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PRAISE FOR THE MARATHON DON'T STOP


“Rob Kenner was part of the original editorial team who brought my vision for Vibe to reality, and during his seventeen years at the magazine he always did outstanding work. Since then, we’ve both been on a mission to document hip-hop culture with nothing but love and respect. Rob is MY dude, and The Marathon Don’t Stop is a beautiful tribute to a legendary artist. Keep on keepin’ on my brother. We need your work!”

—Quincy Jones

    “I had a chance to read through the book and I smiled throughout the whole thing, even though I know the story. There’s so many intricate details that my man Rob Kenner put into perspective and into context to really paint a picture of who this man is—I say is, ’cause his spirit is still in us. Nipsey Hussle and the impact his career had from the music to his life outside of the music, it’s all encapsulated in this book.”

    —Sway Calloway, Sway in the Morning, Shade 45 / Sirius XM

“The assassination of Nipsey Husssle was, in many ways, the death of modern classical hip-hop. In death, Nipsey’s star has risen to the heavens. Rob Kenner illuminates the artist’s mortal side while artfully unpacking his humble beginnings and momentous victories. You see his flowers in bloom, in Technicolor, then and now. Behold.”

—Sacha Jenkins, filmmaker

“With The Marathon Don’t Stop: The Life and Times of Nipsey Hussle, Rob Kenner has given us the book the world—and hip-hop and pop culture—has been waiting for. It is a powerfully written and reported biography of a life gone too soon, yes. But it is also history, sociology, psychology, and a case study of what is humanly possible, even for those of us born with very little. This is one of the finest pieces of literature about a real life I’ve ever read, and one that should be celebrated alongside the best biographies ever about iconic figures we have loved—and lost.”

—Kevin Powell, author of When We Free the World

    “What made Rob one of my favorite editors and my primary long-form collaborator was his insightful eye, his innate sense of story, and his ability to appreciate the importance of minutiae as they relate to a larger narrative. He brings all of those skills to the forefront with this incredible book. Not only do you walk way appreciating Nipsey’s work, love for his community, and yes, hustle, but Rob also paints a sensitive portrait of Ermias the man. God rose inside of this man, and Rob captures every moment.”

—Cheo Hodari Coker, author of Unbelievable: The Life, Death, and Afterlife of The Notorious B.I.G.

“An extraordinary accomplishment: a book about a rapper, a neighborhood, business and ownership, racism, immigration, friendship, family, art, and love… from the Pacific Ocean to the Red Sea. A masterclass in music journalism’s higher calling, The Marathon Don’t Stop is a book not only for Nipsey Hussle fans, but for anyone who wants to understand the brutal and beautiful truths of the country called America. Rob Kenner has been to the mountaintop, and brought the word back down for the rest of us.”

—Peter Relic, coauthor of For Whom the Cowbell Tolls: 25 Years of Paul’s Boutique

“From the cradle to the grave, The Marathon Don’t Stop: The Life and Times of Nipsey Hussle is a deep dive into the man, music, and motivation of one of the most gifted rappers to emerge from the West in decades. More than a hustler, Nipsey Hussle was both a businessman and teacher who was equally inspired by family, the streets, and the motherland. With an eye for the real, writer Rob Kenner has composed a biography that is journalistically solid, cinematically vivid, as gritty as the streets of Crenshaw, and beautiful as a rose growing through concrete.”

—Michael A. Gonzales, coauthor of Bring the Noise: A Guide to Rap Music and Hip-Hop Culture

“A rigorously reported, gripping account of how Ermias Joseph Asghedom hustled his way into the hearts and minds of millions. Veteran journalist Rob Kenner takes us on a harrowing journey, from the embattled streets of South L.A. to the ancient shores of East Africa, to tell the story of a conflicted gang member, gifted hip-hop artist, and crafty businessman who devoted his life to transforming himself and his community by any means necessary.”

—Carter Harris, screenwriter, producer, and former editor at The Source and VIBE magazines

    “Kenner has provided a thorough and well-researched history that hits the right notes and captures the essence of what made Hussle so significant.”

    —Jeff Weiss, Los Angeles Times

    “The book is as celebratory and commemorative as it is heartbreaking.”

    —Anika Reed, USA Today

    “It’s like the Nipsey Hussle bible.”

    —Jaelani Turner-Williams, Stereogum
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For Hugh Kenner, my first and best teacher.

“Time is now fleeting, the moments are passing, passing from you and from me.”




    

“The main thing you got to remember is that everything in the world is a hustle.”

—Freddie in The Autobiography of Malcolm X (1964)



2PAC OF MY GENERATION

BLUE PILL IN THE FUCKIN’ MATRIX

RED ROSE IN THE GRAY PAVEMENT

YOUNG BLACK NIGGA TRAPPED AND HE CAN’T CHANGE IT

KNOW HE A GENIUS, HE JUST CAN’T CLAIM IT

’CAUSE THEY LEFT HIM NO PLATFORMS TO EXPLAIN IT

—Nipsey Hussle, “Dedication,” Victory Lap (2018)



    




Intro top of the top



WHEN IT’S ALL OVER ALL THAT COUNTS IS HOW THE STORY’S TOLD

SO WRITE MY NAME DOWN, WRITE MY AIM DOWN

TO DO THIS MY WAY AND CARVE MY OWN LANE OUT

—Nipsey Hussle, “Outro,” The Marathon Continues (2011)



Lauren London walked gracefully to the podium inside the Staples Center, wearing a long white dress and dark glasses. This building held many fond memories for her and Nipsey Hussle. They loved sitting together courtside at Lakers games. Only two months earlier she’d come here with him for the sixty-first annual Grammy Awards when his official debut, Victory Lap, was nominated for Best Rap Album. Lauren had worn white that night too; Nipsey was regal in his black tux and velvet loafers with gold tassels. A red carpet correspondent said the couple looked like they were on top of a wedding cake. “Wow, okay, we’ll take that,” Nip replied.1 Boog just smiled. He called her Boog, short for L-Boogie. Eventually she would go by a new name. “Forever and even after,” she declared, “call me Lady Hussle.”2

The vibe was different as she crossed the stage on April 11, 2019. Had she ever heard the place so quiet?

On this occasion Lauren was accompanied by Samantha Smith, Hussle’s younger sister. Nip’s close friend, “shadow,” and longtime bodyguard J Roc towered behind them in a black suit and matching cap, his golden All Money In medallion glinting over his black tie. Nip’s little homie BH stood by silently, a blue rag tied around his braids. At the center of the stage, Lauren’s beloved lay in a casket like a fallen king, surrounded by a profusion of blue, white, and purple flowers beneath an oversize AMI logo. “Never was I prepared for anything like this,” she began. “So bear with me, y’all.”3

Unseen voices cried out, offering support from all over the cavernous arena. Take your time, Lauren!

On a large screen above her appeared a portrait of Hussle and Boog glowing together on the set of his “Double Up” video, in which he played a hustler on the rise and she played the girlfriend who tries to learn the game but folds under pressure—a far cry from the strength she was showing now. On either side of that image was Awol Erizku’s full-length portrait of Nipsey from “California Love,” the magical photo spread about “the people’s champ of West Coast hip-hop and New New from ATL” that appeared in GQ magazine soon after the Grammys. The piece was a rare public celebration of this intensely private power couple. “Our Grandchildren will frame this,” Lauren wrote when she shared an image from the story on Instagram. There she sat, resplendent on a white horse in the streets of the Crenshaw District, her man by her side like some valiant knight from a storybook, Nip Hussle the Great. Their life seemed very much like a fairy tale at that precise moment. And then on March 31, everything changed.

With their three beautiful children, generations of extended family, and another twenty thousand or so mourners hanging on every word, Lauren somehow made it through her eulogy without breaking down. A million and one emotions flashed across her face as she spoke. “I know everyone’s hurting,” she said, “but I’d like to say something to my city, Los Angeles. Y’all from L.A., stand up.”

Without hesitation, twenty thousand people moved as one, rising and cheering for her, for Hussle, for themselves. “Because this pain is really ours,” she said. “We know what Nip meant to us. We lost an incredible soul, we lost someone very rare to us, and we lost a real one. And we won’t ever be the same.”

Lauren’s voice grew just a little bit stronger as she began channeling Hussle’s words: “He used to always say this,” she said with a confident flourish. “The game is gonna test you. Never fold. Stay ten toes down. It’s not on you; it’s in you. And what’s in you they can’t take away. And he’s in all of us.”

Sparked by the spirit, the Staples Center erupted in applause once more. Lauren let the sound die down before continuing, in a softer voice now. Hand on heart, she directed her closing remarks to her man. “And to Ermias, the love of my life, you know what it is,” she said. “Grief is the final act of love. My heart hears you. I feel you everywhere. I’m so grateful that I had you. I love you beyond this earth, and until we meet again, the Marathon continues!”




CIRCLE GOT SMALLER, EVERYBODY CAN’T GO

—Nipsey Hussle, “Victory Lap,” Victory Lap (2018)



Hussle’s three-word rallying cry and the #TMC hashtag have become a universally recognized inspirational mantra. At this point “the Marathon” is much more than the title of a mixtape series or the name of the successful business that Hussle and his brother Blacc Sam built brick by brick in the heart of a community where so many others had given up. “While most folks look at the Crenshaw neighborhood where he grew up and see only gangs, bullets, and despair,” Barack Obama wrote in his tribute to Hussle, “Nipsey saw potential.”4

The final musical performance at the Celebration of Life was “Real Big,” one of the first songs Hussle recorded for his debut album, Victory Lap. Standing at the foot of the casket, Marsha Ambrosius summoned all her strength and sang cascades of coloratura through a black veil as Hussle’s mother danced with the ancestors, Ase! Ase! Her son’s voice floated in through the Staples Center sound system, blending with Marsha’s voice almost like they did on the album, which had seen a 2,776 percent spike in sales since Hussle’s murder.5 “I knew one day I would do it real big,” Nipsey Hussle sang. “Real shit, real shit, I know all my real niggas feel this.”

