












This is a work of nonfiction. I have done my best to tell this story the way it happened and, in many cases, clear up standing misconceptions and misunderstandings. Events and actions have been retold as I have remembered them. Conversations presented in dialogue form have been recreated based on my memory of them, but they are not intended to represent word-for-word documentation of what was said; rather, they are meant to evoke the substance of what was actually said.
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For Gayle

And for Eazy






You are now about to witness the strength of street

knowledge.

—first line, “Straight Outta Compton,” N.W.A. (NIGGAZ WITH ATTITUDE)
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Efil4zaggin


A rumor undenied is deemed true



I wanted to call this book Nigga 4 Life, but the fucking corporate gangstas who’ve taken over the bookselling dodge in this country wouldn’t support it if I did. I’ve always been an antiestablishment kind of guy, and the idea of having to cave in to the dictates of superstore goons galls me to hell.

Because, yeah, I make that claim. I’ve always been a nigga 4 life. I say that knowing full well the awful freight that the N word carries with it.

I was a nigga on the streets of Cleveland when I was growing up, only they pronounced it “kike” back then. I was a nigga in the late fifties at Ohio University in Athens, Ohio, when my first college roommate asked me if Jews were allowed to vote. After that I was a nigga on the campus of the University of Southern California, when WASP bullyboys spray-painted anti-Semitic graffiti on the walls of ZBT, the Jewish frat house where I roomed—a time-honored practice they were happy to identify as “Jew baiting.”

More important, I was a nigga for my whole life in the music business, representing some of the biggest acts in the world, because I was always squarely in the camp of the little guy, the underdog, the artist. And the artist is always half royalty, half sacrificial lamb to record executives, promotion people, media—even to fans.

This is the story of an unlikely alliance between a pair of niggaz 4 life, Jerry Heller and Eric Wright, aka Eazy-E, cofounders of Ruthless Records, one of the most successful music start-ups in history. It’s a story of friendship, partnership, and deep personal loyalty between a twentysomething reputed dope dealer fresh out of the hood of Compton, South Central L.A., and an almost middle-aged, nonobservant Jew from Shaker Heights in Cleveland. It was an unlikely, odd-couple pairing that never should have worked, but it did.

This is also the story of one of the top-echelon supergroups of the last decades, N.W.A., “Niggaz With Attitude.” The five members of N.W.A.—Eazy-E, Dr. Dre, Ice Cube, MC Ren, and DJ Yella—started a revolution that is still rolling. I was honored to be part of it at the beginning, and I am still proud of the continuing impact it has on the world today.

Chris Rock was asked in Rolling Stone’s “Hip-Hop 2005” special issue to name the top twenty-five rap albums of all time. His number one? N.W.A.’s Straight Outta Compton. “Nothing has ever been the same since they came,” Rock said. “It was kind of like the British Invasion for black people.” Two other albums from Ruthless or from N.W.A. alumni made the top twenty-five as well.

To say we did well together is an understatement. At the time of Eazy-E’s death and my departure from Ruthless Records, the company was bringing in millions per month. I had become dollar-for-dollar the most successful record company executive of the entire rap era. To date, the original members of N.W.A. have grossed somewhere in the neighborhood of $4.5 billion.

Most great groups form around the nucleus of a single genius—Creedence’s John Fogerty, the Doors’ Jim Morrison, U2’s Bono. But groups that take music to a whole other level have always somehow impossibly lucked out by having two geniuses, like the Beatles or the Stones. Dre played McCartney to Cube’s Lennon, with Eazy acting as George Harrison, Brian Epstein, Murray the K, and Ed Sullivan all rolled into one.

Which I guess makes a Yoko Ono out of a former college football linebacker, NFL scab (he practiced with the Los Angeles Rams during the strike season), and sometime bodyguard named Suge Knight. He had help, but he was the man who broke up the black Beatles, N.W.A.

For the millions of N.W.A. partisans around the world, this book will bring you back to the glory-day streets of the late 1980s, when you first heard “Straight Outta Compton” thundering out of boomboxes and car radios like a call to revolution:

Straight outta Compton, crazy motherfucker named Ice Cube From the gang called Niggaz With Attitudes…


Cube and Dre would eventually claim that my partnership with Eazy at Ruthless was poisoned—that it was not a relationship of equals but one of plantation master and field slave, oppressor and oppressed, exploiter and victim. There are plenty of people who knee-jerk agree with them, people who say a young African-American male and a white man—especially, for some reason, a Jewish white man—cannot possibly approach each other on equal terms. Our relationship, they say, is a priori racist.

That line of rhetoric has somehow transformed me into the Great Satan of rap music. In the years since N.W.A. split up, I’ve found myself demonized, dissed, and dismissed. For a while there, the death threats beat down on me like hail, and I approached my answering machine never knowing what kind of poison it would yield. Cube and Dre both called me out by name in their raps. In a recent list of “The Top 50 ‘Dis’ Records in Rap,” I was number five (“Dre Day”) and number six (“No Vaseline”).


Fuck Mr. Rourke and Tattoo, aka Jerry and Eazy…

—SNOOP DOGG, ON DR. DRE’S

“THE CHRONIC (INTRO)”

Fuck Jerry Heller and the white superpowers…

—ICE CUBE, “CHIN CHECK”

’Cause you let a Jew break up my crew…

Get rid of that Devil real simple, put a bullet in his temple…

—ICE CUBE, “NO VASELINE”



I’ve even been attacked by rappers I haven’t met:


Tryin’ to get over Eazy, like they was Jerry Heller…

—NELLY, “SPIDA MAN”



The stick-pins-in-the-voodoo-doll shtick continues, decades after the fact:


So if a nigga ever try to Jerry Hellin’ me

Tell Dre put up a mil’ cause that’s what my bail will be

—THE GAME, “NO MORE FUN AND GAMES”



Dissed by the best. Jerry Heller, urban legend and all-purpose straw dog of the hip-hop world. I’m the boogey man used to scare South Central kids when they tell ghost stories.

