt the wisdom of his show business folly. Just like his parents had warned. He had never taken a screenwriting class. He didn’t have a mentor of any kind. His sense of career insecurity, coupled with the isolation, left him constantly on the brink of throwing in the towel.

He checked on the Law School Admissions Test practice books stowed away in the back of his closet, just in case.

In 1985, with his deal up at Lear and Yorkin’s Embassy Television, he began to field offers. It was the fresh start he insisted he needed. He put his contacts to use.

Then came the writers’ strike of 1988.

With pencils down, Borowitz had trouble filling the hours. He picked up his guitar and joined a garage band, the G Scene. Future King of Queens creator Michael Weithorn was the bassist, while the film director Marc Lawrence (Hugh Grant fans would know him from Two Weeks Notice) handled drums. Their ringer was lead singer Michael J. Fox, who was starring in the mega-successful Back to the Future franchise at the time. Fox thrilled dozens of basement gig attendees with his woefully out-of-tune, red maple leaf emblazoned guitar. He wasn’t exactly Chuck Berry (or even Marty McFly playacting at Chuck Berry) but sparse audiences of friends and other unemployed writers got a kick nonetheless.

Then Borowitz got a phone call that would change his life.

The chairman of NBC was on the other end of the line. Brandon Tartikoff was calling to say he was canceling Day by Day, a fledgling series Borowitz was working on that was created by Gary David Goldberg and was set to star a fresh young actress named Julia Louis-Dreyfus. (She would win the role of Elaine on Seinfeld only months later.)

“But,” Tartikoff said, “I really want to keep you.”

The brash and energetic Tartikoff was just thirty-four and on a meteoric rise. He had almost single-handedly saved the struggling network with massive hits like The Cosby Show and Family Ties. He had doggedly pursued Bill Cosby to write a pilot, cast Michael J. Fox on Family Ties, and most recently saved Seinfeld from a swift cancellation.

Back then hit network shows were owned by other entities—Paramount owned Cheers while Warner claimed The Cosby Show. NBC was trying to get into the ownership game. A myriad of antitrust regulations kept the networks from producing their own shows. But the rules were changing. Companies were becoming vertically integrated conglomerates and owning and producing all of their own programming.

Gone were the financial syndication rules—colloquially know as Fin Syn Rules—which now meant that NBC could own a certain percentage of their schedule. All bets were off.

“Every studio in town was after the next Cosby or Cheers,” Borowitz recalled to me. “That was the game at the time so I ended up signing an overall deal with NBC Productions.”

Four years earlier, Susan had gotten a job on the writing staff at Family Ties, which was winding down just around the time Tartikoff phoned Andy.

The shows ended around the same time and Andy and Susan were contemplating working together.

“I didn’t know if it was the right time,” said Susan, “because he had run shows and I had not.”

They had just had their first daughter, Alexandra.

“So we thought that this is better because if there’s an emergency,” recalled Susan, “one of us could handle the show and the other could go to a squeaky clarinet concert.”

“We had a very profitable, friendly, fruitful relationship with Brandon Tartikoff and we liked that the guy who was running the show also handled the schedule.”

“We Were Selling Joints and Red Devils”

He dreamed about living in the Hollywood Hills and making deals. Not down here where it was crowded and bumping into someone could lead to a fight that could change the course of your life. He wanted a lofty view like the ones he saw in magazines and old Hollywood movies. But those were pipe dreams for an introverted eight-year-old with a single pair of shoes and little else.

Benny Medina grew up in a run-down neighborhood in Watts, in East Los Angeles, with four brothers and sisters. When he was eight his world shattered. His beloved mother succumbed to cancer and his father, Benny, who had faded in and out of his life, faded mostly for good. Benny Jr. was put in a series of foster homes but remembered the first most vividly.

“My earliest childhood memory is a green room,” he recalled in an interview with Ebony magazine in 1992. “That was the color of the walls in the home I was put when my mother died.”

Benny Sr. was born just outside Dallas and split his time between Los Angeles and the Fort Worth area. At an early age he fell in love with jazz and would pick up jobs in the rhythm and percussion sections of various jazz bands to afford food and maintain his instruments. He often sold marijuana, speed, and heroin, which saw him rotate in and out of prison for much of his son’s young life.

In 1972, at a stint in the Wynne Unit prison in Huntsville, Texas, he played jazz drums in a prison band called The Outlaws. Their resulting country record, Behind the Walls, was often sold at local rodeos and even got airplay.

Withdrawn and depressed, the younger Medina would sit in his room just staring at the walls. After he had run away from no fewer than five foster homes in two years, his aunt took in Medina and his siblings. Seven of them crammed into a three-room house, where he slept on the couch in the living room. He was happy to be back living with relatives and not neglectful strangers, but a new problem arose. Medina claimed he was routinely beaten by his aunt’s new short-tempered husband (although no formal complaint was ever made). A broom handle and an extension cord were his weapons of choice.

Rozzell Sykes claimed that was just his tough love brand of discipline, for Benny’s benefit because he lacked a father figure. To escape, Medina fell in with a tough crowd and hung out at all hours to avoid coming home.

“We were selling joints and Red Devils,” said Medina. They would cruise Central Avenue and 103rd Street looking to score and deal. But Benny wanted to try something new. His entrepreneurial spirit showed even at twelve years old. He and his friends began throwing house parties, complete with rum punch and booze.

They’d pocket some cash and it kept Medina from having to go home. But one by one, and with alarming frequency, his friends fell victim to the streets. One was shot in the back; another got twenty years for assault with a deadly weapon. It was around this time that Medina began hanging out at a community arts center that had programs for children.

One afternoon in 1972, he met a nine-year-old from Beverly Hills named Allen Elliott, who shared his taste in music. They both loved Motown and Chuck Berry. Michael Jackson’s “Rockin’ Robin” was the jam.

Medina hit it off not only with the boy but with his mother, Bobbi, as well. When she learned his story she offered to let him move in with them in their mansion in Beverly Hills, after confiding that she, too, had had a troubled childhood. After some pushback from her husband, composer Jack Elliott, Medina soon moved twenty-one miles west and a world away from Watts to Beverly Hills and an entirely new life.

He stayed in the newly remodeled pool house and enrolled in exclusive Beverly Hills High School. He was mesmerized that kids his age had access to amenities they took for granted.

“The gym had a swimming pool and the photography class had Nikon cameras,” he recalled.

Medina was an instant hit and had little trouble adjusting to his new surroundings. He won the position of starting fullback on the football team and joined the drama club, where he displayed a flair for dramatic acting. He was elected class president as his teachers marveled at his aptitude and thirst for knowledge. He would often stay after class and work on extra-credit projects. And he was making connections.

In his senior year he met the sons of legendary Motown producer Berry Gordy Jr.—Berry IV and Kerry—and made such a strong impression on the music man that he signed Medina to a singing contract in his senior year. But Medina was far more intrigued by the business side of the music business and became Gordy’s newest protégé and youngest executive. After graduation Medina moved in with Gordy. He quickly developed a reputation as having an eye for discovering new talent and helping artists develop their sound. He soon began to collaborate with some of Motown’s top acts, including the Temptations and Smokey Robinson.
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