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PROLOGUE


SEPTEMBER 07, 2013 * SAN BERNARDINO, CALIFORNIA


A maze of metal barricades was stuffed with hundreds of rap fans waiting to file into San Manuel Amphitheater. Inside, heavy, pounding bass from the DJ’s turntable drowned out the piercing beeps of metal detectors that greeted early arrivers. It was opening day of Rock the Bells, an annual hip-hop festival that was launched in Southern California and toured throughout the world during its decade run. Twenty thousand fans made the pilgrimage to the hills of the Inland Empire desert, roughly an hour and a half outside of Los Angeles, for two days of music performances. The mix of underground genre outliers; revered elder statesmen; and young, chart-topping wunderkinds allowed Rock the Bells to enjoy a status as the preeminent destination for hip-hop fans well before massive music gatherings like Coachella, Bonnaroo, and Lollapalooza diversified their lineups to reflect rap’s surging mainstream dominance. A gust of wind swept dust through the security line as workers confiscated prohibited paraphernalia from disappointed fans who unsuccessfully hid marijuana blunts or glass one-hitters they hoped to bring into the festival. It was well over 100 degrees on this Saturday afternoon, but more palpable than the triple-digit temperature was the anticipation from fans waiting to get inside.


The bill was a heady, extensive representation of several generations of hip-hop acts that traversed mainstream and alternative lanes of the genre. Common; Jurassic 5; Kid Cudi; Pusha T; KRS-One; Talib Kweli; Kendrick Lamar; Tech N9ne; Earl Sweatshirt; Slick Rick; Juicy J; Too Short; Immortal Technique; E-40; Tyler, the Creator; Doug E. Fresh; Lecrae; J. Cole; Rakim; A$AP Rocky; Danny Brown; the Internet; and Wu-Tang Clan were all booked for a weekend that marked the landmark tenth anniversary of the festival.


Also on the marquee was Eazy-E, the “Godfather of Gangsta rap” and founder of the most notorious hip-hop group of all time, N.W.A.


Nearly two decades had passed since Eazy took his last breath, losing his battle with AIDS years after N.W.A crumbled amid accusations of shady contracts and bitter rivalries. Eazy was long expunged from the narrative of hip-hop, succumbing to the mores of irrelevance after his hard-core image morphed into a sort of zany caricature of itself. But today he would rap again.


In the months leading up to the festival, Rezin8, a San Diego–based company that specializes in immersive design, was hard at work resurrecting Eazy. A combination of green-screen motion capture, animation, multimedia, and Eazy’s children’s memories produced what was hyped as an “accurate, authentic reflection” of the rapper. Eric “Lil Eazy-E” Wright Jr. was used for the avatar’s body. Derrek “E3” Wright provided the voice. And Eazy’s “face” was constructed using an imprint of his daughter, Ebie Wright.


“You’re not going to be looking at 1987 Eazy-E, you’re going to be looking at 1994 heyday,” Eazy-E’s widow, Tomica Woods-Wright, said ahead of the festival. “You’re going to get probably what most people remember of that last impression of that era he was in.”


“We aren’t trying to mimic something, you’re creating something,” Wright continued. “We’re building, in the capacity, a reflection to carry on that’s a piece of him. It’s not going to be him, but it’s going to be as damn close as you can get.”


On what would have been Eazy’s fiftieth birthday, the technology that brought Tupac Shakur, Ol’ Dirty Bastard, and Michael Jackson back from the dead for another musical thrill introduced Eazy’s digitized likeness for a “virtual performance” (as it was billed by the festival organizers).


A dozen incandescent bulbs cast a blue glow over the stage as plumes of dank marijuana smoke hung over the audience. Despite years of beef among the group, Bone Thugs-N-Harmony, the Cleveland rap posse Eazy signed to his Ruthless Records, reunited for the occasion and had just performed a set of its biggest hits when the lights came to a slow dim. From the amphitheater’s rafters, a complex rig descended slowly as multiple smoke machines sent thick clouds of fog, pale red from a strip of lights, rolling across the stage. With the push of a button, there he was again, clad in his signature slate-gray Dickies that sagged slightly and a black hat with “Compton” stitched in white, Old English–font letters.


Eazy—or, more accurately, the digital composition of him—stood still, soaking up the rapturous applause from the crowd.


“We Want Eazy! We Want Eazy! We Want Eazy!” the crowd cheered.


When his former bandmate DJ Yella, behind a pair of turntables, cued up a beat as startling as an air-raid siren, Eazy started bobbing his head to the music and finding his swagger before addressing the crowd, many of whom hoisted smartphones in the air to record the moment. There were even gasps of disbelief as one of rap’s earliest fallen heroes was resurrected.


“What’s up, LA! Make some motherfucking noise,” digital Eazy shouted.


Satisfied with the love he was receiving, Eazy launched into the verse that caps one of the most famous rap songs of all time, a record that transformed the genre forever.


“. . . Straight outta Compton is a brotha that’ll smother yo’ mother,” Eazy rapped amid the shrills of twenty thousand rap heads. An overwhelming number of Compton hats and T-shirts emblazoned with “N.W.A” in eerie red letters—or ones with the faces of its members in mug shot–like poses—could be seen in the audience. Throughout the weekend, Eazy’s face was omnipresent, as scores of savvy street vendors camping out in the parking lot sold an array of homemade N.W.A paraphernalia for well below what merchants inside charged. Eazy would have appreciated the hustle.


“Dangerous motherfucker raises hell, and if I ever get caught I make bail,” Eazy continued as his holographic likeness bounced alongside DJ Yella without missing a beat.