In the late 1990s, I recall meeting a young Dallas rapper named JR Ewng, just like the Dallas character, only without the i. This was in downtown L.A. at the offices of Hit A Lick Records, a Latino rap label I was helping to start.

“Hey, how you doing, man?” I said as I was introduced. JR had a stricken look on his face. It turned out he thought he was meeting the devil.

“I had heard on the streets that Jerry Heller was the Antichrist, Lucifer, the whole nine,” JR recalled. “The story in the rap community was that Heller was the White Devil, enemy to the black man. He would steal, lie, and kill, whatever it took to ruin the black man. And as I walked into his office, I started to believe the hype.”

But I was nothing like JR was expecting. I treated him with respect and listened to what he had to say. We had a good meeting.

As he was leaving, JR turned back for one last comment: “People had me thinking that I was coming to meet the devil. You don’t look like no devil to me.” The whole office busted out with laughter. JR and I have a warm, respectful relationship to this day.

When the writer Hunter S. Thompson was transformed into Uncle Duke in Doonesbury, he always used to complain on lecture tours that no guidebooks existed to instruct you on how to live your life once you have been made into a comic-strip character. It was as though Doonesbury creator Gary Trudeau had somehow stolen a piece of Hunter Thompson’s soul, like a rain forest native who refuses to be photographed.

Likewise, there are no guides or advice available on what to do now that I have been made into the Great Satan. What’s my move? How can I possibly respond?

For a long time, I did what any self-respecting Great Satan would do. I kept quiet. I didn’t care what Dre or Cube or the D.O.C. said about me—even when they lied publicly that I had stolen money from them, ripped them off, cheated them. To me, their snaps were easy to dismiss. If I had stolen from them, why hadn’t they ever sued me? I knew who I was, and I knew what had really gone down.

Then a guy named Big Reg, Reggie Turner, now in prison for various financial misdealings, told me a home truth that stayed in my mind.

“You know, the way it works on the street,” Big Reg said, “if you don’t answer a rumor, people believe it’s fact.”

A rumor undenied is deemed true. Over time, the idea dogged at me. I never deigned to deny any of the rumors Cube and Suge and the others were spreading about me, so those rumors had assumed the status of gospel truth in the hood.

“You can’t be the Nigga 4 Life crew with a white Jew telling you what to do,” raps Ice Cube on his track “No Vaseline.”

Ugly, but there it is.

How do I answer? By going into the hood, getting up on a soapbox? Pointing out that yes, I am indeed a white Jew, but no, I didn’t tell Eazy-E what to do—he was always my boss, I was never his?

What am I supposed to do, answer rap with rap? Eazy once said that he thought I was the second most famous person in rap, and he wanted to do a record with me because it would sell a lot of copies. Ladies and gentlemen, I give you MC “White Jew” Heller:


Gangsta pranksta

Always hatin’ and baitin’

Paintin’ me like I’m the Great Satan

Just ’cause I’m a Jew

And you don’t know what else to do

So you go emetic

And anti-Semitic

And the choke on your jokes

Is set on automatic

A Hip-Hopalong Cassidy

Whose weapon is mendacity

But you’re toothless

Because the truth is Ruthless

It ain’t hard it’s Eazy

And the truth is what frees me

I ain’t a hater

I’m an educator

And an illustrator

As dope as Tommy Chong

Teaching you Wright from wrong



Yes, well…it’s pretty clear I won’t be topping the charts as a rapper anytime soon.

But I know the truth, and the truth is in this book. It’s my truth, but it’s also Eazy’s truth, the best that I can tell it. From the first day we met, until his last months, when he was too weak from illness to resist the vultures among those who crowded around his deathbed, we had a relationship built on all the finest qualities of human interaction: trust, empathy, respect, humor, and love.

Eazy-E saw his best friend, the brilliant Andre Young, Dr. Dre, betray him. They had come up together on the violent streets of Compton. O’Shea Jackson, aka Ice Cube, another artist of transcendent talent, also turned on Eazy with casual viciousness, ridiculing him, dissing him repeatedly, battering him in rap after rap.

Betrayal, well, that’s as human as breathing. “A good friend,” says Oscar Wilde, “is one who stabs you in the front.” But I never betrayed Eric Wright, and while he was in full possession of his faculties, he never betrayed me. If that’s a kind of brotherhood that threatens some people, so be it.

Eric, this one’s for you, my brother.








Gangsta Gangsta


Intelligence is the relative inability to be surprised



I

This is the way Eazy-E always told it:

A voice of an old friend filters through Eazy’s cell phone—smooth, reassuring.

“Hey, yo, you know we got to work this shit out,” Dr. Dre says.

Eazy doesn’t give him anything, just grunts. He has three cell phones and several beepers; he’s always juggling them. That night one of his multiple girlfriends is calling him over and over on his little Motorola mobile.

“This is important,” Dr. Dre says. “You want to get with me up here?”

Long pause while Eazy thinks. There’s something strange in Dre’s voice. “Where you at?” he finally says.

“S.O.L.A.R.,” says Dre. The Galaxy Studios of S.O.L.A.R., Sounds of Los Angeles Records, ex–Soul Train producer and record exec Dick Griffey’s place on the grimy edge of Hollywood, near where the 101 freeway heads up over Cahuenga Pass toward Universal.

April 23, 1991, a Tuesday night. Eazy’s rolling alone in his white BMW 850ci all the way over on the West Side. A sprinkle of spring rain splashed across Los Angeles, just enough to darken the pavement.

“’Kay,” Eazy says. “I’m right around the corner.”

“I’ll be here,” Dr. Dre says.

Eazy flips one phone shut, at the same time opening the Motorola to deal with his girlfriend.

Like a lot of betrayals, this one comes disguised as a peace offering. Eazy-E’s Ruthless Records holds Dre’s contract as a producer, rapper, and writer. Dre is restless. A lot of people are whispering in his ear. Get out of Ruthless, they’re saying. You’re getting ripped off. There’s a whole host of Dre whisperers, but one main one: Suge Knight, a former bodyguard of Dre’s who is itching to set himself up as a record executive.