It was all too much for Ralo Stylez. “I got up out of there,” says Hussle’s high school classmate, who became one of his earliest musical collaborators. “That song made me cry, bro. I couldn’t listen to it after he died. That song is our story. He really summed up the whole feeling of what it’s like to be from over here.” As the coproducer of standout Victory Lap tracks “Dedication” and “Young Niggas,” Ralo benefits financially from the explosion of interest in Hussle’s music, but he’s not content with the money. “I’m embittered by it,” he says. “If I get a check, I’ll be happy, then I’ll cry, and then I’ll spend the money real fast. It’s a destructive energy on my life,” he says with a mirthless laugh. “Just because of the connotation of what’s involved and how this all went down. Like ‘Damn, why didn’t they give him this respect while he was alive?’ ”6

The Marathon is the ultimate test of endurance in every sense: mentally, physically, emotionally, spiritually, economically. It represents competing in the race of life and being in it to win it, against all odds, for the duration—much longer than 26.2 miles. “That’s why we call it a Marathon,” Hussle explained. “Cause we ran a lot of laps.”7 It was a race Nipsey Hussle was determined to win by all means necessary, and he wanted to see his whole community in the winner’s circle with him. Still, the Marathon is not a team sport. You can get support from your crew and train together, but nobody else can run those laps for you. Even in a crowded field, the long-distance runner goes it alone, testing their character and spirit as much as their physical limits, pushing for a personal best, competing against themselves and the clock. Tick-tick-tick.

Before Hussle rebranded the ultimate Olympic event, the concept of the marathon had a long history rooted in sacrifice and struggle. According to legend, the footrace was inspired by Pheidippides, a young messenger who was dispatched from a bloodstained battlefield in the ancient city of Marathon, where vastly outnumbered Greek troops miraculously defeated invading forces sent by the mighty Persian empire in 490 BC. After running all the way to Athens—a distance of some 150 miles, nearly six modern-day marathons—the exhausted messenger announced the glorious victory, then collapsed and died on the spot. The tragic story inspired paintings and poetry, and eventually the race was created as a way to honor Pheidippides’s heroism.8

Going the distance meant summoning the courage to confront one’s fears. “It stands for stayin’ down,” Hussle said. “Not quittin’, acceptin’ the ups and downs of whatever game you commit yourself to and ridin’ it out, you feel me? Because that’s the reality of success or greatness, that it comes with a roller coaster ride.”9

Nobody saw Nipsey Hussle coming. Not just in the sense of his being a “slept-on rapper,” although he was that too—especially outside of Los Angeles. The whole world slept on Nipsey. The rap game slept. The media slept. Even his own neighborhood slept on that man. He deserved more support than he got. More airplay. More respect. Less police harassment. Less hate—and more life. Most of all he deserved more life.

Few recognized the audacity of his vision until it began to unfold. Blinded by low expectations, many mistook this tatted-up Slauson Boy, who repped East Africa as hard as he did the Rollin’ 60s Neighborhood Crips, for your average aspirational street entrepreneur. They overlooked his discipline, underestimated his focus, miscalculated his capacity to hustle and motivate, to study and model self-empowerment and “get it straight up out the mud.” Even though it was written right there on his face: PROLIFIC. And just below that, by his right temple: GOD WILL RISE.

That the man born Ermias Asghedom possessed the resilience to overcome the post-traumatic stress of urban warfare and build a positive, productive life is a blessing. That he would go on to disrupt not just music industry business models but longstanding cycles of racial and economic oppression—and share his process step by step so that others might replicate it—is truly remarkable. That anyone could do all of that without turning his back on his neighborhood, or his set, would seem pretty much impossible, until Nipsey Hussle showed and proved that it could be done.

There’s really no other rapper, dead or alive, who accomplished the things that he did. When Nipsey decided to sell physical copies of his Crenshaw mixtape for $100 each, people said he was crazy. Impressed by the brilliance and the arrogance of this move, Jay-Z bought 100 copies for a total of $10,000 and instructed his Life&Times blog to report on the purchase. “When Jay tapped into the wave, everybody became a believer,” Nipsey told me with a smile. The two had their first conversation not long after that. “He told me ‘I just bought a streaming company,’ ” Nipsey recalled. “And that became Tidal.”10

It made sense that Jay would be one of the first to recognize Nipsey’s business acumen. Like Jay before him, Nipsey was a student of the rap game—not just how to make powerful music but how to extract wealth from a system that was designed to exploit content creators. He’d soaked up the case studies of other hip-hop executives who built independent empires from the streets—James Prince’s Rap-A-Lot, E-40’s Sick Wid It, Master P’s No Limit, and yes, Jay-Z and Dame Dash’s Roc-A-Fella. He’d drawn inspiration from Puffy’s entrepreneurial achievements beyond music and watched Dr. Dre diversify his business portfolio with the billion-dollar Beats by Dre play. He’d followed the astute investments of artists like 50 Cent, whose Vitamin Water deal made him tens of millions overnight, and Chamillionaire, who’s now a full-time venture capitalist. But even as he borrowed pages from all of their playbooks, Nipsey did something nobody had done before. True to his slogan “All Money In,” he became the first hip-hop entrepreneur to reinvest 100 percent of his business interests back into the streets that raised him. He was unrepentantly gangster, all about his paper, and utterly committed to his hood.

More than a rapper, more than a businessman, Hussle was a cultural activist, a philanthropist, a role model and leader for young Black men seeking to overcome a troubled past and achieve greatness.

Applying lessons learned from the corner of South Crenshaw Boulevard and West Slauson Avenue, from his family in Eritrea, and from a lifetime of voracious reading and information gathering, Nip set up a comprehensive strategy, developing an infrastructure to build generational wealth for himself, his family, and eventually the whole Crenshaw District. The all-too-familiar rap-star narrative of pursuing new business ventures while turning your back on the streets that raised you did not apply to Nipsey. His was a vision that went way beyond handing out turkeys on Thanksgiving.

“He said he was the people’s champ,” Blacc Sam told me. “The people in the area were the first people who supported him, so he was very prideful and he just wanted to always be around and inspire. As a youngster he never respected people that made it and left… It was much bigger for him. It wasn’t, ‘I’ma get some money and leave.’ It was, ‘I’ma achieve my goals and bring things that’s bigger than music. I’m gonna be at the forefront of a movement.’ ”11

The businesses and organizations Hussle and his partners established changed countless lives, providing jobs and opportunities for many residents of South L.A., including people with criminal records who would have found it hard to secure employment elsewhere. Through his support of the Our Opportunity economic stimulus program, he opened a state-of-the-art coworking space that included a business incubator and classes in science, technology, engineering, and mathematics (STEM), giving bright kids in the area a chance to develop their talents that he never had. Hussle also supported social justice initiatives like Time Done, a program to assist ex-convicts rebuilding their lives, as well as civic programs such as the public art installation and cultural awareness project Destination Crenshaw. In short, Hussle put on for his city like few other rappers in history.

“You can divide hip-hop entrepreneurship into a bunch of different categories,” says Dan Charnas, author of The Big Payback: The History of the Business of Hip-Hop. “You have the home-grown capitalists like Master P and J. Prince, who start with a record store and then fold it into a personal company and then broaden horizontally. You have the super-capitalists like Jay-Z, Puffy, and 50, who do all their deals upward. They’re trying to do joint ventures with the capitalistic cloud, and they stay in those clouds. What’s interesting about Nipsey Hussle is that his capitalism was activism. He was doing redevelopment, and that’s very, very different from a Jay-Z on the one hand and a Master P on the other. Nipsey was an interesting combination of capitalist and activist on a scale that I don’t think hip-hop has ever produced before. But you shine too bright, you see what they do to you.”12

Much of the world wouldn’t catch on until it was too late. Then they all lined up to light a candle, lay a rose at the altar, or post a photo with a checkered-flag emoji.




SHIT CAN CHANGE YOUR LIFE, MY NIGGA

TAKE YOU A LONG WAY

—Nipsey Hussle, “Rap Music,” Bullets Ain’t Got No Name Vol. 3 (2009)



The first time I met Nipsey Hussle, in the Wall Street offices of Vibe magazine in late 2009, it was clear there was something special about him. His aura lit up the conference room. His braids were flawless. His Jordans were crisp. His Bullets Ain’t Got No Name mixtapes were as hard as anything out of L.A. since the rise of Death Row.

I was old enough to appreciate his rap name, a sly reference to Nipsey Russell—the Black actor and comedian who worked his way up from serving burgers at the Atlanta drive-in restaurant The Varsity, to Vaudeville and late-night TV. Russell became a fixture on 1970s game shows and celebrity roasts, cracking jokes with the likes of Dean Martin and Don Rickles. Famous for reciting humorous and political poems on TV, Russell went on to play the Tin Man opposite Michael Jackson and Diana Ross in The Wiz.

All that stuff was before Nipsey’s time, of course. He was blessed with his rap name by Baby Gooch, one of the elder homies from the set who was impressed with the young man’s mind as well as his grind—both on the streets and as an aspiring artist. Back then a write-up in the pages of Vibe might have seemed like a dream, but Hussle made it a goal, set his mind to it, and took steps to realize that goal. “Nipsey used to submit for new rapper of the month in Vibe,” one of his early mentors, Dexter Browne, told me years later. “He got his music and his little picture and he sent it in. He was like ‘Man, I’m hoping.’ ”13

I was a founding editor of Quincy Jones’s monthly magazine Vibe, established in 1992 when Ermias Asghedom was seven years old. Although I was completely unaware of Hussle’s submissions to our Next section, being slept on did not deter him in the least. Nip’s persistence was undeniable, unconquerable. Somehow he’d hustled his way into a major label deal and made it all the way to Vibe’s New York City offices in person. Now that I was in his presence, the intensity of his focus was palpable. I could tell dude was on a mission, but I didn’t know the half.

As with the ancient parable of the blind men and the elephant, most of us in the hip-hop media were unable to comprehend the fullness of Nipsey Hussle at first. The picture he was painting was bigger than any canvas, any wall. Outside the frame of fame, beyond the box of beats and bars, his vision was grander than most could even imagine. “Gangsta rapper,” they called him. “Street entrepreneur,” they said. “Six-Owe Crip.” Meanwhile Hussle kept on running laps, flying under the radar, handling his business day after day with minimal external validation.

Like Dan Freeman, the revolutionary hero of one of his favorite books, Sam Greenlee’s The Spook Who Sat by the Door, Nipsey Hussle understood that the system would underestimate him. He was cool with that—made peace with it early on, used it to his advantage. Flying under the radar suited him. Fame never really interested him anyway. His was a higher calling. Tangible results—ownership, freedom, justice—those were the things he valued.