Without as much as a pause, Eazy then dove into another of his indelible, hard-core tales of street life, “Boyz-n-the-Hood”—a song that transformed the former drug dealer into an unlikely rap sensation. The crowd, some of whom were not even alive during the peak of Eazy’s fame, joined in unison to chant the anthem’s most famous bars:


Cruisin’ down the street in my six-fo’


Jockin’ the bitches, slappin’ the hoes


For a moment Eazy was alive again, basking in the love that has largely evaded him since his death, as his legacy is often overlooked in the pantheon of fallen rap gods. Unlike Tupac and the Notorious B.I.G., he didn’t go out a hip-hop martyr consumed by the violent street life dominant in his lyrics. But like his life and his career, Eazy’s moment onstage was all too brief. Just as quickly as he had arrived, he vanished into a cloud of smoke. And the show went on.





COMPTON’S N THE HOUSE


Of the many big bangs that have transformed rap over the decades, N.W.A’s Straight Outta Compton is one of the loudest. It was a sonic Molotov cocktail that ignited a firestorm when it debuted in the summer of 1988. Steered by Dr. Dre and DJ Yella’s dark production and Ice Cube and MC Ren’s striking rhymes, and brought to life by Eazy-E’s wicked charm, the record fused the bombastic sonics of Public Enemy’s production with vicious lyrics that were revolutionary or perverse, depending on whom you asked. The world hadn’t heard anything like it before. Radio stations and MTV refused to add the title song to their playlists. Critics didn’t get it, couldn’t see past the language, or, worse, refused to acknowledge it as music. Politicians even launched attacks, working to great lengths to condemn the music and its creators. N.W.A were to hip-hop what the Sex Pistols were to rock—and really, what’s more punk than having a name that dared to be spoken or written in full, and music that incensed a nation? Red-faced and outraged Americans protested the group, police officers refused to provide security for its shows, and the FBI got involved, but that didn’t stop Straight Outta Compton, N.W.A’s debut album, from selling three million records without a radio single.


With Straight Outta Compton, N.W.A didn’t just manage to put its hood on the map, the group forced the world to pay attention to the rap sounds coming out of the West Coast. It’s an album that provided the soundtrack for agitated and restless black youth across America with its rough and raunchy tales of violent life in the inner city, expressed through razor-sharp lyrics. “It was good music,” LA rap-radio pioneer Greg Mack said. “And the lyrics, they meant something.”


The emergence of N.W.A—who billed itself as the World’s Most Dangerous Group—in the late eighties provided a jolt to the rap industry. Public Enemy had already helped redefine the genre by ushering in aggressively pro-Black raps that were intelligent, socially aware, and politically charged. But N.W.A opted for an angrier approach. The group celebrated the hedonism and violence of gangs and drugs that turned neighborhoods into war zones, capturing it in brazen language soaked in explicitness. “Street reporters” is what they called themselves, and their dispatches were raw and unhinged—no matter how ugly the stories were.


Like the Beatles, N.W.A’s lineup was stacked with all-stars: Eazy-E, Ice Cube, Dr. Dre, and MC Ren would become platinum-selling solo rappers, while DJ Yella helped Dre break ground on a new sound in hip-hop. They were the living embodiment of the streets where they were raised, and there was zero pretense about it. And when it came to subject matter, with N.W.A, politics took a backseat. Instead, frustrations about growing up young and black on the streets of South Central Los Angeles became the driving force behind their music. Gangs, violence, poverty, and the ravishing eighties crack epidemic swept through black neighborhoods like F5 tornadoes. People were angry and restless, and without a flinch N.W.A documented its dark and grim realities like urban newsmen.


Straight Outta Compton was a flash point that spoke for a disenfranchised community and disrupted the order of those who were confronted with the voices and images of a community they’d much rather ignore. Black teens and young adults immersed in street life, yet looking for something to hold on to, flocked to the album. And so did white, suburban, middle-class teens who knew nothing about the “hood” or a life inside it, but looked to rap as an outlet for rebellion in the same way their parents gravitated toward the angsty countercultural attitudes percolating in rock music during the 1960s.


As unapologetically violent, misogynist, and problematic as their lyrics often were, the group’s harrowing depictions of urban nightmares provided a vital response to the growing disenfranchisement from the Regan-era politics that had transformed the nation and created an economic catastrophe for metropolitan Los Angeles. N.W.A introduced an antihero. The way Melvin Van Peebles’s groundbreaking 1971 film Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song used America’s longstanding perception of black men as seething, violent hunks to politicize the image, N.W.A brought it to life by mixing reality with fantasy through its music—and the result was as terrifying as it was successful.


At its peak, Eazy’s Ruthless Records—a label he started strictly as a means to get off the streets—was the number-one independent label in the industry and the largest black-owned indie since Berry Gordy’s legendary Motown empire. Without Eazy laying down the foundation for hustlers-turned-record-executives, who knows if Death Row, Bad Boy, No Limit, or Cash Money could have existed. How would Jay-Z ever have known he could go from slinging crack cocaine to creating Roc-A-Fella had Eazy not done it less than a decade before?