So tonight Dre calls Eazy offering to “work this shit out.” Just two homies working through their differences. They know each other from way back, from coming up in Compton. Eazy already is offering Dre the fucking moon. Produce anybody you want, work with anyone you want. Just don’t kill the golden goose, don’t drop out of N.W.A. What would be the sense of that? The group is pulling down tens of millions of dollars a year.

It takes Eazy more than three hours before he finally arrives at Galaxy. He’s famous for that. He is constantly telling people, I’ll be right there, I’m right near to you, and then he shows up six hours later. What happens during those hours? What could the guy possibly do? No one knows for sure. It’s a mystery. But whatever he’s doing, and Dre knows this well, it probably has something to do with pussy.

Eazy always likes to roll alone. Anywhere, everywhere, South Central, his home streets of Compton, Norwalk, Inglewood, the Valley, the barrio, the West Side beaches. Roscoe’s, Fatburger, Friday’s. Usually no bodyguards. When he does have security, they meet him places, they rarely drive with him. The little dude (he stands all of five feet two) is fearless.

The traffic flows up over the pass, a parade of red taillights disappearing one after another. Eazy parks his ride on Cahuenga. But when he enters the building and heads up to the third floor of the wood-and-glass Galaxy studios, the place feels wrong, deserted.

No Dre.

Instantly Eazy realizes that he has been set up.

Suge Knight walks into the studio through the control room door, and he brings along muscle. A pair of them, big-shouldered guys, each carrying a Louisville Slugger, handling the maple bats as if they are toothpicks. Eazy never does learn the names of the batboys.

He would be able to do the math in his head and figure out that between Suge and his two wheel-chock muscleboys, he was outweighed maybe ten pounds of theirs to every one of his.

Eazy plays it cold. This is just street shit, and he’s been there before, plenty of times. This is a robbery, a jacking. He slides into a black leather captain’s chair. Listens to Suge tell him what he has to do to walk out of that room alive.

“You got to sign these,” Suge says. He holds up three sheets of paper, three releases—one each for Dre, the D.O.C., and the best-selling R&B singer Michel’le, Dre’s girlfriend, each one with the fax imprint of Sony legal. Sony owns S.O.L.A.R., and desperately wants the hotter-than-a-pistol Dre on its roster. The label is willing to make a deal with the devil—aka Suge Knight—to sign Dre. Problem is, Dre ain’t free. He’s signed to Eazy and Ruthless. He’s not even a solo act yet, just a beat maker, but his genius and worth are beginning to be recognized.

“What you rollin’ with tonight, that Chevy dualie of yours? Or the seven-fifty?” Suge asks.

Eazy, stone-faced.

“You see a white van parked down there on the street?” That’s a detail Eazy notices: Suge says “white van,” as though it’s somehow important that it’s white.

“We got Jerry Heller tied up in the back of that van, gun to his head, blow his goddamn fucking brains out.”

Eazy doubts it, but it’s not like Suge isn’t capable of doing something like that. Then Suge adds a kicker. “We can get your moms, too. You want us to?”

Eazy has a quick flash of the two people he is closest to in the world, bound together in the back of some ratty Ford Econoline. Again, he doesn’t really believe it, but the image unsettles him.

Suge has a slight, almost buttery voice, not harsh at all. The bluster is provided by the steady slap of maple behind him.

“You better off signing,” Suge says.

Eazy signs.

II

Like I said, that’s the story Eazy always told, including in connection with our suit against Suge, Dre, and Sony Records. Dre has never denied making the phone call, but always insisted he had nothing to do with what transpired that night at Galaxy. Our suit was settled out of court.

Where was I during all this? Where was Eazy’s mentor and confidante, his stalwart defender, the guy Eazy hired to make sure the burgeoning empire of Ruthless Records ran smoothly? How did I spend that evening of April 23, 1991?

Well, I wasn’t tied up in the back of a van with Eric Wright’s fifty-year-old Montessori-school-teaching mother.

While Suge Knight was dealing with Eazy-E that evening, I had already settled in at home in Calabasas, reading a Stuart Woods thriller. I had no idea what was going down just across the Santa Monica foothills from me.

In a very real sense, though, I was at Eric’s side that night, hearing the slap of the bats along with him. Intelligence, I’ve read, is the relative inability to be surprised. Since I always prided myself in being one of the smartest guys I had ever met, I constantly tried to anticipate anything that might happen in any given situation, in order to cut down on my chances of ever being surprised.

So I had already imagined that Suge might make a move such as this, and had spoken with Eric over and over about what he was going to do when it happened.

The first time we talked about it was six months earlier, at three a.m. in the kitchen of my house in the Valley.

Eric and I kept very different hours. He always had the key to my place, and many times I would wake to hear him moving around in my house in the early morning. I would get out of bed, bleary-eyed, and we would talk. Eric and I saw each other every day, mulling over every minute detail of Ruthless business. And one detail we were talking about, that early morning in 1990, was Suge Knight and his bad intentions.

“Look, he’s probably going to make a play,” I said.

Now, a lot of people—particularly those of us who’ve gone through the educational system and interacted with a lot with teachers—have been trained to behave in a certain way during conversations. We give what’s called positive reinforcement: We nod our heads, emit an encouraging “yeah” every once in a while, alter our body posture to show that we are listening. It’s part of the normal give and take of human interaction.

Eric did none of that. He rarely reacted, nodded, or smiled during an exchange. And his eyes were usually blocked from view by opaque sunglass lenses. I’ve been with him many times in hour-long business conferences when he did not say a single word.

“I don’t talk to too many people,” Eric used to say. “I’m in my own world.”

It’s a little disconcerting, this lack of the customary positive reinforcement on his part. It throws people off. At times we are eager to say what other people want to hear. With Eric, the lack of positive reinforcement meant you didn’t know what he wanted to hear. You never knew which way to go with him, so you had to give him your best shot.