The lanky twenty-four-year-old’s energy was electric from the moment he introduced himself, making sure to mention both the Rollin’ 60s Neighborhood Crips and the notorious Los Angeles intersection where he’d made his name: Crenshaw and Slauson. The beat to Snoop Dogg’s classic “Gin & Juice” was soon thundering through the conference room speakers as track 13 on Bullets Ain’t Got No Name Vol. 1, “Dre Jackin’ for Beats,” sent me and Vibe’s whole editorial staff on a ride down G-funk memory lane.

Having edited Snoop’s first Vibe cover back in 1993, I felt an overwhelming sense of déjà vu. And in the year of “Stanky Legg” and “Swag Surfin’,” Nipsey’s hard-hitting West Coast sound was more than a little refreshing. I was not the first nor would I be the last to note the resemblance between Hussle and Snoop in spirit, appearance, and gang affiliation. Moreover, on this particular record he was channeling the Doggfather’s flow. “With so much drama in the RSC,” Nip rapped (substituting the Rollin’ 60s Crips initials for Snoop’s Long Beach shout-out), “most of these niggas in L.A. ain’t got the heart to beef.”

A lesser MC might have hesitated to revisit such a timeless track, but Nip laid down his lyrics with cool bravado, making the song his own and leaving no question that he was willing and able to stand behind every word.

The young man could spit. His bars were loaded with internal rhymes, clever metaphors, and visual detail. Plus, the young hoodsta’s “tiny loc” mindset was tempered with knowledge of self and a hard-earned mistrust for the LAPD, one of the most notoriously corrupt, abusive, and racist police forces in America. Blessed with natural charisma, Hussle spoke with the confidence that comes from knowing that you’re a rising star in your city and that you’re backed by one of L.A.’s most powerful street organizations.

Nipsey and I had a brief conversation before he and his team left for their next appointment. Laughing off the Snoop comparison, he mentioned that he’d recently collaborated with the Cali rap legend. I gave him a pound and told him I looked forward to hearing more music from him in the future. Hussle’s persistence paid off; he did finally get his write-up in the magazine. We ran a one-page profile on Hussle shortly before Vibe folded, falling victim to outmoded business models and a reluctance to embrace new technologies that were transforming the media landscape. Meanwhile, Hussle had foreseen the digital revolution and was already exploiting it to maximum benefit.




BEFORE YOU RUN YOUR RACE YOU GOTTA FIND A PACE

JUST MAKE SURE YOU CROSS THE LINE AND FUCK THE TIME IT TAKES

—Nipsey Hussle, “Perfect Timing” (2018)



The last time I spoke with Nip was February 22, 2018, not quite a week after the debut of Victory Lap. After a good deal of back-and-forth with my editorial colleagues at Mass Appeal, I was able to convince the powers that be to book Hussle for an on-camera interview. Everybody had their own social media strategies and concepts, but I was certain Hussle would come through and drop gems if given the chance. He did not disappoint.

While I already knew the man was about his grind, I was slightly taken aback when Atlantic Records publicity manager Brittany Bell set up a 9:30 a.m. call time for our interview. I have been a hip-hop journalist since 1992, and never in my career had I interviewed any artist before 10 a.m., unless they were calling in from another time zone. This was my first clue that Nipsey was moving on a whole different modus operandi. The early call time made sense. Hussle had been looking forward to dropping his official debut for a very long time. Now that it was finally happening, he was going to make sure to roll it out properly. He’d even given up smoking weed for the past several months and stopped drinking soda. The man was focused.

After showing up five minutes early, Hussle settled on the studio couch with a mug of green tea. He was dressed in a simple gray sweatsuit with no visible jewelry, though I could hear his links clinking when he sipped his tea. I remarked that he’d grown quite a beard since the last time I saw him.

I congratulated Nip on what was looking like a strong debut for Victory Lap. “We ain’t really get the numbers back yet,” he said, “but it’s lookin’ good, lookin’ good. We in that Top Ten most likely. I ain’t really been focusing on the charts after the first couple days, like the iTunes chart.” Last time that he checked, Victory Lap was hanging tough in the Top 3. “We’ll see what happens,” he said. “Tomorrow gon’ make a week.”14

The album would officially debut at number 4 on Billboard, racking up 53,000 album equivalent units in its opening week. I remarked that the journey to this moment had not been a short one.

“Nah, it’s been a Marathon,” he replied. “Most definitely.”

As I pointed out, he was used to Marathon mode. “Considering the amount of work that you’ve given us,” I said, “it’s crazy to think that this is your debut album.” He explained that he wanted his official debut album—the first one he’d ever mixed and mastered and gone to retail with—to be called Victory Lap. For him the name symbolized the completion of the Marathon mixtape trilogy, the waving of the checkered flag. It also marked the end of the completely independent doing-it-on-our-own mode. “I wanted Victory Lap to represent successfully establishing a new partnership that was in our favor this time,” he said. “More in the direction of what we came in trying to establish, to be a label ourself.” He said that he first began talking about Victory Lap around 2012, and that some of the songs on the album had been in the works almost that long.

One of those early songs was “Dedication,” the fifth track on Victory Lap. That was the one where he referred to himself as the “2Pac of my generation,” a big statement, to say the least. Descended from members of the Black Panther Party, Tupac Shakur was one of the most compelling, complex, and controversial artists hip-hop has ever seen, a powerful and iconic figure who belonged on any rap fan’s Mount Rushmore. I asked Nipsey what he meant by the comparison.

“I know that was a big statement,” he replied calmly. “I was speaking on his intentions. Pac was like a Trojan horse for the streets.” Now used to describe innocent-looking computer programs that contain malware or a virus, the original Trojan Horse was a clever strategy described in Virgil’s Aeneid whereby ancient Greek warriors hid inside a giant wooden horse that was presented to Troy as a gift. The Trojans lowered their defenses and accepted the gift, allowing the Greeks to conquer them. “Pac was highly intelligent,” Nipsey explained, “but in our culture—street culture, especially in this generation—intelligence was viewed as a form of weakness. Oh he’s smart—that’s almost the opposite of strong. It’s less of that now, but it still exists. There’s still a taboo against speaking intelligent, representing intelligence.”

His Trojan horse metaphor got me thinking about Hussle’s public image when he first entered the rap game. The first thing most people heard about him was that he was a “gangsta rapper” from L.A. who was down with the Rollin’ 60s. And while breathless reports that he was really “about that life” were not untrue, there was much more to his story. Few people were aware that Hussle’s first rap name was Concept, or that as a teenager he was an overtly “conscious” MC known for thought-provoking songs like “Nigga Nonfiction.”

“Before any success, before any notoriety, before Epic Records, before Atlantic Records, before the gang, he was already doing some rap shit,” says Ralo, who flew to Atlanta with Hussle in 2002 at Afeni Shakur’s invitation. “We was already out of town on the airplane. We was already taking trips. You hear me?” The purpose of that particular trip was to perform at the release party for Tupac Shakur’s posthumous album Better Days. “That really should be the highlight when you tell the story about Nip,” says Ralo. “In the formative years of his artistry, Afeni and Mtulu Shakur gravitated to him in a supernatural manner.” Ralo laughs that mirthless laugh again. “I feel like I’m lying and I know I ain’t. It feels like fairy tale shit.”15

When I heard the news of Nipsey Hussle’s murder on March 31, 2019, amid the shock and sadness, my mind flashed back to our final conversation. Some have suggested that Nipsey calling himself the “2Pac of my generation” was some sort of eerie premonition, but Hussle had too much to live for to focus on an untimely death. “Obviously they’ll both go down as legends,” says E.D.I. Mean, Tupac’s childhood friend. A member of the groups Dramacydal and Outlaw Immortalz, E.D.I. Mean collaborated on “Hit ’em Up,” one of Pac’s most incendiary diss tracks. “But for the most part I think they’re two very different individuals who left this planet at two very different points in their life. Pac’s transition was super early and Nip really had a chance to impact the world, and L.A. more specifically, because obviously he was here longer.”16

When people talk about Tupac’s accomplishments, they speak about his potential, sometimes referencing Detroit Red’s transition into Malcolm X. But Nipsey didn’t just rap about changing the world or talk about it in interviews. He was patiently taking steps to make it happen, in ways no other rapper, dead or alive, had ever done before. Hussle’s commitment to channel the power of hip-hop back into the community that created it hearkens back to the culture’s origins in the South Bronx, when groups of Black and brown youth channeled their frustration away from gang violence and toward creative expression. In this respect Hussle’s lifelong work may represent the ultimate fulfillment of hip-hop’s true purpose.

It’s clear that the Marathon Nipsey started will continue. The phenomenal outpouring of love and grief in the wake of his senseless murder—an atrocity that was captured on video and beamed around the world like the Rodney King beating or the murder of George Floyd—sparked similarly profound reactions.

Hussle’s powerful music and the vision that informed it have gone on to inspire millions, and its fulfillment will be his enduring legacy—a legacy that continues to unnerve the powers that be while motivating those excluded from power. As America experiences a great reckoning over its own legacy of racism and oppression, Hussle has emerged as an iconic figure comparable to Pac, Bob Marley, or Malcolm X. During nationwide marches and protests, his music, particularly “FDT,” the protest anthem he recorded with YG back when the possibility of Trump being elected seemed like a bad joke, has become the soundtrack for a new resistance movement.

Despite ongoing attempts to throw dirt on his name, at this point it hardly seems worth debating whether or not Hussle is a hip-hop legend. “I’m not saying I’m gonna rule the world or I’m gonna change the world,” Tupac Shakur said in a 1994 interview with MTV, broadcast when Ermias Asghedom was nine years old. “But I guarantee you that I will spark the brain that will change the world.”17 Pac would not live to see his twenty-sixth birthday, but looking back on his statement with the benefit of 20/20 hindsight, Hussle may well have been the person Pac had in mind. When it comes to his legacy, the Marathon will never stop.






Chapter 1 true story



IT WAS ALL A DREAM…

—The Notorious B.I.G., “Juicy,” released in 1994, when Ermias Asghedom was nine



Nipsey Hussle stood tall in the blazing Los Angeles sunshine wearing an immaculate white T-shirt, blue snapback cap turned to the back, and a few kilos of 14-karat gold Cuban links draped around his neck. Just behind him in the doorway to The Marathon Clothing smart store stood his big brother, Blacc Sam; his godbrother Adam Andebrhan; their business partner Fatts; and longtime head of security J Roc. They were surrounded by hundreds of friends, family, and honored guests, including NBA star Russell Westbrook, Atlanta rapper 21 Savage, and Emory “Vegas” Jones of Roc Nation—not to mention the love of Hussle’s life, actress Lauren London. Slauson Avenue was shut down for two blocks west of Crenshaw Boulevard. The police were outside. But on June 17, 2017, the parking lot was full of love.