Ice Cube once said the music took off because it was a moment in time bottled up and shaken until it burst. It’s no surprise then that the group’s most insidious track, “Fuck tha Police,” became a rallying cry in LA after a group of white police officers were acquitted in the savage beating of unarmed black motorist Rodney King. Those three words became a mantra, shouted and painted on walls by those who pilfered and torched the city in the days after the acquittal, in what remains one of the deadliest, most destructive uprisings in American history. More than a quarter of a century before the Black Lives Matter movement and a new generation of youth turned to social-media activism as a means of protest against police brutality, N.W.A were screaming “Fuck tha police.” Their lyrics were purposely confrontational. They shouted furiously to push back against racial profiling and offered insight into the daily turmoil of inner-city youth through visceral storytelling, but they just as well promoted misogyny, homophobia, and sexual violence without abandon. “We had lyrics. That’s what we used to combat all the forces that were pushing us from all angles: Whether it was money, gang-banging, crack, LAPD,” Cube said. “Everything in the world came after this group.


“N.W.A was the World’s Most Dangerous Group. We changed pop culture on all levels. Not just music. We changed it on TV. In movies. On radio. Everything. Everybody could be themselves. Before N.W.A . . . you had to pretend to be a good guy.”


N.W.A shocked middle America, scared the government, and sparked conflict with law enforcement. Although their run together was short, N.W.A’s music encouraged a generation of young, black emcees to explore their rawest thoughts, no matter how obscene or radical. Today, hip-hop is seen far differently than it was during N.W.A’s rise. Hip-hop is credited as the single most influential genre in American pop music over the last half century, as its artists have long gone from persona non grata to pop stars, corporate pitchmen, actors, fashion designers, tech moguls, and executives—and it wouldn’t have happened if a group of men from Compton and South Central didn’t light the fire.
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Compton wasn’t even on a map in 1985. It wasn’t that the mostly African American suburb in South Central Los Angeles was some deserted town or a Podunk dump in the shadows of the glamorous big city, but it may as well have been, considering that an official county publication outlining the cities, towns, and neighborhoods of LA inadvertently left it off. For those that didn’t reside somewhere within its ten square miles or one of the surrounding cities touching its borders—Willowbrook, West Compton, Carson, Rancho Dominguez, Long Beach, Paramount, or Lynwood—Compton was virtually nonexistent.


And it was easy to forget about Compton amid the landscape of Los Angeles, a city that’s a literal representation of the California Dream, with its lush beaches, sunny weather, and glitzy industries. Compton is located just south of the concrete ribbons of freeway connecting downtown Los Angeles to the beaches of Santa Monica and Venice, to the entertainment capital of Hollywood, and to the opulence of Beverly Hills. Its geographic centrality to Los Angeles County gave it the name “Hub City.” In the mid-1980s, Compton, then a city of nearly 90,000 residents, looked much like any other suburb. Wooden bungalows painted a multitude of colors with porches and sprawling yards lined streets dotted with towering palms and banana trees. During that time, middle-class black and brown families in Compton were hard at work toward their own version of the California Dream.


That’s what Richard and Kathie Wright were in search of when they made the move to Compton from Greenville, Mississippi, during the Great Migration. The Wrights settled into a simple, traditional middle-class way of life. Kathie taught grade school and Richard became a postal worker. Unlike LA, however, life in Compton—and throughout South Central—was far from the glamorous way TV shows and films depicted. South Central communities struggled to rebound from the 1965 riots in Watts, which left a vital strip of the neighborhood’s business district blackened to the point that it was rechristened “Charcoal Alley.” President Richard Nixon’s Comprehensive Employment and Training Act, a public program created to provide desperately needed jobs, helped South Central residents bounce back from the recession of the early 1970s. But when President Ronald Reagan moved into the White House in 1981 he nixed the initiative. By 1982, one year into Reagan’s first term, South Central was in crisis. Unemployment and poverty tested families. Startling high school dropout rates drove up crime. Yet, more ominous elements were at play, as an epidemic of gangs and drugs started to ravish communities.


“If you sat on this porch at night and just listened real hard, you’d hear nothing but gunfire,” Ice Cube said of his parents’ South Central abode. “I’ve heard it so much in my neighborhood that I can’t hear it no more. At night, you’ll see the helicopter flying around here with the spotlight on, looking for somebody. If you hear a car with a beatbox booming at night, you know they’re out looking for somebody. As long as you can’t see where they’re coming from, gunshots aren’t scary. Now, if you see the fire from the gun, then you run . . .”


A dangerous mentality set in among Compton youth: “I grew up in the hood, I’m going to die in the hood.” It was understandable. Jobs were hard to come by and people were just trying to survive.


The hope and promise felt by a generation of black migrants was replaced with despair and disillusion in their offspring. An area that was once a beacon of black middle-class achievement had become one of blight by the 1980s. Young black men in Los Angeles were six times as likely to be killed as their white peers, and Compton had a murder rate that was more than three times the per-capita rate of LA—a city of little more than three million people. “It was a dangerous time. Everybody was trying to get their hustle on. If you encroached on somebody else’s territory, there’s problems,” remembered Vince Edwards, who grew up in Compton and goes by CPO Boss Hogg. “The gang culture was prevalent. You had all these dealers trying to get their money made so you had to worry about them—and you had to worry about crossing gang territory.”


Decades of fraught racial tensions throughout Los Angeles also added to the ticking bomb that was inner-city life in South Central. Before an influx of black suburbanites flocked to Compton between the 1920s and the 1950s, the city was predominantly white. Integration of the city was met with resistance as home owners, real-estate brokers, civic leaders, and law enforcement worked in tandem to keep Compton white. Although a 1948 decision by the Supreme Court ruled against restrictive housing practices, the Federal Housing Administration routinely denied loans to blacks in areas not covered by restrictive covenants (alternative agreements that served to perpetuate residential segregation on private properties). As a matter of policy, these restrictions also extended to Asians, Mexicans, and Native Americans. Black families were forced into nearby neighborhoods like Watts. There were some residents around Compton who didn’t resist the growing integration, and even profited off blacks by selling their homes for more than they would to a prospective white buyer. However, the enterprising practice came with great danger as white property owners received threats or, in more severe cases, were beaten by other whites for listing their properties with realtors who sold to both white and black buyers.


