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Introduction

 When I was sixteen years old I almost killed somebody. His street name was Red, which he’d earned for his reddish yellow complexion and his nasty, devilish temper. Red had robbed me on 205th Street, which in 1973 was the drug supermarket of my Hollis, Queens, neighborhood. To support my taste for flashy clothes, I had been selling herb on 205th Street, just a few blocks from where my family lived.

Being robbed while selling drugs is an occupational hazard. And there was no embarrassment in being ripped off by Red—sticking up dealers on 205th Street was one of his criminal specialties. Still, there was a lingering question among my drug-dealing peers: If Russell sees Red, what’s he gonna do? More than a question, it was a challenge—one I’d have no choice but to answer, one way or another.

Well, the answer came two weeks after Red robbed me. He came back on the block, apparently in search of his next victim. But before Red could make a move, we spotted him, and all the dealers started chasing him. We ran after Red for two or three blocks before a gang of us cornered him in the backyard of a single-family home. One of my niggas threw him down. A couple of the dealers sucker-punched him. And then, as Red struggled, somebody handed me a gun. “Let that nigga have it,” someone said to me. It was the first (and only) time I’ve held a gun with the intention to shoot. I must have looked ready to bust a cap in him, because suddenly Red broke free of the three guys holding him and started climbing the backyard fence. Everything slowed down for me—now I was in the middle of one of those unexpected, scary, life-or-death moments. I held up the .45, aimed at Red’s back and fired. My bullet sailed right over his head. The last I saw of Red were his feet swinging over the wall. I can still hear the voices of the dealers running through my head and feel the heat from the gun in my hand. It’s a feeling I’ve never forgotten. I used to boast to all my drug-dealing homies that I’d just missed Red’s ass and if I got another chance, I would’ve went up in him. But in my heart I knew missing Red was the best thing I ever did. The truth was that kid was just running toward a bullet anyway. Two weeks later Red and his brother were both killed in a botched liquor store robbery. I guess the owner was a better shot than me.

Sounds like a lyric from a rap by Slick Rick or Chuck D, right? Nah, it wasn’t a song, it was my life. But it’s the kind of real-life story that has inspired hip-hop’s storytellers for over twenty years. That hip-hop embraces tales like mine—stories of decisions and danger with deep moral and emotional consequences—is one of the reasons it’s grown so popular and I’ve had one of the greatest jobs in the world.

My life has largely been about promoting the anger, style, aggression and attitude of urban America to a worldwide audience. I have helped sell the culture of hip-hop by identifying, nurturing and promoting artists—rappers, comics, designers—who can take life-defining moments like my confrontation with Red and turn them into commercial products that, at their highest level, become objects of art. Instead of becoming a low-level criminal with a thick jacket of felonies and gunplay, I’ve taken the entrepreneurial energy I was putting into drugs and created a business that didn’t even exist a generation ago. There were no rap stars when I was a teenager. There were no movies starring rappers or clothing lines bearing their names or, for that matter, books written by people involved with them. With the help of many I built the business of hip-hop from the ground up to a multibillion-dollar industry. There was no long-term vision then. We were all just making it up as we went along. But over time I developed a sense that this culture offered opportunities for economic, social and artistic growth like no other aspect of African-American culture.

I don’t expect everyone to agree with my views. In fact, I’m sure some readers will be hostile to the idea that hip-hop is a culture at all. I know aspects of the music, the fashion, the language and the politics of hip-hop offend many people. To those of you who feel that way, I just ask you to be open to hearing my story. To those of you who feel hip-hop in your souls, who love it as much as I do, kick back and chill with me. I’m just gonna tell you what I’ve seen, what I’ve experienced and what I’ve done, as honestly as possible. This is my story—a tale of life and def.
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COLD 
GETTIN’ PAID

There have always been two types of black businesses in this country. First, there are those like Johnson Publications or Essence Communications (or black hair care or cosmetics companies), which cater to black consumers and work that niche for all it’s worth. Ebony and Essence, which are institutions in the black community, exist solely to target black consumers, draw revenue predominantly from the ad budgets of white corporations and portray a middle-class black version of American reality.

Then there’s the Motown model. Berry Gordy labeled his company the “Sound of Young America.” Gordy was a visionary who saw that black culture, as expressed through the music his company created, was just as viable and important culturally—and commercially—as anything in this country. Motown sold black pop music, written and performed by blacks, for consumption by all Americans regardless of their color.

My philosophy takes a little from both, yet differs fundamentally from them. Unlike Ebony or Essence, my audience is not limited by race. My core audience, my hip-hop audience, is black and white, Asian and Hispanic—anyone who totally identifies with and lives in the culture. Those are my peeps.

And unlike Motown, I don’t believe in catering to the so-called mainstream by altering your look or slang or music. I see hip-hop culture as the new American mainstream. We don’t change for you; you adapt to us. That’s what has made Def Jam Records, Def Comedy Jam and Phat Farm, to name a few of my ventures, commercially successful and influential. And that is the central philosophy that has driven my career.