“This was always one of our dreams, to be able to come inside,” explained Nipsey, who once described the shopping plaza at Slauson and Crenshaw to Forbes magazine as “a hub for local entrepreneurs.”1 Neighborhood Nip perfected his hustle on this stretch of asphalt, progressing from a young G’s perspective to become an inspirational figure in the community. Illicit transactions gave way to poppin’ the trunk of his car and pumping his own self-produced CDs with Magic Marker lettering. “Just out of bein’ there for so long, we realized that it would make sense to be owners or have businesses,” he said. “It was an important intersection, a lot of commerce goin’ on. And it made sense. If we can actually get in here, we’ll be able to really elevate what we tryin’ to do.”

“Nip coulda taken his money and opened up a store anywhere,” said L.A. radio personality Big Boy, standing next to Hussle for the ribbon-cutting ceremony that kicked off the store’s grand opening. “But of course you know real recognize real and he chose to stay at the crib.”2 Billed as “the world’s first smart store,” The Marathon Clothing was like nothing else in Hyde Park, a close-knit but economically disenfranchised area on South L.A.’s west side. The new business represented a quantum leap forward from their previous business, Slauson Tees, formerly a hole-in-the-wall beauty supply shop with rotting carpet that Blacc Sam and Fatts took over and renovated in the mid-2000s. Beyond the hardwood floors, crown molding, and a curated retail experience befitting a boutique on Melrose, what truly set the new space apart was the technology.

“We need to make this the Apple Store of the hood,” said Iddris Sandu, the twenty-year-old coding prodigy who designed the TMC app, which allowed customers to unlock exclusive audio and video content linked to designated hot spots within the store and on TMC merchandise, an interactive experience known as augmented reality. Born in Accra and raised in Compton, Sandu has worked with Elon Musk and Kanye West and received a letter of commendation from President Obama. Hussle spotted the slim software engineer in Starbucks one day while he was fine-tuning the technology behind Uber’s first self-driving car and politely struck up a conversation. Nipsey soon hired Sandu as chief technical officer of the family business, All Money In.3

“A month after we went live, the NBA announced that they got smart jerseys,” Nip would note during an appearance on L.A.’s own Home Grown Radio.4 “He was introducing shit that regular people didn’t even know about,” exclaimed cohost Chuck Dizzle, who championed Nip and many other rising local rappers. “So imagine some kid from the hood walkin’ in and seein’ that! ‘Oh, you can scan this T-shirt and play the music.’ That just sparks something completely different other than, ‘Oh, I can be a rapper… Oh, I can play in the NBA. Damn, I can be an engineer! I can program this.’ It just gives them possibilities.” There can never be too many ways to try to rise above.5

“I wanna thank everybody for coming out and bearing witness to this,” Big Boy told the crowd at the ribbon-cutting. “Usually when they turn the cameras on us, it’s for all the wrong reasons.” Nipsey nodded, holding a giant pair of scissors in his hand, ready to slice through the wide red ribbon stretched across the store’s entrance. “And it’s hot as hell,” Big Boy added. “They say we act crazy when it’s hot, but we ain’t actin’ crazy, man.”6

Despite his humble demeanor, Nipsey had every right to feel proud. The Marathon Clothing grand opening was like a carnival on Crenshaw and Slauson. There were food trucks, inflatable bouncy castles for the kids, games, giveaways, and homies rollin’ up and down the block on motorbikes and ATVs. “If it wasn’t for Nipsey we wouldn’t have nothin’ around here for real,” said one lady in attendance that day. “All we need is Black people that really stick together and make things happen out here in the community… Nip really for the hood and for the family.”7

Big Boy passed the microphone to Marqueece Harris-Dawson, a lifelong Hyde Park resident who represents District 8 in the L.A. City Council. On behalf of the City of Los Angeles, he pronounced the event “the biggest grand opening of any business anywhere in Southern California today.”8 In a private moment with Sam and the family, the councilman observed that there are a lot of CEOs who get paid millions of dollars who wouldn’t even attempt what this family business had accomplished.

“Nip need to be recognized by the city, man,” his big brother said. “ ’Cause he doin’ something that a lot of people cannot do. And that’s rehabilitate an area, give felons jobs, and make motherfuckers be productive. There’s a lot of corporations that can’t even do this.”9

The crowd cheered as the councilmember passed the mic to “the one and only Nipsey Hussle.” He waited for them to quiet down before speaking. “Y’all know how many years and damn near decades this has been in the makin’,” Hussle said, gesturing with the oversize scissors in his hand. “We started out in this parking lot as teenagers, when all this was abandoned… When it was all type of things goin’ down on this corner that don’t go down on this corner no more. Because some people from over here changed the intention of what this corner was about. And y’all was a part of that.”

As the crowd inched forward and Nipsey continued following his train of thought, doing his best to explain all of his big ideas with his usual sense of urgency, the scissors were getting uncomfortably close to the heads of people standing in the front row. Big Boy reached up as discreetly as possible and took the enormous shears out of Nip’s hand. “I had a tight grip on them scissors,” Nip said as the crowd laughed. “Don’t even worry.”10

Big Boy cracked a smile. He wasn’t worried, but he wanted this moment to be perfect for Nipsey, who’d been a frequent guest on his radio program over the years. Hussle’s final appearance on Big Boy’s Neighborhood would come not quite two years later. By that time Hussle and his brother had partnered with a young Black real estate investor named David A. Gross to purchase the entire shopping plaza for $2.5 million. Big Boy congratulated Hussle on his latest power move, noting that the neighborhood was “starting to slip away from us” due to the forces of gentrification. “I think people that know you know why you stayed,” Big Boy told him that day. “I think there is such a shield of protection that would be around any venture you do.”11




NOW, EVERYBODY KEEP YOUR EYES ON THE PRIZE

’CAUSE THE RIDE GET TRICKY

—2Pac, “Heartz of Men,” All Eyez on Me, released in 1996, when Ermias Asghedom was eleven



There was so much to be shielded from—stickups, gang-related violence, racist cops who could be as dangerous as any street crew. So even after all the fistfights, the gunshots, the police harassment, why stay? Nipsey was asked this question a lot. He always made it clear that his decision was based on more than self-interest. “It was a higher purpose I believe for what we doin’ over here,” he said. “It wasn’t to get in trouble with the police. It wasn’t to be a menace to the area. It wasn’t to continue a tradition of self-destruction. It was to build. So all the obstacles and everything we’ve been through of being misjudged and misunderstood, it didn’t stop us. You know, it wasn’t a brick wall; it was a speed bump. And I embrace it as, you know, the resistance, the gravity, of trying to do something great.”12

“I feel like my area put me on,” Nipsey told the crowd, thanking the people assembled in the parking lot for their support of his come-up, for buying his five-dollar mixtapes, for coming to those first shows even when there were just thirty people in attendance, for “makin’ us look like we was doin’ something.” Along the way Hussle upgraded from his first car, a blue ’85 Cutlass, to the black Maybach that was parked nearby. “Thanks, everybody,” he said. “It’s been a long time comin’. This is for y’all. This is for us. And it’s just a first example of what we all can do over here. We don’t need to go take nobody else money. We don’t need to go let them take ownership from us. We can do this shit ourselves.”13 And with that, Nipsey cut the ribbon. The Marathon Clothing flagship smart store was open for business, the first step of what was supposed to be a nationwide rollout—TMC smart stores in major cities across America. The cameras flashed. The crowd cheered. It was all good.

To look back on the grand opening ceremony is to remember a perfect moment, pregnant with possibility and unlimited potential. If only it were possible to turn back time and somehow bypass the pain of March 31, 2019. “We launched that store together,” says Sandu. “For him to pass away in that very same spot… Right in front. It wasn’t in the store. For him to pass away right on that same pavement that we cut the ribbon on… it was very…” He trails off, at a loss for words. “These are all signs that the universe gives us.”14

“I can’t talk about our last day together, and I still have to be strong for my children,” London told GQ magazine eight months after his death. “I have a three-year-old that’s still asking, ‘Where is Daddy?’ He doesn’t understand the concept of death. I haven’t gotten to digest the fullness of it, because it’s overwhelming and I’m in the process of healing myself and my family. But I absolutely feel the love of the city.”15

“It’s a blow for—not just the hip-hop community,” says Big Boy. “I think it’s a blow for all of us, just for human beings. For us being on earth. This is somethin’ that’s extremely horrible to happen to one of the best people, man.”16

“It’s just sickening and disgusting,” says Councilmember Harris-Dawson. “Every time I think about it I get so angry that I don’t have words.”17

“He represented redemption and hope,” said Los Angeles mayor Eric Garcetti, calling Hussle’s murder “a devastating shock.” Although Mayor Garcetti noted that Hussle “had come from the world of gangs and gotten out,” the Los Angeles City Attorney’s Office and the LAPD apparently had a different view of things. After years of trying to evict the businesses that Nipsey Hussle and his brother operated, and attempting to block the opening of The Marathon Clothing smart store in 2017, city authorities had been shocked when the Asghedom brothers partnered with Gross to purchase the shopping plaza in February 2019.18 Hussle’s work goes on, despite ongoing resistance—not to mention the utter absurdity of his death.

“I mean, shit, Nipsey Hussle got murdered in front of his store,” says Chuck Dizzle. “To even think about how crazy that is—and that’s why people are so taken aback by it, because it wasn’t supposed to happen. But this is the identity of Los Angeles. And of course that happens in different cities, but it’s just a different tone in L.A., where the street politics really rule everything. It’s way bigger than music. And that’s what Los Angeles is all about.”19




WE HUSTLE OUT OF A SENSE OF HOPELESSNESS, SORT OF A DESPERATION…

—Jay-Z, “Can I Live,” Reasonable Doubt, released in 1996 when Ermias Asghedom was eleven



At the end of Crenshaw, Nipsey Hussle’s game-changing 2013 mixtape, there’s a plaintive three-part opus called “Crenshaw & Slauson (True Story).” Although the project received more attention for its innovative business model—selling a limited-edition CD for $100 even while the album was available for free download—the music has stood up well over time, particularly the closing track. Like all of Hussle’s best work, the narrative is autobiographical, both painfully honest and fiercely guarded at the same time. “The demonstrations speak loud so I ain’t sayin’ much,” he raps. “No details till the statute of limitations up.”