Of all the areas around Los Angeles where this practice was happening, Compton was disproportionately affected, and the city became a battleground of sorts. Whites pushed back against the thousands of black families trickling into the suburb during the 1950s and ’60s, mostly coming from the South. White residents felt the uptick in black families negatively impacted their property values, and they turned to violence as a means of intimidating and pushing away their new nonwhite neighbors. Black Korean War veteran Alfred Jackson and his wife, Luquella, were met with a mob of white residents assembled in front of their moving van to demand they leave when the couple arrived in Compton in 1953. It took the brandishing of firearms by Alfred and a family friend who was there to help them move to turn the crowd away. Standoffs like these continued, and mobs of angry whites grew in their aggression. Soon they resorted to bombing and firing weapons into the homes of black families. Crosses were burned on lawns: the fiery declaration of war that was the hallmark of the Ku Klux Klan’s intimidation tactics against blacks. White gangs like the “Spook Hunters” violently harassed black families. Mobs formed under the slogan “Keep the Negroes North of 130th Street.” This defiant fight against inclusivity echoed back to the early years of World War II, when the Compton City Council forcefully resisted construction of a public-housing complex in the neighborhood because it was considered “Negro housing.” The message was clear: protecting Compton’s whiteness was essential.


Violent reactions among white communities took place across the nation as millions of blacks fled the South, where Jim Crow laws and lack of economic opportunity stifled their livelihoods. Cities like Oakland, Boston, Detroit, New York, and Los Angeles became choice destinations. Skilled black migrants in LA found employment that provided a middle-class income, making the idea of the California Dream a reality. A victory in the battle for housing parity came in 1963 with the California Fair Housing Act. Drafted by William Byron Rumford, the first black person from Northern California elected to serve in the legislature, and better known as the Rumford Act, it sought to end racial discrimination by landlords and property owners who refused to rent or sell to minorities. Under the act, ethnicity, religion, sex, marital or familial status, or physical handicap couldn’t serve as the basis of denial. However, the relationships between blacks and whites in South Central, and across the country, never rebounded—not that the trauma from slavery, segregation, and centuries of institutionalized racism in this country will likely ever heal. Blacks continued to feel treated as second class—feelings that were compounded in south LA by inadequate access to public transportation, decent schools, affordable housing, or high-wage jobs, as well as being overlooked for opportunities of political influence in the community, and being discriminated against by the police strictly because of the color of their skin. It was enough to create a powder keg that would combust in Watts during the summer of 1965 on a sticky August afternoon.


It was a routine traffic stop with a familiar setting: A white cop pulling over a black motorist. California highway patrol officer Lee Minikus pulled over Marquette Frye after getting a report of a reckless driver. The twenty-one-year-old was behind the wheel of his mother’s 1955 Buick Special with his older stepbrother, Ronald, weaving down a stretch of South Avalon Boulevard in Watts. Frye told the cop he was trying to avoid potholes but admitted to indulging in a few drinks earlier. He goofed his way through a sobriety test he couldn’t possibly pass, shucking and jiving for the spectators lurking close by. The sobriety test failed, Minikus radios for the car to be impounded and he places the young man under arrest—typical DUI protocol. Ronald went to fetch their mother, Rena, to claim the car and immediately upon arrival she berated her son for driving under the influence. “I told you about drinking and driving,” she seethed. “Let me smell your breath.” Most accounts say Frye was cheery and joking with the responding officers—until his mother arrived. Frye’s demeanor changed and he began cursing and shouting at the cops. His mother jumped on one officer’s back and Marquette took a swing at another. An officer attempted to subdue Frye and swung his baton at his shoulder but missed and struck him in the head. Rena and her sons were hauled off to jail. The crowd of spectators swelled to nearly one thousand, and they became furious as talk of what happened turned to rumors and speculation—one widely spread, and incorrect, story was that the cops beat Rena. A mob formed. For many, this was the last straw, as they were already frustrated with law enforcement and being disenfranchised by city officials. The prior autumn saw the appeal of the Rumford Act, after the California Real Estate Association launched an initiative that pushed against it. Proposition 14, later to be found unconstitutional by state and US Supreme Courts, legalized discrimination under the guise of protecting property owners’ absolute discretion of selecting renters and buyers. The Los Angeles Times endorsed the initiative, and it passed with 65 percent of the vote. Frye’s encounter with the officers was a tipping point for the residents of Watts, who were fed up and angry with the police and their position in LA. They decided to fight back.


Rocks were hurled at police cruisers. Officers not pummeled with objects got pulled from cars and beaten. Store windows were smashed, and many businesses were set ablaze. Warfare enveloped the streets, intensifying over the course of six days. Nearly one thousand buildings were left damaged or destroyed. More than thirty people lost their lives with over one thousand more injured. Property damage was estimated at $40 million, and more than 3,400 people were arrested. “We all got pissed and went out and burned up our neighborhood,” one demonstrator said. “We brought ‘the man’ onto their own land. That’s the only way we could communicate.” Following the riots, whites took flight out of South and West Los Angeles neighborhoods.


The civil unrest in Watts and across the country during the civil rights movement unmasked the racial angst felt by blacks in large cities like Detroit, Chicago, and New York—places once seen as a refuge. A generation of blacks were sick and tired of being treated as inferior to whites. No longer were they going to silence themselves or keep the peace the way their parents told them they needed to in order to get by. They had had enough.