WHAT IS 
HIP-HOP?

I guess I should start with my definition of hip-hop. To me, hip-hop is modern mainstream young urban American culture. I know there’s a lot of ideas there, but hip-hop’s impact is as broad as that description suggests. Like rock and roll, blues and jazz, hip-hop is primarily a musical form. But unlike those forms of black American music, hip-hop is more expansive in the ways it manifests itself, and as a result, its impact is wider. The ideas of hip-hop are spread not just through music, but in fashion, movies, television, advertising, dancing, slang and attitude.

The beauty of hip-hop, and a key to its longevity, is that within the culture there is a lot of flexibility. So Run-D.M.C. and A Tribe Called Quest and N.W.A and Mary J. Blige and Luther Campbell and the Beastie Boys can all wear different clothes, use different slang and have a different kind of cultural significance. Yet all are recognizable as being part of hip-hop. I believe hip-hop is an attitude, one that can be nonverbal as well as eloquent. It communicates aspiration and frustration, community and aggression, creativity and street reality, style and substance. It is not rigid, nor is it easy to sum up in one sentence or even one book. Simply put, when you are in a hip-hop environment, you know it; it has a feel that is tangible and cannot be mistaken for anything else.

Hip-hop culture is, all these years later, closer to its original aesthetics than jazz or blues or rock and roll are to their roots. For example, the originators of rock and roll were black men who wore fly suits, had their hair slick and didn’t give a fuck. That describes all those artists in the ’50s who laid down the foundation, men who were trying to fight their way out of southern racism and northern poverty. In their time they were regarded as outlaws. They got arrested. They got harassed. They were attacked.

Eventually mainstream America took over rock and roll and it changed. No longer rock and roll, it became rock. It became hallucinogenic. It became about rebellion for rebellion’s sake. It was no longer about getting money and looking fly; it became about taking drugs and wearing dirty jeans. In the ’60s and ’70s, when this new rock emerged, the old music, and the old musicians, were tossed away. You couldn’t tell this new audience that Chuck Berry and Led Zeppelin were the same thing. In one generation you were hot and then you were over.

Hip-hop, however, has been very consistent in its stance. A couple of years ago Erick Sermon, Redman and Keith Murray recorded the Sugarhill Gang’s “Rapper’s Delight,” the first big rap hit from 1979, and did it exactly like the original. The concepts in that rap record from twenty-odd years ago are still valid. Hip-hop records are still about “I got a fly girl, I’m going to the motel in my new car.” They still say, “I’m gonna get flak for being young and street. But I’m still gonna take a bite out of American culture. I’m gonna do it my way and I’m gonna buy everything in Bloomingdale’s. I’m not into rebellion for the sake of rebelling. My rebellion has a goal—self-improvement, the ability to acquire all the things normally denied me or to change the way the world speaks, moves, dresses and thinks.” So “Rapper’s Delight,” which basically borrowed rhymes from old-school pioneers, has the same aesthetic as you’d find on almost any Def Jam record today. Then it was gold chains. Now it’s platinum Bentleys.

Which is why there are 40-year-old b-boys. I remember flying to a fight in Vegas and meeting the actor Ving Rhames and his wife. Turned out his brother was a competitor of mine in the old days who used to promote shows by DJ Hollywood and sell thousands of tickets. Ving and I talked about going to the Hotel Diplomat in Times Square, where we did big parties in the days before rap records. But we were also talking about the sound on a new Q-Tip record and how dope he was.

Ving and a lot of people like him are getting the same thing out of the culture they used to. The music isn’t the same. Sometimes the language on the record is different. But it’s the same take on American culture.

In the beginning we ran into a little bit of an obstacle when it came to communicating this urban black and Latino attitude to suburban America. Even after suburbanites began buying the music, they didn’t really understand the aesthetic. Now, in the twenty-first century, it’s come full circle. Suburbanites purchase hip-hop records in huge numbers, but they also have a deeper understanding of and appreciation for all aspects of the culture. As a result, hip-hop has influenced everything around them. Look at today’s rock bands—Limp Bizkit, Kid Rock, Korn. They all have hip-hop running through their veins.

You know, rock stars used to be notorious for getting into brawls and getting drunk. In the ’60s and ’70s, when rock still had some guts, people like Mick Jagger and Jimmy Page represented youthful rebellion. They did drugs. They tore up hotel rooms. They made sexually suggestive records. They expressed sympathy for the devil. Now rap stars have taken it all to another level. They carry guns. They use guns. They go to jail. They express a connection to the people still in jail. They express solidarity with the people from their hood—no matter how dangerous it was or how much money they’ve made. They confront cops, politicians, other rappers and even themselves on record and off. They do all the things rock stars used to do and they do even more dangerous, outrageous things. Today a kid knows a rock star acts out because he’s rebelling against his parents. A rap star, however, is doing it because he has a serious reason—discrimination, personal anger or ghetto conditions. And on top of all that, a rap star wants to make money and enjoy success, and is fearless in doing it. The result is the kind of attitude of authentic rebellion that rock was always supposed to have.