When I told him that Suge was going to come down on us, looking to steal Dre’s contract, Eric didn’t move a muscle. Stone-faced.

I was used to it.

“He’s going to come at you, threaten you maybe, to get you to sign away Dre,” I said. “If that happens, go ahead and sign. You’ve got to do it, man. None of this is worth your life.”

I explained to him that I had already spoken with Harland Braun, the celebrated criminal lawyer and civil rights watchdog, who was one of our attorneys. A document signed under duress or any kind of threat of violence, Braun told me, was worthless—null and void. Extortion might be the currency of the street, but it didn’t hold up in court.

Then I told Eric the story of how I once signed Bruce Springsteen. It was 1975, just before Bruce hit the covers of both Time and Newsweek at the same time. A lawyer named Freddie Gershon hooked me up with Springsteen’s first manager, Mike Appel, and his lawyer, Jules Kurz. We signed contracts for me to be Bruce’s agent.

I always made a lot of money through Freddie. Everyone he had ever put me with turned out fabulous, including Dr. Hook and Van Morrison. He was one of my favorite people in the music business, a rare lawyer who made people money instead of costing them. “Freddie the Lawyer” was a class act, who supported himself in law school by playing piano at the Sign of the Dove.

But Gershon called me up soon after I signed Springsteen. “Jerry, we’ve got a problem,” he said. “William Morris has an option rider on his contract.”

Would I please let Springsteen out of the contract he had signed?

I could have raised holy hell. I was within my legal rights to move against Mike Appel and Springsteen. But I liked Freddie Gershon too much to do so.

“So I tore up Springsteen’s contract,” I told Eazy.

“Oh, man, that’s cold, him making you do that.”

“No, see, why I told you that story: That’s how real friends in music do business with each other. You work things out.”

“You took a big hit,” Eazy said. “Bruce Springsteen.”

“I told Freddie, ‘This one’s on me,’” I said to Eazy. “Look, all I’m telling you is that if Suge and Dre come at us friendly, trying to work with us, maybe we can do something with them.”

“Only they ain’t going to come at us friendly,” Eric said. And he was right.

In trying to get into the music business, Suge made a crucial mistake, one that would come to haunt him. He had entered a new, unfamiliar world, a world controlled by the rule of law, and he didn’t realize it. He thought he was still on the street, and that street tactics (the only ones he knew) would somehow translate to the world of business.

“Listen, Eric,” I repeated to Eazy, “you’ve got to promise me—don’t get fucking killed over this, don’t even take a beat down. Just sign the goddamn release and we’ll work the whole thing out later with the lawyers.”

No reply. Stone-faced.

Then: “I think we should kill him.”

I couldn’t believe it. I sat there, momentarily at a loss. Looking at him, I could tell he was dead serious. I had not a shred of doubt that he had the means, the connections, the will to follow up. If Eazy-E wanted Marion Knight dead and he wasn’t talked out of it, then Marion Knight would be killed.

“Um, let’s just think this through,” I finally said. “We’re doing millions a month in business with only six employees. I mean, we’re doing really well, we have a lot of money coming in.”

Eric didn’t seem to make the connection between what I was saying and what he had just suggested. “All the more reason,” he said.

“No, man, no,” I said. “Maybe I’m just not a wartime consigliere, but none of this makes any sense to me. You’re a success,” I said, emphasizing the word as though he might not fully realize what it meant. “You made it, man. You want to throw it all away by killing some guy?”

So I talked with him, bringing up various scenarios repeatedly over the next few months. We spoke about it four or five times over that winter and spring. If Suge did this, what would be our move? With my conspiratorial mind-set, I could imagine the Suge Knight camp conducting a campaign of drive-bys, ambushes, phone threats, intimidation of Ruthless artists, random acts of commercial terrorism. I laid it all out to Eazy. And always, I told him over and over that it wasn’t worth jeopardizing his life just to show who could outfront whom.

The message must have gotten through, because Eazy’s natural impulse that damp night in April would have been to come out of the bag at Suge Knight. It didn’t matter, outweighed ten to one or a hundred to one—that was just the way Eric Wright had always been. It was an attitude pounded into him by Compton: Fight, no matter what, to the bitter end. He was like that mouse in the cartoon, about to die with the eagle’s talons screaming down on him, defiantly giving the middle finger as his last act on Earth.

But that night at the Galaxy studios, he took my advice, signed Dre’s release and the releases of the D.O.C. and Michel’le, and lived to fight another day. And I still think he was right to do it that way.

In another sense, though, I failed him. Eric Wright had hired me as sort of a superbodyguard—not for his physical self (he had other people for that) but for his business. One of my duties, whether clearly articulated or not, was to protect the life of the goose that laid the golden egg: N.W.A., a rap supergroup, the black Beatles. I acted as the general manager of Ruthless Records, so that had to be my ultimate goal, a mandate so obvious that it didn’t even need to be spelled out.

And I failed. I failed because I couldn’t imagine anyone coming in between the two most crucial members of the group—Eazy-E and Dr. Dre. I couldn’t grasp the idea that two people could be that tight, could have that much history, could reach the pinnacle of fame and success together, and then have one turn around and betray the other. I didn’t have that level of understanding of the human animal. I guess that even after the three decades I had spent in the rough-and-tumble music business, in a corner of my soul I was still naive.

One problem was that I was having too much fun to think someone might bust up the party.

We all were. It was the early 1990s, and N.W.A. was the hippest, most popular act in America, lionized as “the world’s most dangerous band.” The checks rained down on Ruthless Records like slot machine payoffs. The five members—Eazy-E, Dr. Dre, Ice Cube, DJ Yella, MC Ren—were all young guys, none over twenty-five, some barely out of high school, who were making money for the first time in their lives.

I once walked into Dre’s house when he was living near me in a gated community in Calabasas. He had asked me to go through a few things with him, check his business mail, straighten out some accounting.