Eric “Eazy-E” Wright and the men of N.W.A were a part of the next generation. And soon the anger and frustrations that boiled over from their parents and the people in their neighborhood would provide the inspiration for a musical revolution.





PANIC ZONE


The world came to know him as Eazy-E—the man who blazed a trail with incendiary and profane music that shook America to its core, altered popular music seemingly overnight, and established the West Coast as a hip-hop capital. He was the embodiment of the black male America feared most: violent, menacing, criminal. The “godfather of Gangsta rap,” Eazy built a rap start-up from the streets of Compton that, when adjusted for inflation, was generating over $20 million a month by today’s standards. Before all that, though, he was Eric Lynn Wright, your local “street pharmacist.”


The influx of crack cocaine in South Central kept Eric in demand and flush with cash and, really, what more could a hustler ask for coming up in Compton during an era when hangin’, bangin’, and slangin’ was a way of life? In 1985, Eric was twenty-one years old and deep in the drug game. But his choice of profession didn’t reflect his upbringing as much as it did the budding street-savvy business acumen that made him a multimillionaire.


A nurturing two-parent household wasn’t enough to keep Eric away from the lure of the streets. He dropped out of Dominguez High School during his sophomore year. For a moment, he considered following in his father’s footsteps by pursuing a career with the post office, but he hated “workin’ for somebody else.” Around the same time, a slick drug trafficker named “Freeway” Rick Ross was busy transforming South Central into a crack capital with wholesale cocaine—first as a powder, then as the smokeable “ready rock.”


“Ready rock” was as addictive as it was cheap; however, its toll—physically and emotionally—was astoundingly destructive. While the typical one-gram package of powdered cocaine sold for $100 and was only 55 percent pure, one-tenth of a gram of crack only cost between five and twenty-five dollars and often was between 75 and 100 percent pure, making it far more potent than regular cocaine. Crack first showed up in the United States in 1981 in Los Angeles, San Diego, and Houston, according to the federal Drug Enforcement Administration. In just a few short years it reached pandemic levels. By 1996, crack was available in twenty-eight states—a number that spiked to forty-six the following year. It was widely accessible throughout the streets of South Central, from big-time dealers like Freeway; groups of Jamaicans, Haitians, and Dominicans; sophisticated networks organized by splinter groups from the Bloods and the Crips; and street entrepreneurs who realized the swelling profits available in the drug game. Eric was one of those street entrepreneurs.


At five foot four, he certainly didn’t exactly look like your typical dealer, but nothing about his short exterior should lead you to believe he was one to test. “That boy could fight. He’s all muscle. If he locked on to you, you’re in trouble,” said Greg Mack, LA rap-radio pioneer and friend of Eric’s. Short, broad-shouldered with a clenched jaw that usually meant business, Eric was a formidable presence, despite his diminutive stature. And he made for a surprisingly disciplined drug peddler. He didn’t get high. He didn’t even really care for liquor. Each morning he woke up early and read the Los Angeles Times cover to cover. He then got dressed in his signature look: white T-shirt, tube socks, Dickies or jeans, and dark sunglasses known as locs—his Jheri curls spilling out of his baseball cap. He’d venture down South Muriel Avenue, a street filled with houses of red-and-brown brick or pale-colored stucco with manicured lawns and handsome brick-and-wrought-iron gates. “Everyone thought he was some radical street thug. That was his structure. Even early on, he was very business,” recalled former girlfriend Tracy Jernagin.


Eric never went anywhere without a wad of cash stuffed inside his sock, his ankle warmed by $2,000 worth of bills at any given time. After checking his pager he’d walk from his house to the corner of Caress Avenue and Alondra Boulevard where he then used a pay phone to make his deals, returning calls to those he knew who hit his pager with the right code: for an eighth of an ounce, better known as an eight ball, the page needed an “8”; half an ounce was “12.” The phone is still there today, dusty and unused. He often operated out of the Atlantic Drive apartment complex, a pink two-story building less than a mile from home on South Muriel. Close to a highway underpass, the building’s horseshoe layout and tight driveway made it nearly impossible to see most of the units from the street. It made for an ideal, round-the-clock drug bazaar. The sign on the building’s façade that warned “This is a crime watch area” wasn’t nearly enough to deter dealers, particularly the number of Crips who descended upon the stucco complex to make deals. By the time Eric was in elementary school, the Crips and Bloods had carved out territory throughout much of South Central. Eric was down with the Kelly Park Crips, whose turf was on the east side of Compton near his home. Kelly Park was a lush grass field behind Colin P. Kelly Elementary School with brightly colored playground equipment, concrete benches, and a basketball court. Eric was known around the neighborhood as “Casual.” He wasn’t a hard-core gangbanger by any means, even if he later created a wildly exaggerated image of one in order to sell records. Eric got along with differing Crip factions in the neighborhood, not a surprise considering he sold them great rock at fair prices. He wasn’t out snuffing adversaries via drive-bys or rolling the streets ready to drop you over gang beef, but he didn’t back down from a fight, either. “If you looked at [his] knuckles, they were gone. They were dimpled. He had scars and shit,” recalled Mazik Saevitz, who briefly worked with Eric’s label as a member of hip-hop duo Blood of Abraham. Eric was guarded and said very little, keeping a grim expression on his face and sunglasses covering his eyes.


Despite how Eric carried himself, his propensity to snap when provoked, or the gangster tales he spit as a rapper, he was nothing at all like the Crips in his hood. And most certainly he was unlike Raymond Lee Washington and Stanley Tookie Williams, the Crips’ infamous cofounders.