Nevertheless, the twelve-minute song reveals a musical mosaic pieced together from hard-edged fragments of fact, speaking of Hussle’s journey through the streets and the rap game, the automatic pistol under his pillow, the MAC-11s stashed in a safe in the floor, the surveillance cameras around the house he shared with Sam, and the double-pane bulletproof glass on their car for “pushin’ past the haters” with relative peace of mind. Nipsey raps from the perspective of a man surrounded by threats from every angle—rivalry, jealousy, incarceration. Surviving all of that by sheer will, and by God’s grace, prepared him for the perils of the music industry, reinforcing Hussle’s refusal to be treated like a slave by record labels. Through it all, he seemed to realize he was destined to fulfill a singular mission. “I’m not a rapper or a poet, I’m a poem, nigga,” he said. “Ain’t it amazing how I’m standing on my own, nigga?”

Back in 2006, a fresh-faced twenty-one-year-old Nipsey Hussle, who released his first “official” mixtape, Slauson Boy Vol. 1, the year prior, attended the Hip-Hop Summit Action Network’s “Get Your Money Right” summit at the USC campus. After participating in a panel discussion he stopped to chat with legendary Bay Area broadcaster Davey D.

Although Nip was sporting a thick gold chain and a small princess-cut diamond stud in each earlobe, his look struck Davey as understated, at least for an up-and-coming rapper of the day. “How come you not blingin’ and havin’ all kind of crazy diamonds and all that?” he asked the young man. “I guess you here to get your money right, huh?”

“All the time,” young Hussle replied. “You know, all that is cool for the image and all that, but all them is liabilities, you feel me? I’d rather invest in some real estate.”

“Wait, wait,” Davey replied, visibly surprised at the young man’s acumen. “Can you repeat that?”

“I said invest in some assets,” Hussle said, louder this time. “As opposed to trick off my money on some liabilities like diamonds, you know what I’m sayin’? Cars that lose value as soon as you drive ’em off the lot.”

“So you trying’ to get land?” Davey asked Nip, who at the time was still more than a decade away from purchasing the shopping plaza at West Slauson Avenue and South Crenshaw Boulevard, turning the slogan “Buy Back the Block” into a legitimate plan of action.

“Exactly, homie,” Hussle said. “A real asset to take care of my peoples.” Jewelry might look good, he reasoned, “but at the end of the day, it’s losin’ value. It ain’t appreciatin’—it’s depreciatin’.” Although the young rapper was an invited guest at the financial literacy conference, he sounded more like a seasoned investment adviser giving out game to anyone prepared to soak it up.20

Reflecting back on one of his earliest on-camera interviews, Nipsey realized that he’d been wise beyond his years. “We was a little mature just from what we went through before rap,” he said. “We had experienced a little bit of life to where we kinda like had dealt with reality and had to mature and to think as a man kinda early.” His father had come to the United States in his late teens as a political refugee from the East African nation of Eritrea. He and his brother grew up in their grandmother’s two-bedroom house in South Central, sharing a bed with their mom. “I just didn’t have nobody that was established in my family,” he recalled. “And so bein’ a young boy, and not seein’ no business you can go into when you get outta high school or no college graduates in your family, what really motivated us to get out here was just settin’ something up. Bein’ established. Bein’ a first-generation boy that was gonna turn into a man.”21

Around 2006, Nipsey founded his own record label, calling it All Money In, No Money Out. Much more than a pithy name for Hussle and his team, All Money In was a mission statement—a formula for self-empowerment based on the principle of keeping every dollar earned circulating in the community, with the larger aim of building generational wealth. Growing up in South Central, a once-thriving Black neighborhood blighted by decades of divestment and a policy known as redlining that amounted to real estate apartheid, Hussle took these goals to heart, and spread these ideas as much as humanly possible.

All Money In was a mantra of self-discipline that saw Nipsey and his associates through countless setbacks and incessant police harassment, prompting them to invest in the human capital of their community, pay their bills and taxes on time, open ancillary businesses, and still have enough left over to turn the AMI logo into gold medallions for the whole team. All Money In was a way of life that kept them focused on the long game, a mindset Hussle came to call the Marathon. Their commitment to the independent grind allowed the upstart label to resist any temptation to sign away their rights for a quick check, giving them patience to build enough leverage to negotiate a partnership with Atlantic Records—clearing the way for the 2018 release of Victory Lap, Hussle’s long-awaited Grammy-nominated debut album. Adhering to the credo All Money In, No Money Out was ultimately what allowed Nipsey Hussle to proclaim, on the album’s first single, “I ain’t nothin’ like you fuckin’ rap niggas.”

One day before Victory Lap’s release, Hussle and Gross opened the doors of Vector90, a 4,700-square-foot “coworking space, cultural hub, and incubator” located in a former Wonder Bread factory five minutes away from the Marathon Clothing store. The top floor of the sleek space had a WeWork vibe, offering reasonable rates to paying members, while downstairs was a mixed-use area that served multiple community functions, including STEM classes to help prepare residents of the Crenshaw District for science and technology jobs. Lyrics from “Bigger Than Life,” the hidden final track of Hussle’s 2010 mixtape The Marathon, were painted in bold white capital letters on the steps connecting the two levels: “So life is what you make it. I hope you make a movement. Hope your opportunity survives the opportunist.”

“In our culture, there’s a narrative that says, ‘Follow the athletes, follow the entertainers,’ ” Hussle told the Los Angeles Times on Vector90’s opening day. “And that’s cool, but there should be something that says, ‘Follow Elon Musk, follow [Mark] Zuckerberg.’ I think that with me being influential as an artist and young and coming from the inner city, it makes sense for me to be one of the people that’s waving that flag.”22

For Gross, who grew up in South Central until age ten and went on to become a successful investment banker in New York City, the vision for Vector90 became a passion project, his way of giving back to a community that had not progressed much during the twenty years he’d been away. “I knew I’d need a partner from the neighborhood,” he said. “Someone that was closely connected to it, that was authentic, that the community would embrace and trust.” Gross and Hussle finally met in 2016 at a Lakers game, getting to know each other over tequila shots. “Literally the next day he came to my office,” Gross recalls. “I showed him the deck for Vector90, and he said, ‘I’m all in.’ ”23

While some celebrities turn out to be different from their public persona when you meet them, Hussle was even more genuine than Gross expected. Not only did he help fund the project, he also began spending time at Vector90, working on his own projects, meeting with Gross every Wednesday. “His commitment to this, and to his people, and to making a radical change was such that he actually did a launch party for Victory Lap at a coworking space in the heart of the hood, when typically someone would do it at some fancy spot,” Gross recalled. “He took away from his moment… from that energy, which was the perfect All-Star Weekend in L.A., his debut album finally coming. He came and spent half the day here. That’s one of those things that kind of defines who he was.”24

On the Victory Lap track “Dedication,” Nipsey Hussle poses a poignant question: “How long should I stay dedicated? How long till opportunity meets preparation?” The line was inspired by a quote attributed to the Roman philosopher Seneca: “Luck is what happens when opportunity meets preparation.” Malcolm Gladwell wrote about the importance of preparation in his book Outliers, formulating the famous ten-thousand-hour rule, calculating the commitment and diligence that Gladwell considers a prerequisite for success in any given field. A voracious reader, Hussle studied all of Gladwell’s work. But he knew full well that all the preparation in the world will not help if opportunity never knocks at your door.

The ultimate aim of Vector90 is to maximize opportunity by all means necessary, providing educational programs, networking, mentorship, resources, and platforms, as well as direct investment. In aeronautics, “vector” is a verb meaning to guide an object, such as a plane or a missile, toward a particular destination. When used in physics and mathematics, “vector” refers to a quantity that has both direction and magnitude. A 90-degree vector points straight up.

“You need a home base,” Hussle explained with evident pride soon after the space opened. “You need a space to work and take your meetings in and have Wi-Fi and have a trademark lawyer in the building. And have a synergy that you can bounce off each other.”25 As he explained near the top of track 7 on Victory Lap, “It’s all I’m tryna do: hustle and motivate.”

Among the budding entrepreneurs who began working in the space early on was Hussle’s younger sister, Samantha Smith, who was developing her own business, a therapeutic spa service called Glo. “Vector90 is a place where you know you can come and there’s like-minded people,” she says. “There’s people on a similar path as you. And there’s people that can help catapult your career or whatever it is you wanna do for yourself.” Smith believes that Vector90 made a major difference in her community. “When it comes to minorities, we don’t have anything like this,” she says. “We often get slipped through the cracks.”26

Hussle and Gross planned to expand the Vector90 network from Crenshaw all across the United States. Both were motivated by the idea of what such a place might have meant to them when they were just getting started. “I wanted to impact someone who was a younger version of me,” Gross said in a conversation with prominent podcaster Van Lathan. “It took a really stark transition for me to move from South Central Los Angeles to a really small town in Texas, where some of the issues around poverty and money were the same for me, but just the chaos of being in a large inner city in the eighties, it wasn’t there. And so that forced kind of calm that I went into, it let me learn things about myself.”27

Having grown up knee-deep in the madness that prevailed in Rollin’ 60s territory, and all across South Los Angeles, in the years following the Rodney King verdict and the L.A. uprising, Hussle would sometimes reflect on how things might have been different had he been able to make other choices. Five years before he opened Vector90, he was asked what he’d be doing if he weren’t in the music industry. The twenty-eight-year-old rattled off a list of options, none of them involving criminal activity: “Something with technology, something with the arts… I was always fascinated with space. I’m not sure, but something fun and creative.”28

A few weeks after Vector90 opened, Hussle told me that having access to a resource like that would have changed his life. “My trajectory I’m sure would’ve been different,” he said. “I can’t be specific on what, but I know I was curious and passionate early about just creativity and being productive. And out of frustration, I fell into the streets. But if I’d have been able to catch a few of these opportunities early, for sure it would’ve had a different effect.”29

Hussle and Gross would collaborate on other ventures as well. In 2018, Hussle, DJ Khaled, and Luol Deng invested in Gross’s bid to purchase the Viceroy hotel in Santa Monica, along with self-made Black billionaire Don Peebles, who serves on Vector90’s board. Although the Viceroy deal didn’t work out, Gross was able to help Hussle and his brother literally “buy back the block” in January 2019, partnering with them to purchase the shopping plaza at Slauson and Crenshaw where the Marathon Clothing store is located—and where Hussle first came up hustling. Their moment of triumph turned to tragedy on March 31, but Hussle’s passing has only strengthened Gross’s resolve to carry on their mission.