I opened a desk drawer, stuffed full of papers. I started going through it, and found an uncashed check for twelve thousand dollars.

“Hey, Andre? What the fuck is this?” Digging deeper into the drawer, I discovered that there were several others. I couldn’t believe it. I tore open envelopes from ASCAP and BMI, from various acts or producers, dated weeks or months previous. Tens of thousands of dollars total, monies for his much-in-demand services as a beat maker, writer, and producer. Meanwhile, the guy was constantly pleading poverty.

Dre looked at me with a soft smile and shrugged. “I guess stuff kinda gets away from me,” he said.

Nothing compares to that first rush of crazed, unhinged excitement of having real money when you are young. The members of N.W.A. were buying BMWs, buying diamond studs the size of marbles, buying MCM and Fila and Gucci. Dre, Eazy, and I used to jockey over which of us would get to take Michel’le shopping, just for the pure splurging joy of it. It was as though she had a boyfriend, brother, and father all competing to spend money on her.

They gained entry into places that had previously been denied to them. The act of buying a car had been transformed from a humiliating, esteem-shredding experience into one during which they were fawned over and toadied up to. Instead of getting hassled at the door of nightclubs for wearing running shoes, they were treated like superstars and ushered into the VIP sections.

I took them to top L.A. restaurants, such as the Palm, Trumps, Monty’s, Ivy at the Shore. Few experiences are as pleasurable as watching someone tear apart a lobster for the first time in their lives.

Even back then, I realized that all that action was bound to attract predators. I thought I would be ready for them. It was like we were all partying around the bonfire, and somewhere out there in the darkness a bear was prowling, hungry but too afraid of the flames to actually come in and attack: Marion Knight. “Sugar Bear.” So nicknamed by his father, a truck driver, because, he said, his son was so sweet.

When Suge Knight made the move into rap, rap stopped being fun. In the spring of 1991, Eazy and I weren’t seeing much of the “sugar” in Marion Knight. He was all about showing us the bear. To us, he was Marion the Barbarian. We found ourselves at war. I had just turned fifty, and my life suddenly turned into a personal Vietnam.

When I left the Ruthless offices on Burbank Boulevard in the San Fernando Valley suburb of Woodland Hills, I never drove home the same route twice. I employed two mountainous bodyguards, Animal and MD. These guys both looked like NFL offensive guards, which MD actually was at one time. When I rolled up to my house in the northern L.A. suburbs, one of my bodyguards would usually go in first, to make sure the place was secure. Only then would I be able to enter my own home.

But even at that point, I couldn’t relax. I kept loaded guns all over the house: a .25 Colt double action automatic in a secret drawer in a Chinese prayer table near my front door; an ivory-handled .32-caliber within reach of my backyard Jacuzzi; a .12-gauge Remington standing upright in my bedroom closet.

I slept with a big .380 Beretta underneath my pillow. At times at night I would be jolted awake by the inadvertent touch of the cold carbon steel, like an emergency wake-up call, indicating that there just might be trouble in paradise.

Eighteen hours after Suge Knight had obtained releases from Eazy that effectively meant the end of N.W.A., he faxed Sony Records from S.O.L.A.R. Dr. Dre, the most sought-after producer in rap, Suge’s message stated, was now under his exclusive control.

“Dear Hank” was the mock-formal language Suge used to communicate the change to Hank Caldwell of Sony. “Andre Young is available to do your projects now.”

It was “imperative,” Suge wrote to Caldwell, that Sony immediately forward $102,750 to his company, Knight Life Productions—an entity that would eventually mutate into Death Row Records.

It’s a bad thought of mine, I know, an unworthy one, and one that I am thoroughly ashamed about. But I can’t help that there’s a small, niggling voice in the back of my mind, telling me that I could have saved everyone a whole lot of grief.

“I think we should kill him,” Eazy had said.

Maybe I should have just turned my back that night and let Eazy-E do what he wanted to do.








Straight Outta Compton


You have to step ahead to prevent yourself

from falling behind



I

A half decade earlier, in the mid-1980s, before I had ever met Eric Wright, my life hit a bad patch. My first marriage had just flamed out in divorce. I was reeling, personally and professionally.

So I tucked my tail between my legs and moved in with my parents in Encino. I slept on a foldaway bed in their condo. I moved there not because I was down and out—I wasn’t—but because I wanted to be around people who cared about me; I didn’t feel like being on my own.

Still, when I woke up groggy and stared around at the world from my mother’s floral print sofa, it wasn’t exactly an esteem booster. I couldn’t help but feel a shade depressed. I’m almost forty-five years old, I told myself, and I’m back living with my parents again.

I never worried about money. I knew I could always pull down a comfortable living. But as I sat in my Jockeys on my mom’s couch, hungover from generous transfusions the night before of frozen pepper vodka, aka vitamin V, life took on a certain pall.

I am going to work in the music business the rest of my life. I will never make less than $250,000 a year, but I’ll never make any more than $250,000 a year, either.

Stretching out before me, I envisioned an endless road of contracts and signings and negotiated percentages. The true scope of my talents, I feared, would never be fully explored. I felt frustrated that my knowledge of the business was going to waste.

I know, I know, whining about making $250,000 a year is idiotic. Plenty of people would pay to have my life schmoozing artists and glad-handing record execs. But when you are depressed, everything can turn to shit right before your eyes.

Part of it was that I had lost my faith in the music business—not in music itself, but in the business side of the equation. The business had lost what I thought of as its economic integrity.

What I always liked about the business of selling music was that it was the classic win-win situation. When you have a hit record in the music business, everybody can literally get rich from it. The artist, the manager, the publisher, the record company, the writer, the agent—everybody involved in the record can profit from it. Nobody has to lose.

In most other businesses, the more you make means the less someone else makes. That’s not true with cutting up the pie in the music business. The more records you sell, the more money everybody makes. So in that respect I always felt a great affection for the profession and appreciated its unique, interesting dynamic. Magic Johnson always played with a smile on his face, as if loving the game. I loved the music game.