The intent of the Crips—which morphed out of a cluster of previous collectives—was to continue the revolutionary ideology of the 1960s and to serve as community leaders while aggressively protecting their neighborhoods from other, larger local gangs like the LA Brims and the Inglewood Chain Gang. Introduced by a mutual friend, Raymond Lee Washington and Stanley Tookie Williams formed an alliance to eliminate all street gangs and create a “bull force” neighborhood watch. “I thought, ‘I can cleanse the neighborhood of all these, you know, marauding gangs.’ But I was totally wrong. And eventually, we morphed into the monster we were addressing,” Williams said. The Crips adopted the color blue and began to map turf in Compton. Near Centennial High School, on Piru Street, a street crew was formed by Sylvester Scott and Benson Owens as a way to challenge the insurgent gang and defend itself against the Crips. The Pirus (Owens established the West Pirus) were the first Bloods gang. Red was the gang’s chosen color, as many of the non-Crip street gangs called one another “blood.” In 1974, a twenty-one-year-old Washington was sentenced to five years at the Deuel Vocational Institution in Tracy, California, for second-degree robbery, the first Crip incarcerated there. Washington recruited his fellow inmates into the gang, much to the chagrin of black prison collectives such as the Black Muslims and the Black Guerrilla Family, groups whose ethics, morals, and values didn’t align with what they had heard about the more volatile Crips outside of prison walls. When Washington was released from prison and returned to Los Angeles, he discovered that tensions between the Crips and the Bloods had erupted into all-out war.


Gunplay, instead of squaring up fist-to-fist, was now the norm to settle disputes. Recruits looking to build their credibility resorted to crimes that escalated in their senselessness and heinousness. Disillusioned, Washington, who strongly opposed guns, began distancing himself as he wanted the gang to cease internal feuding and work toward a truce with the Bloods.


But Washington didn’t get to see that happen. On a late August night in 1979, he was hanging out on the corner of Sixty-Fourth and San Pedro Streets when a car pulled up and the unidentified occupants called him over. Washington usually didn’t step up to cars if he didn’t know who was inside, but he recognized the occupants and exchanged a few words with them before a passenger drew a sawed-off shotgun and blasted into Washington’s stomach. He was rushed to Morningside Hospital and died in surgery. An arrest was never made. A few months later, Tookie vanished from the streets after being convicted of quadruple murder. He was sentenced to death and was later executed by lethal injection, after pleas for clemency and a four-week stay of execution were both rejected by Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger in 2005.


A decade after they were founded, the Crips and Bloods had become an unstoppable force, with both sects having grown exponentially. Blue and red territories were divided across LA and beyond, with splintered sects establishing borders alongside Latino gangs. Shared hand signals were used for identification. Pictographs etched in spray paint on walls and buildings sent messages, marked territory, and warned rivals not to fuck with them—if your name was painted on a wall and crossed out, chances are your days were numbered. Turf is a gang’s prized possession, and no piece of land was off limits. Gas stations, schools, liquor stores, even Burger Kings became claimed territory. And warring over turf got bloody, fast.


“You couldn’t wear blue over here, you couldn’t wear red over there. I had to learn the color scheme,” said Greg Mack. “I literally took a change of clothes for wherever I went so that I could change and be in the right color in the right area. Didn’t want no mistakes.”


Kids who had made it just beyond the throes of puberty were aggressively recruited. Just consider the milieu of South Central at the time to understand the appeal of falling in line with a gang. Work was scarce. Crime was spreading like a plague. Single-parent households struggled to stay afloat. Gangs provided a distraction. For these youths, there was a feeling of power, family, a sense of belonging, protection, strength, and pride. The growing spate of high school and junior high school students being drafted into various Crip and Blood sets went far beyond South Central. In Denver, for instance, about two dozen Crips from California arrived and drafted about four hundred members to establish new gangs named after Los Angeles sets. Police officials went as far as dubbing the surge “Criptomania.” “When I first came to California it was a bit of a culture shock,” said Tracy Curry, better known as the D.O.C. “The whole idea of the gangbanging shit was a bit much.”


Where Hollywood romanticized gang culture with films like Grease and West Side Story, the realities of gangland were vicious, and usually ended in bloodshed. Forty or so gang sets had split up nearly every inch of Compton’s ten square miles. In the war zone that was mid-1980s South Central, casualties were plentiful, as gang membership between various Crip and Blood sets across the city soared to an estimated fifteen thousand before the decade was over. By 1984 there were about two hundred gangland killings in Los Angeles County—a number that climbed to five hundred by 1988.


Bloody rivalries between gang members didn’t go unnoticed. However, in the eyes of the law, the media, and those who lived in Los Angeles, the gang wars were a crisis relegated to lower-class, primarily black and brown communities—that is, until the slaying of Karen Toshima. The night of January 30, 1988, was one of celebration for Toshima. The twenty-seven-year-old graphic artist from Long Beach nabbed a massive promotion at her Studio City ad agency and planned to have a quiet dinner with a friend to toast the accomplishment. The pair dined in Westwood Village, a handsome, palm tree–lined cavalcade of movie theaters, chic restaurants, and hip boutique shops adjoining the UCLA campus on the affluent Westside of Los Angeles. After dinner Toshima and her companion were walking amid the throngs of Saturday-night strollers when gunfire erupted among rival South LA gang members who’d traveled to the area. A bullet pierced her temple, and she collapsed on the sidewalk near a popular eatery. She died in the hospital the following morning.


