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Bad Boy Entertainment, established by Sean “Diddy” Combs, has released some of the best-selling albums in hip-hop history.
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The Dream Begins


“Iwas always somebody who closed my eyes and dreamed,” Sean Combs once told an interviewer, “but then opened my eyes and saw what I had to do.” Big dreams and a single-minded focus on making them a reality would take Combs far. At age 23, inspired by a love of hip-hop, he founded a small rap music label called Bad Boy Entertainment. Through his skills as a record producer, performer, and entrepreneur, he built Bad Boy into one of the most successful labels in the industry.


GROWING UP “PUFFY”


Sean John Combs was born November 4, 1969, in Harlem, a mostly African-American neighborhood in the City borough of Manhattan. At that time, was plagued by crime and poverty. But the Combs family lived comfortably—for a while, anyway. Sean’s father, Melvin, drove a taxi and had a job with the New York City Board of Education. His mother, Janice, worked as a model.


Melvin Combs died when his son was just three. Sean and his younger sister, Keisha, were always told that their father had been killed in a car accident. For years, Sean accepted the story. But as a young teen, curious about certain details he’d heard regarding his father’s activities, Sean went to the public library and looked through some old newspaper clippings. He discovered that his father had actually been murdered. And the killing, evidently, was drug related. Melvin Combs, in addition to holding legitimate jobs, had made money by selling illegal drugs.
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Aerial view of Harlem, the New York neighborhood where Sean Combs lived when he was growing up. In the 1970s, Harlem was known for drugs, crime, and poverty.





After the death of her husband, Janice Combs and her children moved into the apartment of her mother, Jessie Smalls. The future hip-hop mogul would credit his grandmother for helping give him a happy childhood. She cared for Sean and Keisha while their mother was at work—which was much of the time. To provide for her family, Janice Combs held several jobs. During the day, she drove a school bus and worked at a daycare center. At night, she took care of children with disabilities.


Yet she somehow found the energy to stay deeply involved in the lives of Keisha and Sean. “My mother, she really held her own,” he would tell a reporter in 1998. “She toughened me. I didn’t miss a beat not having a father because my mother filled his shoes. She was constantly pushing me. She gave me so much attention and so many different experiences.”


Those experiences included getting a taste of life outside of Harlem. When Sean was eight, his mother signed him up for a program run by the Fresh Air Fund, an organization that sponsors summer vacations in rural or suburban areas for poor kids living in New York City. He spent two weeks with an Amish family in Pennsylvania. “I guess that was my mother’s idea of a great vacation for me,” he recalled, “no electricity, a bunch of farm work, moving horse manure every morning, no telephones so I could contact her.” But he loved it, going back summer after summer.


Janice Combs was determined to prevent her son from getting into trouble on the streets. She tried to fill his days with positive activities that taught him important life lessons. She took him to church often. But, in Sean’s recollection, the crime and violence in Harlem still made life “very tense . . . it was like a war zone.”


In 1972, Janice decided that it would best if she moved her family out of Harlem. They settled in Mount Vernon, a middle-class suburb north of the Bronx borough of New York City.


Sean began delivering newspapers to help his struggling mother pay the bills. He would soon take on a second paper route, as well as a job at an amusement park. “Like a lot of kids who grow up in single-parent homes, I had to get a job much quicker and start thinking about the future much earlier,” he recalled.


I used to always get cracked on by the other kids about working at [the amusement park] and having two and three jobs. But I would always say to myself that I wanted to be somebody who makes history, and not selfishly, not for me. I just wanted to make a change. I didn’t want to be a person who just lived and died.


When Sean was 14, his mother enrolled him in Mount St. Michael Academy, a private, all-boys Catholic high school in the Bronx. At Mount St. Michael he played football, performed in theater productions, and by all accounts got along well with classmates.




FAST FACT


Puffy was only the first of many nicknames Sean Combs would be given—or would give himself. Others included Puff Daddy, P. Diddy, and Diddy. He also often refers to himself as Sean John, his real first and middle names.





It was during this period that he received the nickname by which millions of people would later know him: Puffy. “It came from a childhood friend,” he told Jet magazine. “It’s a silly reason. Whenever I got mad as a kid, I always used to huff and puff. I had a temper. That’s why my friend started calling me Puffy.”
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When Sean was young, his family moved to Mount Vernon. The suburb, which borders the Bronx neighborhood of New York, had a population of about 72,000 in the 1970s.





DISCOVERING RAP


Puffy spent a lot of his free time back in Harlem, where he visited his grandmother and friends from his old neighborhood. It was in Harlem that he’d first discovered his passion for hip-hop, which had started among African-American youths in the Bronx, then spread to other sections of New York City. In the new style of music, a rapper spoke or chanted lyrics—often improvised—over the top of musical tracks mixed and manipulated by a DJ. Some of the hip-hop artists Puffy liked early on included Run-D.M.C., LL Cool J, and KRS-One. He also was a big fan of one of the only all-white rap groups of the day, the Beastie Boys.
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