I also was amused and entertained by the fact that no other business was as forgiving as the music dodge. You can drop out of high school, get a dishonorable discharge from the military, be as weird as anybody can possibly be in your personal life, you can be an ex-con, and still be a respected, fully integrated member of the music community. Remember that Charles “Swastika on My Forehead” Manson was in the music business before he made a lateral career move into mass murder. A lot of people took him seriously as a musician. No one gives a shit how whacked out of your mind you are. Some people I’ve met would have worked with Hitler, provided he could recoup a multimillion-dollar advance.

There are really not many other businesses like that. I’ve always found it charming. David Geffen fudged his résumé to get an entry-level position at the William Morris Agency, purporting that he had a UCLA degree that he did not in fact possess. The agency never checked up. In any other business, résumé-padding is grounds for automatic exile. Not in the music biz. Good thing, too, since Geffen turned out to rival MCA’s legendary Lew Wasserman as the most successful mogul in the history of American entertainment.

So I liked that hale-fellow-well-met quality of the business, and I liked its everybody-gets-rich dynamic, too. I liked the record release parties at the Whisky A Go-Go on the strip, and the porterhouses at Sneaky Pete’s next door to the Whisky, and the expense-account drinks at Dan Tana’s, and the fact that women were attracted to the music world and there were always a lot of them around.

I liked my life. I really did. It epitomized the holy trinity of the “Three M’s” that Louis Armstrong always talked about: “Music, money, and mmmmmm—pussy.”

But from my foldaway couch in Encino, I felt like it was all going south.

I blamed the Beatles.

As far as I was concerned, the economic integrity of the music business got disrupted on June 1, 1967, smack in the middle of the Summer of Love, when the Beatles released Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band.

In the summer of ’67, if you didn’t notice Sgt. Pepper’s, you were either comatose or Richard Nixon. I played Sgt. Pepper’s over and over until the grooves wore out. I loved it and I still do. Fuck economic integrity, Sgt. Pepper’s has artistic integrity, orchestral integrity, epic integrity.

It was only later that I understood something fundamental had shifted back then. Sgt. Pepper’s was the first popular recording to make extensive use of multitrack recording and overdubbing. Producer George Martin had changed the way we listened to music. He set the bar impossibly high.

The artistic bar, but also the financial bar, because it also turned out that George Martin and the Fab Four spent a lot of money on Sgt. Pepper’s. In 1967, the album took seven hundred hours to record at a total cost of over one million dollars, an unheard of amount at that time. In today’s money, that’s over six million dollars.

So it all started there. Technology—very expensive technology—swallowed up the recording process. It has all grown out of that epoch-making record-release date in June of the Summer of Love: ninety-

six-track mixing boards, echoplexes, faders, outboards, synthesizers, samplers, three-hundred-dollars-an-hour recording studios.

All of which is just fine if you are the Beatles and have two of the top-ten singles on the charts at the same time. You can afford pretty much any electronic gizmo you damn well want.

But for me, sitting on my folks’ couch in Encino, brooding, the situation was a disaster. “I am fucked,” I mumbled to myself. “I am so thoroughly, irredeemably fucked.”

Because I had seen it happen. The music business that I knew so well and loved had spun out of control. I had just read in Billboard that superproducer Richard Perry had been paid one million dollars for producing the new Julio Iglesias album.

I think Richard Perry is a genius ranked with Phil Spector as a sure-handed shaper of music. I don’t even have anything against Julio. And I think Sgt. Pepper’s is one of the greatest works of art ever made.

But the aspect of the music business I loved most was breaking new acts. And if you want to break a new act, you can’t spend one million dollars on anything. I was thinking more in the ten-thousand-dollar range. That was more my comfort zone.

All during the eighties, the majors gobbled up the small, independent labels until there were only majors left. This meant there was no one to break the small acts, which left an opening for me.

But if I went into Joe Smith’s office at Warner Brothers and asked him for ten thousand dollars to produce a debut album, he would have suddenly remembered that he had a prior appointment. His weekly janitorial budget was more than that.

Back in the sixties and seventies, Mo Ostin, Joe Smith, and Warner Brothers epitomized the music business I loved. Real record guys like Clive Davis at Columbia, Jac Holzman at Elektra, Bob Krasnow, Tommy LiPuma and Don Graham at Blue Thumb, or Jerry Moss and Herb Alpert at A&M—they were all in it for the music.

These guys put out records all the time just because they loved the music. (All right, they thought they could make money on it, too.) The record would sell maybe thirty or forty thousand units, the label execs would nurture the act for another year, and then do another record, and the act might do three, four, or five records before they ever found success.

Artie Ripp did that with Billy Joel, who didn’t break right away. Jerry Moss did it with Cat Stevens and Joan Armatrading. Mo Ostin and Joe Smith—the “Mo & Joe Show,” people called them—did it with Neil Young, Joni Mitchell, Frank Zappa, the Doobie Brothers, George Benson, and many of the other early Warner Brothers artists. These became among the most successful acts in the business.

Now it was all different. I had witnessed the change, I had seen “the last fair deal goin’ down,” as Robert Johnson would sing. I’d been in the offices of record companies and radio stations long enough to know the drill. I listened to promoters pitching records, and it usually went down the same way.

“This is the greatest record you ever heard,” the promoter would say, but what he really meant was, “The label spent two million dollars on this piece of shit and if it doesn’t move, my ass is grass.”

He’d say, “This is the greatest,” and the radio station manager would say, “I don’t hear it,” and then the promoter would pull another record from the stack of a dozen he was pushing that day and say, “Here’s another greatest record you ever heard.” He might pull out a jug of blow to sweeten his pitch.

I was now meeting executives at record companies who were committed to projects just because the records cost a lot of money to make. The label executives had no choice but to be committed to them, because if they couldn’t bring these records home, then they were going to get fired. So that was their motivation for working these records. Not love of music, but love of saving their own asses.