The murder of an innocent bystander caught in the crosshairs of gang fire wasn’t an anomaly. Drive-by shootings were typical where Bloods and Crips operated. In some neighborhoods, a Cadillac creeping down the block brought fear to its residents, though not as terrifying as the sight of the barrel of a .30-caliber semiautomatic rifle poking through a passenger-side window and spraying a stream of hot bullets that may or may not have intended targets. “What’s up, cuz?!” or “What hood you from, cuz?!” were questions one hoped never to be asked. Weapons—rifles, tire irons, knives, small-caliber handguns (or “Saturday night specials”)—were wielded with abandon, turning plenty of innocent black and brown lives in South Central into collateral damage. But the idea of a gang-related killing happening outside of the inner city, let alone an affluent neighborhood such as Westwood, jolted naïve Angelenos, for whom gang violence was only a problem in certain neighborhoods. The media covered the story with fervor. Police patrols were tripled, including a spate of antigang programs by police and prosecutors. Thirty officers were assigned to the investigation of the young woman’s murder, and Los Angeles mayor Tom Bradley—who made history as the first African American mayor of a major US city with an overwhelmingly white majority population—along with city council, agreed to spend millions for the extra patrols. But the attention given to the Westwood slaying outraged black and brown communities who felt authorities cared more about the one gang-related murder that happened in a posh neighborhood than they did about the thousands of murders across South and East Los Angeles. The optics certainly proved them right.


As gang crime continued to escalate in South Central, the LAPD was also faced with how to confront the invasion of crack cocaine. Before crack found its popularity, spliffs dipped in liquid PCP, known as Sherm sticks or angel dust, provided cheap highs that were popular on the streets. The discovery of crack cocaine, however, would unleash a crippling drug epidemic unlike anything seen before. Crack is cocaine processed into smokeable slivers or crystals through use of baking soda or ammonia. Smoking crack delivered a high far more intense than that of snorting cocaine—and did so without making the user’s nose bleed. But its addictive nature brought a dark cloud to the streets of South Central. The rise of crack brewing alongside the proliferation of gangs made for a perfect storm.


“It just swept through the neighborhood,” said rapper and actor Ice-T, an early pioneer of West Coast Gangsta rap. “[And] came with a tremendous amount of violence—then LA got really, really dangerous.”





DOPEMAN


Eric may have never gotten into the drug game, or out of it, if it weren’t for Horace Butler. Eric was always a hustler, but he started with petty burglaries—not slingin’ dope. Butler, his first cousin once removed, lived close by and would often have Eric tag along with him. Butler showed Eric the ropes, making his then-teenage cousin a “runner”—the person who delivers the product to customers after drug deals were made. Eric greatly admired his cousin, but Butler would soon be met with the very fate so many in the drug game encountered. Late one night, he was driving his truck in Mid-City headed to the I-10 freeway. Butler and an unknown passenger in the car with him crept to a stop at the light. Before the signal changed, shots rang out.


Pop. Pop. Pop. Pop. Pop. Pop. Pop.


Seven bullets ripped through Butler, courtesy of the car’s passenger, who escaped. The car rolled backward before it crashed. Butler’s slaying rattled Eric to his core. It was a wake-up call, and he started to ask himself if it was all worth it. “I’d probably be dead right along with him,” Eric admitted.


Slinging dope certainly came with its bounty of material riches. It was evident throughout South Central, and Eric was no exception. He had the thick gold chains, custom-made leather coats, and a Suzuki Samurai SUV dipped in red candy paint to show how well he had done. But fast money came with its perils. The battle for territory between gang subsets morphed South Central into an urban war zone. Even if you were lucky enough to evade being smoked by an adversary, you were still at risk of being fast-tracked to prison where all too often the occupants were—and continue to be—disproportionally black and brown. And it was a gamble that intensified with the War on Drugs.


During the 1960s, recreational use of marijuana, cocaine, LSD, and heroin were symbols of rebellion and antiestablishment views that were spreading rapidly in the United States and throughout the Western world. Nothing captured the spirit more than rock music, with musicians glamorizing the recreational drug use they exploited for artistic inspiration. It was a sign of the times, as rock lent a voice to the social upheaval and political dissent that resonated with America’s youth. The rock-and-roll lifestyle grew synonymous with drugs, and its stars were celebrated for hard living and partying. The Rolling Stones, Grateful Dead, Pink Floyd, Jimi Hendrix, Janis Joplin, and Jim Morrison were just as famous for embracing hard drugs as they were for their music—although Hendrix, Joplin, and Morrison would all succumb to drugs at the age of twenty-seven. Even the Beatles, a band marketed as clean-cut and straight-laced, experimented. Bob Dylan is credited with introducing the Fab Four to cannabis during his 1964 tour of England, an experimentation that trickled into their work, making it more mellow and contemplative. The band would prove instrumental in shifting attitudes toward marijuana, since “whatever the Beatles did was acceptable, especially for young people.” The Beatles even experimented with LSD, with Paul McCartney boasting it opened his eyes and made him “a better, more honest, more tolerant member of society.”


Laws against drugs have been in existence in the US since San Francisco’s antiopium law of 1875, with drug prohibition policies continuing in some fashion for the next century. The criminalization of psychoactive substances escalated once President Nixon decided to treat drug use and dependency as a crime issue rather than a heath one. “America’s public enemy number one, in the United States, is drug abuse. In order to fight and defeat this enemy it is necessary to wage a new, all-out offensive,” he famously declared in the summer of 1971. And Nixon, the country learned, meant business. The Drug Enforcement Administration was established to replace the Bureau of Narcotics and Dangerous Drugs and Nixon doubled down on his efforts to eviscerate drug abuse, which he called one of the most vicious and corrosive forces attacking the foundations of American society, a major cause of crime and “a merciless destroyer” of human lives. Yet Nixon’s aggressive crackdown had more disturbing, ulterior motives: It was a way to target blacks and the antiwar left.