Hardly a day goes by when Gross doesn’t reflect on how irreplaceable his business partner was. “The range of his reach is what’s unique about him,” Gross says. “He could be at the Roc Nation Brunch with Jay and Puff and relate to them and be respected as a peer. And then he could be on Slauson and Crenshaw and be embraced over here as someone still accessible and someone relatable. That’s a very unique thing. He made a lot of people want to be entrepreneurs, want to be bosses, want to start businesses—and do it with their own people.”30

The tragic events of March 31, 2019, destroyed countless hopes and dreams and deferred others. At the time of Hussle’s murder, he and Gross were in the process of raising a massive real estate fund focused on inner-city investment and redevelopment. “We were headed to DC to speak before the Ways and Means Committee,” Gross says. “We were going as a coalition—myself, Nipsey, and T.I.—for this broad agreement that we were working on called Our Opportunity.” They hoped to build it into a bulwark against gentrification—“the economic version of Black Lives Matter,” as Gross once described it.31

One of the lesser-known details tucked into Donald Trump’s 2017 tax overhaul provided lucrative tax incentives for investing in so-called Opportunity Zones. Touted as a way to develop underprivileged neighborhoods, the benefits were only accessbile to people who pay capital gains tax and can afford to make new investments. The resulting influx of funds was directed toward areas that were handpicked by state governors in a behind-closed-doors process that led to some questionable choices. Trump called Opportunity Zones the “hottest thing going”—but predictably enough, members of his own inner circle, including son-in-law Jared Kushner’s family, were first in line to reap the benefits, building luxury developments that would provide few jobs and accelerate the rate of gentrification, potentially displacing longtime residents. Inspired by Hussle’s spirit of community engagement, David Gross launched a program to leverage Opportunity Zones and encourage residents of South Los Angeles to “own our own.” He called the new program Our Opportunity, but the basic concept was just a variation on Hussle’s profoundly simple strategy—keep all the money in, and let none of it out.




PERFECTION IS PERFECTED

SO I’MA LET ’EM UNDERSTAND…

—Dr. Dre ft. Snoop Dogg, “Nuthin’ but a ‘G’ Thang,” released in 1992, when Ermias Asghedom was seven



Although Hussle did not win the Best Rap Album Grammy in 2019 for Victory Lap, his first-attempt nomination was a major milestone on his Marathon. The next morning he was up early to shoot the “Racks in the Middle” video. Lurking around the edges of that video shoot were members of the All Money In team, a small circle of day-ones and handpicked talents from the community where he grew up. Before he dropped his first Bullets Ain’t Got No Name mixtape, Hussle was developing the Slauson Boyz, a crew that included homies from Nipsey’s section: Cuzzy Capone aka Yung Cuz, Cobby Supreme aka G-Bob, H60dsta Rob aka H&R, Rimpau the Rebel, Infant J Stone, Wee-Dogg, Tiny Boss Hogg, and Tiny Drawz.

All Money In evolved from a mindset into an official business that Hussle developed with Blacc Sam, as well as founding partners Adam Andebrhan and Stephen “Fatts” Donelson. According to research by hood historian Kev Mac, “All Money In, No Money Out” was a slogan made famous by an old-school player affiliated with the Rollin’ 30s. Hussle adapted the phrase from street slang and turned it into a successful company.32 His concept was all about ownership and the empowerment of young Black men with no industry support taking control of their destinies and building an empire straight off the curb. After being released from his deal with Epic Records in 2010, Hussle started The Marathon mixtape series and his independent movement began in earnest. Always a planner, he conceived Victory Lap as the conclusion of the musical Marathon. He did not foresee that it would become the final project released during his lifetime.

When two of Hussle’s post–Victory Lap releases won Grammy Awards in 2020, the victory was bittersweet, to say the least. Hussle did not live to celebrate with DJ Khaled and John Legend when “Higher” won the award for Best Rap/Sung Performance or when “Racks in the Middle,” featuring Roddy Ricch and Hit-Boy, won the award for Best Rap Performance. The latter song reflects Nip’s determination to carry on despite the tragic murder of his partner Fatts—just as their team was preparing to announce their hard-won partnership with Atlantic Records. Friends and fans did their best to draw strength from words Hussle wrote to keep himself going: “Live your life and grow… Finish what we started, reach them heights, you know?”

It was the family’s first time at the Staples Center since Hussle’s heartbreaking memorial service. Lauren arrived at the ceremony all in black, from her dress to her hair. Around her neck was a locket containing a photo of Nipsey in his tux snapped on the red carpet at the previous year’s Grammy ceremony. When the time came, Lauren accepted the award “on behalf of our family and in honor of Nip, who was a phenomenal vessel.” His grandmother and his sister stood at her side for yet another public ceremony in Hussle’s honor. “Nip did it not just for the awards, but for the people,” Lauren added. “And God allowed him to use this music to speak his truth, give us wisdom, and something that we will forever be able to live with.”33

After the ceremony, Atlantic Records publicist Brittany Bell had flashbacks of fond memories. “I’m emotionally all over the place this morning,” she wrote on her IG. “Nip, the last big meeting we had you pushed ‘Racks in the Middle’ so hard, you knew it was THAT RECORD and stood by it. You dropped the artwork on socials the night of the Grammy Awards as we were walking out and now we’re here!”34

The man who said “Fuck the Grammys until we get one”35 never did get the chance to bring one home for his neighborhood, much less to apply all the lessons he learned from the process of making his major label debut to all the future projects he had in mind. Nipsey felt he was just getting started, and after focusing on building his businesses for so long, felt he’d been making music with a “handicap.” He was looking forward to taking the frequency of his music higher on his next two albums, which he was thinking of calling Exit Strategy and The Spook Who Sat by the Door, tantalizing titles, both rich with Trojan Horse implications.

While he wasn’t planning to exit when he did, Hussle always prepared for every eventuality. Although he left no last will and testament, the proud father did set up seven-figure trust funds for his daughter, Emani, and his son, Kross, to provide for them when his own earthly Marathon came to an end.36 In fact, when NFL star Reggie Bush started a crowdfunding campaign to support Hussle’s kids, the Asghedom family declined the donations because the children were well provided for.37 Always a devoted dad, Hussle harbored no illusions about whether money could take the place of his loving presence. Years later on “Picture Me Rollin’,” he mused on the grief of losing a father, rapping: “It’s never enough to console her / Telling ‘Your daddy’s a soldier’ / She needs you right now in this moment / Not dead on your back pushin’ roses.”






Chapter 2 slauson boy



I’M SLAUSON AVE AND EVERYTHING ON THAT STREET

USED TO CARVE OUR NAMES IN THE WET CONCRETE

—Nipsey Hussle, “Blacc Ice,” Bullets Ain’t Got No Name Vol. 2 (2008)



The summer before he entered fifth grade, Ermias Asghedom’s mother gave him forty dollars to go back-to-school shopping.

This isn’t gonna really cut it, he said to himself.1 But it was all she had, and he didn’t want his mother to feel bad, so he went to the local Ross “Dress for Less” store and did the best he could. Instead of pressuring her, he made up his mind that he’d earn some money of his own so he would never have to go back to school unprepared.

Ermias went all over the neighborhood, seeking employment, but everybody thought the skinny eleven-year-old was too young to hire. “I went to Taco Bell on Sixtieth and Crenshaw and asked for a job like ten different times,” he would later recall. “I couldn’t really understand why it was so hard. Of course, I have no employment history, bro!”2

By the time he walked into Chambers Shoe Shine Parlor on Slauson Ave, he was determined not to take no for an answer. “I wanna work, man!” he declared. “I’ll come every day. I’ll show up early. I need a job.” Paul and Stefan Chambers agreed to give the kid a shot and Ermias finally had his first job.3

First, strip your shoe with a little paint thinner—boom! Buss it down. Clean it with the stripper. Buss it down again…4

Besides becoming a master shoe shiner, Ermias took full advantage of the opportunity to learn advanced hustle-nomics. He would earn $2.50 for every pair of shoes he serviced, plus the profits from selling candy bars on the side. “Go to the ninety-nine-cent store,” he reasoned, “you get three for a dollar and triple up!”5 His bosses laughed at the young man’s hustling spirit, but his profits were no joke. Working six days a week, he would come home dizzy from the fumes but with almost $600 in his pocket.

“I learned about saving money, stacking and flipping early on,” he said. “I bought my whole sixth and seventh grade wardrobe offa that.”6 When it was time to go back-to-school shopping again, he asked a friend’s parents to drive him to the outlet stores, where he used his earnings to cop the latest Polo and Hilfiger gear. Years later he was still proud of the yearbook photo he took in his Tommy Jeans jacket. “I was fresh!”7

His mother, Angelique Smith, who worked long hours to support her sons, didn’t consider “fresh” clothes as much of a priority as getting an education. “She never told me no about a book,” Hussle recalled in later years. “We might not go to Toys ‘R’ Us and get what I want every time, but if I be like, ‘Take me to the bookstore,’ she’ll stop what she was doing and take me.”8 Though young Ermias learned a lot from his love of books, the streets of Crenshaw taught him many important lessons as well.

Named after George Lafayette Crenshaw, a California banker and real estate mogul, Crenshaw Boulevard runs for twenty-three miles from the historic movie star mansions of Hancock Park in central L.A. all the way to the dramatic ocean views of Palos Verdes. As the city’s growing Black population coalesced in the area that came to be known as South Central—their movements restricted by legal trickery, economic pressure, and threats of violence—Crenshaw became the main drag of Black Los Angeles, affectionately known as “the Shaw.”