Then, to compound that felony, MTV came along. That’s another day the music died: August 1, 1980, MTV’s debut. When the channel first aired, music videos started off costing less than thirty thousand dollars to produce. (The group that became the Black Eyed Peas made its first music video for one thousand dollars, and Ruthless Records bought the rights for five thousand.) But then music-video budgets just kept spiraling out of control to the point where artists such as Madonna were spending more on videos than it cost to make whole movies back in the sixties, like Easy Rider, say, or Five Easy Pieces.

So there I was, wallowing in Encino and thinking about how impossibly fucked I was, when an old pal of mine, Morey Alexander, called me. Morey was a longtime music manager. He represented the blues great Charlie Musselwhite, and then moved into Latino acts such as Kid Frost and Mellow Man Ace. I met him in my glory days of the mid-sixties, when I was at Associated Booking repping acts such as Creedence Clearwater Revival, the Rascals, and the Grass Roots. Even back then Morey was an old-school guy, like a talent manager out of a Woody Allen movie. With loud clothes, a chewed-down cigar in his mouth, and a gun tucked into the belt of his pants, he was a living, breathing anachronism.

“Jerry, it’s Morey. Listen, there’s a little scene happening at this record plant down in Hollywood that I want you to know about.”

“Yeah? What’s going on?”

“I can’t really tell,” Morey said. “It may be nothing. I don’t think it’s something that I can really get into, but there may be something there for you.”

“It’s at what, some kind of studio?”

“No, no, a record-pressing plant.”

“A factory?” I couldn’t picture it.

“The guy is actually pressing vinyl down there. He’s got all his machines set up in a big back room. So these kids are coming in and giving him their tapes, paying him to press their records.”

“What kind of music?”

“Jerry, I don’t really know how to describe it. It has some electronic beats, you know? And like rap vocals laid over the top, or R&B stuff.”

Sometimes a bolt from the blue hits you just because you’re too stupid to get out of the way. Was I intrigued? Sure. I trusted Morey. But I had been told too many times, on one too many mornings, that some music scene somewhere was going to be the greatest thing since sliced bread. I didn’t exactly jump immediately into my Corvette and roar on down there.

I told Morey I’d meet him some time, check the whole scene out.

“What’s the place called?” I asked before we hung up.

“Macola Records,” Morey said.

II

Where was rap music in the year 1985? Its locus was three thousand miles away in Hollis, Queens, home ’hood of Run-D.M.C., or maybe a few dozen miles to the east of that, at Long Island’s Adelphi University, where Public Enemy formed. At any rate, rap was East Coast. From the early old-school days of Kool DJ Herc, Grandmaster Flash, and Afrika Bambaataa, up through the groundbreaking mid-eighties groups in the Def Jam stable of Russell Simmons and Rick Rubin, rap rose up from the other side of the Hudson River.

I came into the record business with the rise of British invasion rock in the early 1960s. I remember a lot of the music executives at that time had an attitude toward rock as if they were just waiting for it to go away. They sniffed at it like you would a bottle of bad milk. They yearned to get back to the “real” music that they loved, which for a lot of them meant Mitch Miller and Henry Mancini.

Big entertainment corporations aren’t known as radical risk takers, and they change direction about as gracefully as aircraft carriers.

It was the same with rap in the mid-eighties. Hip-hop itself (the term is a relatively old one, used in the days of Malcolm X, but popularized and applied to rap music first by the Sugarhill Gang in 1979’s “Rapper’s Delight”) was, in the minds of the majority of record executives I knew and probably in the eye of the public, a passing fad. Rap was novelty music. And “gangsta” rap, of course, didn’t yet exist, either as a category of music or a commercial entity.

Geography is destiny. The largely African-American suburb of Compton, in South Central L.A., was quite literally not on the map. In an official county publication delineating the cities, towns, and neighborhoods of greater Los Angeles, Compton had somehow inadvertently been left off. The city was nowhere.

It was 1985, Michael Jordan’s rookie year. The Lakers beat the Celtics for the NBA championship. The Brown Derby closed. The creators of both the thong and the Hostess Twinkie (they were two different guys) died. Howard Stern debuted on New York radio. Microsoft released Windows.

The year 1985 gave us twin plagues that eventually wasted thousands of people. That year was a benchmark for both AIDS and crack. In 1985, 3 percent of the U.S. population used cocaine at least monthly (a forty-something Jerry Heller raises his hand here, though as more or less a social snorter, not a basehead). But thanks largely to the efforts of South Central entrepreneur “Freeway” Rick Ross, cheap rock cocaine came to Los Angeles in a big way.

It was also the year that Mr. and Mrs. Front-Porch America (and Mr. and Mrs. Ronald Reagan) finally woke up to the reality of the AIDS epidemic, though it took the gruesome death of screen idol Rock Hudson to do it.

AIDS and crack would both cast long but radically different shadows over Ruthless Records. But they were not at the forefront of my mind right at that moment.

I was thinking more about Joseph Stalin.

The bloody Soviet dictator always liked to cook up a new “Five Year Plan,” or “Ten Year Plan,” every once in a while to motivate the masses. In 1985, I was formulating a ten-year plan of my own. I realized, looking back over my career in music, that the years 1965 to 1975 had represented a very good period for me. Creedence, Otis Redding, Marvin Gaye, Pink Floyd, Elton John, Van Morrison.

Then, for the next ten-year period, 1975 to 1985, I really didn’t do much that was of any groundbreaking significance. Sure, I worked, I made some money, I repped new wave and punk acts, but as 1985 rolled around I realized that I had been in a ten-year professional funk.

“Okay,” I said, trying to psych myself up, “this is going to be the beginning of my new ten-year cycle.”

At first glance, Macola Records didn’t exactly seem like a promising portal to my brave new world. Checking the address Morey Alexander gave me, I pulled up to a blank storefront on a seedy stretch of Santa Monica Boulevard down in the Hollywood flats, just off the corner of Santa Monica and Vine.