“We knew we couldn’t make it illegal to be either against the war or black, but by getting the public to associate the hippies with marijuana and blacks with heroin, and then criminalizing both heavily, we could disrupt those communities,” one of Richard Nixon’s top advisers confessed years after Nixon left office. “We could arrest their leaders, raid their homes, break up their meetings, and vilify them night after night on the evening news. Did we know we were lying about the drugs? Of course we did.”


Nixon’s War on Drugs ushered in the era of mass incarceration. Before then, the US prison population had largely been flat. In 1970 there were 357,292 inmates in custody, a number that spiked by more than 200,000 people by the close of the decade, as law and order swept the nation in a failed bid to cease drug use or the global drug trade.


When President Reagan entered the White House he turned Nixon’s rhetorical War on Drugs into a literal one in 1982. At the same time, high-grade Columbian cocaine was responsible for making Miami a massive drug capital and was being brought into South Central through a Bay Area drug ring that peddled cocaine to the Crips and Bloods. And it was that pipeline to Columbia’s cartels that afforded gang members in South Central the wherewithal to purchase military-grade automatic weapons.


What dealers in South Central weren’t aware of, however, was how the spread of crack through their sales helped finance a Central American war. “Freeway” Rick Ross would purchase product from Nicaraguan supplier Oscar Danilo Blandón Reyes, who in turn channeled the profits to a guerrilla army named the Fuerza Democrática Nicaragüense (Nicaraguan Democratic Force) or FDN, the largest of several anticommunist groves called the Contras. Blandón received protection from the CIA, as the rebel Contras worked to overthrow the leftist Sandinista government while receiving support from the Reagan administration through secret weapons sales to Iran, in what became known as the Iran-Contra Scandal. Blandón would be arrested, and he worked with the US government, resulting in the prosecution of Ross, who served thirteen years in jail.


The Iran-Contra Scandal has long been viewed as proof that the government was complicit in the crippling crack epidemic that tore through South Central. The government did acknowledge in 1986 that the money helped fund the Contra rebels, but maintained the smuggling of drugs was not authorized by the US government or resistance leaders.


Amid the Iran-Contra Scandal, Reagan passed the Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986 through Congress. Reagan’s omnibus drug bill appropriated $1.7 billion to fight the drug crisis, earmarking $97 million to build new prisons and allocating $200 million for drug education and $241 million for treatment. The bill also included strict mandatory minimum sentencing guidelines for drug offenses. Possession of at least one kilogram of heroin or five kilograms of cocaine was now punishable by at least ten years in prison, while selling five grams of crack carried a mandatory five-year prison term. Imposing the same penalties for the possession of an amount of crack cocaine as for one hundred times the same amount of powder cocaine placed a wide disparity between how minorities and whites were punished for the same exact drug. Under Reagan’s war, drug dealers and their clients were villainized. They were viewed as America’s most-wanted criminals, with drugs blamed as the sole reason as to why areas such as South Central were struggling.


For young men like Eric, dealing often felt like the only viable way to make a living in South Central. Risks came with the job, but what were the employment options in the area at that time? He may have stumbled upon dealing by circumstance, but it’s understandable the appeal to someone like Eric. He was a high school dropout that didn’t want to answer to anybody but himself. It made him the perfect street hustler, but Eric was faced with a sobering choice after losing his beloved cousin: How much longer do you spend your days watching your back?


IF IT AIN’T RUFF


The media made sure Americans were tuned into the War on Drugs. Footage of drug raids became increasingly prevalent on the nightly news, and focused almost exclusively on urban streets. In fact, a survey of network news during the first five years of the 1980s showed the number of cocaine-related stories jumped from ten a year to an astounding 140. Research from the University of Michigan discovered that from 1985 onward, the number of whites shown using cocaine dropped by 60 percent—and the number of blacks rose by the same amount. Blacks and Hispanics most certainly didn’t represent the majority of drug users, but cops weren’t breaking down doors in Manhattan or Beverly Hills. The image of guys peddling vials of white crystal to crackheads or tattoo-covered thugs playing dominoes or sipping forties would have played much better to the fear of the drug than a white businessman loosening his tie at the end of a long day in the office and snorting a few lines from inside a luxury condo.


Los Angeles police responded with brute force. LAPD chief Daryl F. Gates, who went as far as condemning drug use as treason and believed even casual drug users ought to be “taken out and shot,” ramped up efforts to rid the streets of drug users and their suppliers. Gates’s sight was focused intently on black neighborhoods in South Central. Stop-and-frisk became routine, especially for young black men who gave the slightest whiff of involvement in gangs. Red or blue attire automatically made you a suspect. Hand signs were monitored, as was the way men stood while they were in public.


The LAPD’s Community Resources Against Street Hoodlums (or CRASH) unit began conducting sweeps, which led to thousands of presumed gang members being arrested, mug-shotted, fingerprinted, and held until someone came to bail them out. “We’d take them to jail for anything and everything we can,” one officer said. Most often the men targeted were unaffiliated, and consequently damaged by the reality of a police record. Just being stopped by a cop could make all the difference to one’s livelihood. Members of the task force compiled a “field identification card” on suspected gang members, even when they had no cause to arrest or cite them, and CRASH officers sometimes carried a throwaway gun or drugs to plant on suspects.
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