Storied nightclubs like Maverick’s Flat, which took over the title “Apollo of the West” when the Lincoln Theatre on Central Avenue closed its doors, would book top Black musicians from Marvin Gaye to Funkadelic, with celebrities like Muhammad Ali and Marlon Brando in the audience. Every Sunday evening, lowriders would cruise up and down the Shaw, flaunting L.A.’s vibrant car culture. Ermias Asghedom was six years old when John Singleton’s Oscar-nominated film Boyz N the Hood brought Crenshaw to the big screen in 1991. As a kid he loved to watch the Chevy Impalas, El Caminos, and Monte Carlos—even the occasional Cadillac Eldorado—riding slow and low, lovingly customized to the last detail, booming funk, soul, and hip-hop from their systems while bouncing on hydraulics. “Before we could drive,” Hussle remembered years later, “a bunch of us kids would be chasing lowriders down the street, yelling out, ‘Hit a switch! Hit a switch!’ ”9

“My whole life took place on these four corners,” said Nipsey Hussle, recalling his teenage years in the plaza at 3420 West Slauson Avenue. Before he could afford his own car, Ermias would ride his bike to check out the action up and down Slauson. “I mean, this really was my whole foundation,” he said. “Everything.” He even met Tanisha Foster, the mother of his firstborn child, right here in that same parking lot.10

Like Crenshaw Boulevard, Slauson Avenue was named for a wealthy white man—New York attorney Jonathan Sayre Slauson, who moved out west and opened a bank, ran for mayor, built churches and orphanages, and planted vast orange and lemon groves. The busy thoroughfare named in his honor runs over twenty miles east from Culver City, the home of MGM Studios. Culver City was one of many areas of Los Angeles known as a “sundown town,” meaning that any nonwhite visitors were warned to get out of town before nightfall.

Just over a century ago, developer Harry Culver offered 250 residential lots for sale with “proper restrictions” to ensure that Culver City became “a model little white city,” as it was advertised. Harry Culver would go on to spread his segregation strategies as president of the Los Angeles Realty Board, which issued an official recommendation in 1927 that “Realtors should not sell property to other than Caucasians in territories occupied by them.”11

The systematic segregation of Black families is all the more outrageous in light of California’s rich Black history. The state was named for Calafia, a Black warrior queen made famous in a sixteenth-century Spanish novel.12 Free of slavery since becoming America’s thirty-first state in 1850, California was once seen as a beacon of hope for African Americans leaving the South in search of a better life. “Los Angeles is wonderful,” wrote the author and activist W. E. B. DuBois. “Nowhere in the United States is the Negro so well and beautifully housed.”13 Founded long before California became part of the U.S., the Mexican city known as El Pueblo de Nuestra Señora la Reina de los Ángeles de Porciúnculá (“Town of Our Lady the Queen of Angels”) was settled by forty-four people, many of African descent. Mexico’s first Black president, Vincent Guerrero, abolished slavery back in 1829, decades before U.S. president Abraham Lincoln. Three years later Alta California had a Black governor named Pío Pico. A self-made mogul of mixed African descent, Pico was the wealthiest rancher in California for decades, owned half a million acres of land, built the most luxurious hotel in Los Angeles, Pico House, and inspired the name of Pico Boulevard.14

Today L.A. is one of the most racially and culturally diverse cities in the world, home to over ten million people who trace their heritage to more than 140 countries.15 It’s also the most diverse city in America, and the next four most diverse—Long Beach, San Diego, Anaheim, and Sacramento—are all in California.16 Because non-Hispanic whites are outnumbered by other ethnic groups, L.A. is sometimes referred to as a “minority majority” city—but this racially loaded term belies painful truths that Hussle’s music sought to expose. Who makes up terms like “minority” anyway, and for what purpose? “It’s a war goin’ on outside, no man is safe from,” Hussle rapped on “Payback,” echoing the Mobb Deep classic “Survival of the Fittest,” then adding his own insight: “But since it’s just niggas killing niggas, you just turn prison to a business.”

L.A.’s long history of racial segregation led to disinvestment, economic inequality, and an adversarial relationship between Black people and police. As the African American population grew, the early optimism expressed by DuBois was undercut by “restrictive covenants,” legal language in property deeds designed to prevent nonwhite people from buying or renting in certain neighborhoods. Meanwhile Black folks were moving west in record numbers. During World War II some 10,000 African American families came to Los Angeles seeking work in factories producing military supplies. This kicked off the “Great Migration” that saw L.A.’s Black population swell by over 1,000 percent in thirty years—from 60,000 to 700,000—including Hussle’s forebears.17

By the 1940s Hussle’s maternal grandmother and grandfather had bought property in the area along Central Avenue.18 On his song “Dedication” Hussle rapped about “Fifty-Ninth and Fifth Ave, Granny’s house with vanilla wafers.” Her home, where he spent so much of his life, was half a block below Slauson. Hussle explained that, even before the days of gangbanging, the avenue was a dividing line in L.A. “You couldn’t live north of Slauson,” Hussle said. “Like if you was a Black person in Los Angeles a real estate agent wouldn’t sell you a house. They wouldn’t approve your loan… And that’s why they say South Central L.A.”19

Even as a young man Hussle understood how city planners deliberately concentrated Black families south of Slauson. And just like in the Jim Crow South, segregation in California was enforced by violence. Starting in the 1940s, racist gangs like the “Spook Hunters” terrorized Black people who dared to enter white neighborhoods. When the first Black family moved to the northeast Los Angeles community of Eagle Rock in 1948, a uniformed police officer joined a mob that burned a twelve-foot cross outside their home.20 Black families reported racially motivated bombings and vandalism to no avail. Walking to and from school, Black students risked ambush. The Spook Hunters wore jackets with an image of a person being lynched on the back.21 Young Black people began forming neighborhood protection groups with names like the Slausons, the Businessmen, the Farmers, and the Gladiators. Their purpose was simply to defend their own.22

“What you see emerging are Black youth fighting back against attacks by white gangs,” says historian and urban theorist Mike Davis in Cle Sloan and Antoine Fuqua’s documentary Bastards of the Party, “and beginning to create what they didn’t call gangs at the time.” The film examines the roots of L.A.’s gangs and how community defense groups evolved into the Black Power movement, long before the Crips and Bloods. Ongoing conflict with groups like the Spook Hunters—twentieth-century forerunners of today’s Proud Boys and Boogaloo Bois—who operated with the full support of the LAPD23 shaped the neighborhood groups into a force for resistance. “The whites were predominant in the area,” says Bird, a founding member of the Slausons. “So we banded together at Slauson Park.”24

While they took their name from a specific location, the Slausons were all about freedom of movement, defying those who sought to prevent them from roaming throughout the city. “We couldn’t go here, we couldn’t go there,” says Chinaman, another founder of the Slausons. “We’re not gangs. We are the pioneers that opened up Los Angeles.”25 Other groups like the Businessmen operated in a similar fashion, bringing them into conflict with police as well as groups from different neighborhoods. Police from South Central’s Seventy-Seventh Street Station had a reputation for picking up members of one group and dropping them in rival territory.

The murder of Malcolm X on February 21, 1965, followed by the nationally televised tear-gassing and beating of peaceful marchers in Selma, Alabama, trying to exercise their right to vote, helped set the stage for the Watts Rebellion later that year. On August 11, 1965, California Highway Patrol Officer Lee Minimus pulled over twenty-one-year-old Marquette Frye near 116th Place and Avalon Boulevard. Frye was driving in his mother’s 1955 Buick with his brother. Frye had been drinking and the officer placed him under arrest, refusing to let his brother drive the car home, which was just two blocks away. As a crowd gathered, Frye’s brother walked home and brought his mother to the scene.26

Exactly what transpired in those days before cell phone video is difficult to pin down, but a scuffle led to the crowd throwing rocks, which led to six days of fire and mayhem. L.A.’s notoriously racist chief of police William H. Parker did not help matters when he described Black protesters as “monkeys in a zoo.”27

Chief Parker called in the National Guard, who had begun joint training exercises with the FBI and LAPD the previous year. Some 14,000 troops were deployed, including commandoes airlifted in to occupy a forty-mile war zone. When the smoke cleared 34 people were dead, more than 1,000 injured, and 4,000 arrested, and there had been an estimated $40 million in damages.28

While President Lyndon B. Johnson would later declare that “looting, murder, and arson have nothing to do with civil rights,” many people of Watts considered the rebellion a victory because it drew attention to issues affecting their community.29 “It was an absolutely transforming event,” said Mike Davis, “youth on the streets coming together and uniting with each other to drive the LAPD out.” Rivalries among local groups were set aside.30 Grassroots activism and the Black Arts Movement, including organizations like the Watts Towers Arts Center—where young Ermias Asghedom would take music classes years later—helped to heal the community by creating new creative opportunities and by raising awareness of the issues underlying the conflict.31 In the aftermath of the Watts Rebellion, community organizations for Black people flourished all over Los Angeles. Meanwhile local street clubs and neighborhood groups stepped up their cooperation to protect area residents from abusive police. Among these was The Black Panther Party for Self Defense, founded by Huey Newton and Bobby Seale in Oakland in 1966.

Among L.A.’s neighborhood organizations, the Slausons emerged as a unified force to be reckoned with. “The Slausons was an idea,” said Louis Tackwood, a member of a rival organization called the Dartanians. “They didn’t wear no jackets. They just considered themselves Slausons and that was it. Slausons were sharp dressers and their ladies were good-looking too. We were trying to kill an idea, just couldn’t do it. Everybody was a Slauson. They had Little Slausons, Baby Slausons, and Slausonettes.”32

The leader of the Slausons was Alprentice “Bunchy” Carter, a charismatic young man known for driving a red-and-black MGB convertible.33 “According to Bunchy he was so pretty that it brought tears of envy from other men’s eyes when they saw him,” recalled former Panther leader Eldridge Cleaver, the author of Soul on Ice.34 While serving time for bank robbery in California’s Soledad prison, Bunchy got to know Cleaver, who encouraged him to open a Los Angeles chapter of the Black Panther Party, which had already spread to Chicago and New York. Bunchy began recruiting at house parties and inspired many former gang members to join the movement, giving them a new sense of purpose. “His mannerisms were street, but his mind had been developed,” said Slauson-turned-Panther Ronald Freeman of Bunchy’s transition from gangster to activist. “He became political. We called him ‘the mayor of the ghetto.’ ”35

The Panthers thrived under Bunchy’s leadership. New branches opened from San Diego to Santa Monica, but the headquarters remained at Forty-First Place and Central Avenue. Their Free Breakfast for Children program served vital needs in the community, attracting support from celebrities and scrutiny from FBI director J. Edgar Hoover, who declared the Panthers to be “the greatest threat to the internal security of the country.”36 Hoover’s secret Counter Intelligence Program, known by the acronym COINTELPRO, targeted the Panthers as well as Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and other civil rights leaders using undercover agents, smear campaigns, and anonymous threats with the aim of stirring up dissent in any way possible. For many years the FBI’s secret program was only a rumor, until a group of private citizens—including a cab driver, two professors, and a child care worker—broke into an FBI office in Pennsylvania and stole reams of classified documents, which they leaked to newspapers. In an internal memo, Hoover had described COINTELPRO as an effort “to expose, disrupt, misdirect, discredit, or otherwise neutralize the activities of black nationalist hate-type organizations and groupings, their leadership, spokesmen, membership, and supporters, and to counter their propensity for violence and civil disorder.”37

Rather than countering violence, COINTELPRO’s activities appeared to have the opposite effect. On April 4, 1968, Dr. King was assassinated in Memphis. On January 17, 1969, shots rang out during a meeting of UCLA’s Black Student Union, where Bunchy Carter and fellow Panther John Huggins were killed by members of a rival group called the US Organization. Carter’s death at age twenty-six was a crippling blow to the Panthers. Whether COINTELPRO agents were behind the shooting is still a matter of debate, but there is no doubt that the FBI stoked the rivalry between the two groups.38

That same day, in New York, twenty-one Panthers were arrested in an alleged bomb plot, including Afeni Shakur, who served time in jail and stood trial while pregnant with the son she would name Tupac. She and her codefendants were eventually acquitted.39 When Hussle called himself the “Tupac of my generation,” he was tapping into a revolutionary as well as a musical legacy.