A couple of blocks east were Hollywood Memorial and Beth Olem cemeteries, where Rudolph Valentino and Bugsy Siegel were buried, and to the west loomed the old Samuel Goldwyn studios. But believe me, any shreds of Tinseltown glamour that once hung around the area had long since fled. If a tourist ever showed up in that neighborhood, he was lost.

When I opened the door of Macola, an acrid smell hit my nostrils. Put a vinyl record on a hot radiator and in about fifteen minutes you’ll smell the same odor.

In 1985, vinyl was still dominating the music business, but its days were numbered. Macola’s record-pressing machines were crammed in a warehouse space in the back of the building. They were squat and ugly, like artifacts from an earlier industrial America. The gray and green machines resembled mechanized dinosaurs. And in fact, they were dinosaurs.

Two years prior, in spring 1983, the compact disc had been introduced into the United States market. (It had hit Japan and Europe six months earlier.) That year, thirty thousand CD players and eight hundred thousand discs were sold. The year after I first visited Macola, in 1986, three million players would be sold and fifty-three million discs.

Yet there I was, visiting a vinyl pressing plant. It was like I was diving into a swimming pool that already had the water draining out of it.

But 1985 represented a lag period, a technological overlap, when vinyl still remained commercially viable even as consumers shunted it aside. Lots of middle-class suburban kids could afford the new CD players, but vinyl held on in the inner cities. Technology was changing everything. It was confusing, but it was also exciting.

I remember as a teenager once seeing the mayor of Cleveland on TV. He was being interviewed on the banks of polluted Lake Erie (that back then used to catch fire every once in a while), cheerfully trying to explain away the stench: “That’s the smell of progress—that’s the smell of money!”

Maybe it wasn’t melted vinyl stinking up the premises at Macola Records. Maybe it was the smell of money.

My grandmother would have taken one look at Don MacMillan, the sixty-year-old owner of Macola, and labeled him a gimmel goy, meaning a real, dyed-in-the-wool Gentile with a capital “G.” He had a sharp, Nordic face offset with a mane of white hair. His wife worked as an executive with a Norwegian cruise line company, so Don usually had a tan, but he dressed like a slob and kept a sloppy office.

“I’m Jerry Heller,” I told him by way of introduction.

“I know who you are,” MacMillan said. He gave me a tour of the place. It didn’t take long. He had combined three or four storefronts to make maybe 15,000 square feet of postindustrial squalor. MacMillan’s office and a conference room made up the front half of the building, opening to the factorylike pressing plant in back.

The plant area had back-alley access so that MacMillan could have trucks pull up directly to the building without prying eyes seeing, just in case he ever felt the need to “take ’em out the back door,” or bootleg his own records without paying artist royalties on them—which, we would find out later, was something he did.

There were brown cardboard boxes of vinyl records stacked everywhere, twenty-five albums to a box. “You want to play me something?” I asked.

Instead, he bellowed out a name. “Rudy—hey, Rudy!”

MacMillan led the way up a rickety stairway to a tiny, incredibly cluttered second floor office. A producer and songwriter named Rudy Pardee was there, working the telephone. I listened for maybe five seconds and realized he was trying to convince a radio station manager to add a song to the station’s playlist. I listened five seconds more and understood he wasn’t very good at it.

Pardee grew up in Cleveland too, but we hadn’t crossed paths back then. He was a tall, lanky, Snoop Dogg kind of guy, always with a big smile. In Los Angeles at that time, DJ’s were practically the whole scene in rap. He represented himself as a DJ, producer, and songwriter. But what Rudy Pardee really epitomized was the classic music-industry hustler.

With an L.A. guy named Chris Wilson (aka Snake-Puppy), Pardee made up a DJ act called the L.A. Dream Team. This was well before the ’92 Barcelona Olympics, when the first U.S. Olympic basketball team with NBA pros on it—Michael Jordan, Magic Johnson, Larry Bird, and so on—was dubbed the “Dream Team.” Clearly, Pardee was ahead of his time.

“I want to play him that thing,” MacMillan told Pardee.

Pardee fetched a piece of twelve-inch vinyl from amid the rat’s-nest piles strewn across the little office. MacMillan cued up a top-of-the-line Technics turntable. And I heard my first taste of West Coast rap, Macola style.

The song was “The Dream Team Is in the House,” a thin-sounding electro piece that was totally engaging. When it was over, I asked them to play it again. The more I heard it, the more I liked it.

Popular music is always dance music. Jazz, at the beginning—dance music. Rock and roll, at the beginning—dance music. “In the House”—dance music.

One of life’s great mysteries for me was the unlikely sway that European electronica had on the inner city back at the beginnings of rap. If I had laid bets on the kind of music that would most influence the beat makers in American inner cities, I don’t think I would have put money on the robot pop of a German band named Kraftwerk. (As a matter of fact, I later lost boatloads of money bringing Kraftwerk to America for their first major American tour.) Band members Florian Schneider-Esleban and Ralf Hütter looked like a couple of geeks—Kraut geeks, who just may be the geekiest of all geeks. They had met in classical music school. They made egghead music: experimental, minimal, avante garde.

On the face of it you couldn’t get further away from the gritty realities of the American inner city than Kraftwerk and other early techno bands from the Continent. But the voracious DJs of the South Bronx and South Central were tireless in their search for beats. In the late seventies and early eighties they seized upon electronica for a very simple reason: It got their audiences up on the dance floor and made people boogie till they dropped.

That’s what I heard at Macola on my first visit: mild-sounding rap lyrics laid over airless, hypnotic, synthesized beats. It wasn’t new, but it was intriguing enough for me to want to hear more. I thought I could sell it.

Now, I know there are purists out there who balk at the very idea of an agent and manager writing a book about music. We’re parasites, blood-drinkers, vampires. We suck the life from the holiest of holies, the sacred spirit, the artist. The music business is a scam, a shady, pseudocriminal enterprise. It stole the life work of Bo Diddley, Jackie Wilson, Little Richard, and the Platters, and it is out to highjack the soul of your favorite artist.
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