Early in the morning of December 4, 1969, Chicago police working with the FBI raided the apartment of Fred Hampton, state chairman of the Illinois Black Panther Party. They executed Hampton with a barrage of more than forty bullets while he slept. Fellow Panther Mark Clark, who had dozed off while guarding the door with a shotgun in his lap, was also killed. Hampton’s pregnant wife heard cops fire the last two shots into his head. “He’s good and dead now,” a policeman’s voice said.40

Four days later another early-morning raid went down at the Southern California Black Panther headquarters established by the late Bunchy Carter. Hundreds of LAPD officers, including a SWAT team and a helicopter dropping explosives, converged at Forty-First and Central, where a handful of Panthers trained by the decorated U.S. Army veteran Geronimo Pratt held them off for four hours. After the smoke cleared, all of these raids dealt a crippling blow to the movement.

Something had to fill the void left behind in the aftermath of the Panthers’ “neutralization.” Around 1969 a high school student named Raymond Washington organized a group known as the Baby Cribs. Washington was born in Texas and grew up in Los Angeles around Seventy-Sixth and Wadsworth, just west of Central Avenue. Short and muscular, Washington was renowned for his hand-to-hand fighting skills and his disdain for guns. By the early 1970s, he joined forces with a teenage crew formed by Stanley “Tookie” Williams, uniting the East and West Sides of South Central to form what would eventually become known as the Crips. According to Tookie’s memoir Blue Rage, Black Redemption, the Crips were mostly high-school-age boys who came together to protect themselves from outside threats.

The group’s rapid expansion throughout L.A. led to tension and conflict with certain neighborhoods. Youths from Piru Street, Harvard Park, Arlington Heights, and Athens Park came together to form an alliance of independent sets like the LA Brims and the Black P Stones known as the Original Blood Family. Some early members had once been children nourished by the Panthers’ dismantled breakfast program. Conceived in opposition to the Crips, the Bloods feuded with them from the outset.

Although they had a different leadership structure than the Panthers, the Crips did their best to build on the party’s work early on, forming a Consolidated Crip Organization, or CCO. “We come from a neighborhood of the leader of the Black Panther Party which was a neighborhood called the Slausons,” said pioneering Crips member Danifu Bey. “Our neighborhood was the neighborhood where Bunchy Carter came from… We were taught that we had the power to develop our own destiny.” Danifu Bey helped draft the Crip Constitution, which set out the Crips’ objectives and turned their name into an acronym for Community Revolutionary Inter Party Service. There would be several variations on this acronym/mission statement over time. Nipsey Hussle preferred to use “Community Reprogression in Process.”41

All of this context was lost on most Americans, who first heard about gang culture through movies like Colors and in lurid nightly news reports highlighting the groups’ most negative aspects. “If gangs are pathological they’re also heroic in a way,” says historian Mike Davis, citing values of loyalty and self-sacrifice. “Gangs carried on the [Panthers’] residue of unity and pride, but it was now narrowly focused. It wasn’t the whole community anymore. It was a particular street.”42

“Anybody who thinks that gangs aren’t doing anything positive or are fundamentally criminal has never been around gangs,” says Dr. Melina Abdullah, a professor of Pan-African Studies at California State University who cofounded the L.A. branch of Black Lives Matter. “On their face gangs are really pseudo-familial constructions,” she says. “Crime and the existence of gangs are two separate things. We’ve been duped by mass media in particular, but also a police state and a white supremacist structure that seeks to criminalize what could be our greatest strength.”43

“It’s a difference between what [Tookie and Raymond Washington] was doin’ and what eventually morphed into what it is today,” said Eugene “Big U” Henley, who would eventually become Hussle’s business partner. “They the original Crips and where the name came from. What we ended up doin’ after ’79 was what we call gangbangin’. And that was where everything had changed.”

The way Big U tells it, some of his homies asked permission to start their own Crip faction in the early 1970s, which became the Rollin’ 60s, one of the oldest and largest African American gangs in Los Angeles. “We always were known as the so-called ‘wealthy Crips,’ ” Big U said. “In our area we live in houses. Certain parts of Watts and Compton and all that, they in tenements and projects. So in our area, which is called the 60s, it’s different. It’s generational. You’ll have people who’ve been going to school or knew each other since age five years old because they mothers own these houses. And they have ownership instead of living in apartments… transitioning in and out. Ours is different. We lived on the block.”44

Although he’s often identified as an OG, or even as the leader of the 60s, Big U is more focused on gang prevention these days. His nonprofit organization, Developing Options, has been changing lives since 2004 and is supported by the Los Angeles mayor’s GRYD (Gang Reduction & Youth Development) Foundation. Developing Options also supports the Crenshaw Rams in the Snoop Youth Football League.

“The ultimate goal is to be for young African-American kids what the YMCA and these other places could’ve and should’ve been,” he told Vibe magazine. “I always hear them talk about the YMCA and the Boys’ Club. In the Crenshaw area we don’t have one. I wanted to be the pioneer, the first to do it. Because most neighborhoods in California are infested with gangs.”45

In fact, Big U insists he never officially joined the 60s. “I’m one of them guys who’s just here,” he says, quoting a line Nipsey often repeated, words that were spoken at his memorial service. When you live a certain life and you’re from a certain area, “it ain’t on you sometimes, it’s in you.”46




MY GRANNY CAME FROM DOWN SOUTH WHEN THEY FREED THE SLAVES

WITH AN AIM TO MAKE A BETTER LIFE THAN YESTERDAY

—Nipsey Hussle, “Cali,” Slauson Boy Vol. 1 (2005)



“She was real big on keeping a tight family,” Hussle said of his grandmother, Margaret Boutte, “and big on love.”47 Margaret’s family came from Louisiana, and she moved to California during the Great Migration. Raised Roman Catholic, she suffered eleven miscarriages before the birth of her second child, Angelique. After being bedridden for most of that pregnancy, she saw the girl as a blessing and called her Angel. “Imagine if I would have gave up on my tenth miscarriage, my ninth miscarriage,” Hussle’s grandmother would tell him.48

Dawit Asghedom emigrated to America from Eritrea in the 1970s before his twentieth birthday, seeking asylum from the war raging in his East African homeland. Situated between Ethiopia and the Red Sea, Eritrea was an Italian colony from the late nineteenth century until the end of World War II. After the territory was annexed by Ethiopia around 1960, Eritrean rebels began a thirty-year battle for independence.49 “If you think about the Eritrean struggle,” Hussle would say years later during an interview on Eritrean television, “there’s so many metaphors that you can take from that. If you stand for principle and you stand for what you believe in, and you’re willing to live and die for what you believe is right, you can do the impossible.”50

A black-and-white photo on Hussle’s Instagram shows Dawit marching in the streets of L.A. with a group of young Eritrean men. He’s rocking bellbottoms and an Afro, and carrying a sign that reads DOWN WITH APARTHEID AND IMPERIALISM. In one corner of the sign are the initials EFLNA, standing for Eritreans for Liberation in North America. Hussle captioned the photo “I see u Pops [image: Raised Fist Emoji].” It’s not hard to imagine where Ermias got his revolutionary spirit.

Hussle was inspired to shed light on his parents’ courtship in “Higher,” his Grammy-winning collaboration with DJ Khaled and John Legend, which ended up being the first song released after his death. “Pops turned sixty, he proud what we done,” Hussle rapped. “In one generation he came from Africa young / He said he met my moms at the Century Club.”

Dawit and Angelique welcomed their first son, Samiel Ghebrehet Asghedom, on March 4, 1982. As the young parents adjusted to the excitement of taking on such a big new responsibility, larger forces were shaping the world their son would grow up in. On October 14 of that year, the Hollywood actor turned California governor turned U.S. president Ronald Reagan gave a speech calling for a “War on Drugs.” Reviving former president Richard Nixon’s rhetoric, Reagan declared illicit drugs to be a threat to U.S. national security. The policies that Reagan implemented following this speech—combined with rising unemployment and cuts to vital social programs—set the stage for a boom in mass incarceration and the militarization of urban police departments, nowhere more notably than in L.A.

Samiel Asghedom was born during a time when LAPD tactics were becoming more extreme, especially toward people of color. The same year, 1982, Los Angeles police chief Daryl Gates was forced to ban dangerous choke holds that he had authorized officers to use. Also known as the “bar arm hold” and the “carotid control hold,” these moves blocked the flow of oxygen to the brain, causing the deaths of fifteen people, twelve of them Black, over a seven-year period. (The lethal police practice continues several decades later, as confirmed by the deaths of Eric Garner and George Floyd.) At first, Chief Gates tried to shift blame away from the police, citing a “hunch” that the deaths might have resulted from some sort of physical abnormality related to the victims’ race. Gates asked his staff to look into the theory: “We may be finding that in some blacks when [the chokehold] is applied, the veins or arteries do not open as fast as they do in normal people.”51

Did it cross his mind that his officers might be applying the choke hold more often or with greater force against Black suspects? It’s hard to say. But Chief Gates did call Dr. Richard Allen Williams, a black cardiologist on the UCLA faculty, saying he wanted to discuss a “very delicate medical matter.” Dr. Williams, author of The Textbook of Black-Related Diseases, recalled Gates asking if he could verify that “African-Americans were very susceptible to chokeholds because they had an anatomical defect in their necks.” The doctor’s response was unequivocal: “No, Chief Gates, I don’t agree with that.”52
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