This stance has drawn criticism, but attacks on hip-hop have always been great for the culture. In fact, I personally want to thank Bob Dole, William Bennett and the rest of those right-wingers for reminding kids that hip-hop is theirs. When adults say, “Oh, fuck, don’t listen to rap!” they just reinforce young people’s commitment to it. Even some 40-year-olds who grew up on rap and who know that the messages in rap can be scary try to tell their kids, “Don’t listen to it,” which is like asking kids to buy it. People who grew up on rock now look at it and say, “Aw, it’s okay,” because it’s not scary at all. Once that happens, kids don’t want it and it becomes a museum piece.

On the other hand, black kids, and the core white, Asian and Latino kids into rap, don’t listen to it just to piss off their parents. That kind of rebellion’s irrelevant to them. They listen because it expresses what they’re thinking about. Punk, new wave, alternative—most of it came and went. Today there’s no Clash. There’s no Nirvana. Right now rock can’t fuck with rap—unless it adopts rap—because the culture is so raw and honest.

When rap came along in the late ’70s, there was something synthetic about black pop music. The most popular black music of the time was R&B made simple for white people to dance to; they called it disco. Disco actually started within the gay dance community. They had a creative little thing happening, and then it crossed over to the mainstream. The record industry adopted it because it helped soften the edges of black music. But ultimately disco didn’t address the issues rap has. Even though rap was born in the ghetto, it addresses issues a lot of kids across America (and the world) are dealing with—anger, alienation, hypocrisy, sex, drugs. All the basics.

Kids of all colors, all over the world, instinctively seek to change the world. They usually have this desire because they don’t want to buy into the dominant values of the mainstream. Rappers want to change the world to suit their vision and to create a place for themselves in it. So kids can find a way into hip-hop by staying true to their instinct toward rebellion and change.

Hip-hop has, in fact, changed the world. It has taken something from the American ghetto and made it global. It has become the creative touchstone for edgy, progressive and aggressive youth culture around the world. That’s why my business is bigger than it’s ever been. And, I believe, we’re far from through.
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HOLLIS 
CREW

From my birth on October 4, 1957, to my early twenties, I spent most of my life in Queens, New York’s biggest borough, the land of Archie Bunker, the Mets and eventually rappers, who put it on the map in a whole new way. Until I was eight my family lived in Jamaica, Queens, a large area in the center of the borough, whose main drag was Jamaica Avenue, a long, busy commercial thoroughfare with department stores, a huge old-style movie palace, a busy bus depot that linked city-run bus routes to the private bus lines that covered the far reaches of Queens, and the then-elevated J train line. One of my first memories is of walking down Jamaica Avenue under the J train tracks holding hands with my father, Daniel senior, and my mother, Evelyn. My father was a stocky, forceful man with a great, vibrant voice that could be both poetic and rough. My mother was a slender woman with sharp features and a sly, knowing smile. They’d met at Howard University in D.C., where he got a B.A. in history and she received degrees in sociology and psychology. So they were well educated and quite worldly. Neither of them was shy—each, in their own way, had a kind of charisma and a desire to express themselves. Even as a small child, I was aware of the creative energy they both radiated. There are no retiring people in the Simmons family—we are all creative, strong-willed, dynamic people.

My father was a schoolteacher and eventually attendance supervisor for District 29 in Queens. He was also very politically active—I remember walking in a picket line with him as a little boy over on Jamaica Avenue to protest discrimination in housing and employment. My father was very vocal about discrimination in New York and was involved with many civil rights organizations. His views about black empowerment and social activism played a big part in shaping how I view the world to this day. My mother spent much of her working life as a recreation director for the New York City Department of Parks. Growing up, I remember my mother being tough. I mean really tough. With three boys, she had to be. We weren’t allowed to back-talk her or disrespect her in any way. Her scowl could hurt as deeply as a slap. At the same time she had a kind of sophistication about New York and the wider world that no one else in the family had. Her mother had been one of the first black nurses in New York and she’d been raised in Queens, so unlike a lot of black parents of that period, who’d come north from the South, my mother was a real big-city woman. She was also fine-featured and light-skinned, and had some of the haughty attitude that can go with that in the black community.

But my mother wasn’t bourgie, because if she was, she’d never have married a true ghetto nigger like my father. My father is what you might call “culturally diverse.” On one hand, he could recite from Hamlet and write insightful, sophisticated poetry. On the other hand, he could talk derisively all day about “pussy-lipped niggers”—boring, fake, plastic people who wanna distance themselves from the gritty core of African-American culture. My father was very well read and college educated, but that never made him feel he was superior to anyone. He really hated blacks he felt had an elitist attitude.

People don’t know this, but my father wrote rhymes for several of Run-D.M.C.’s records, like “Thirty Days” and “You’re Blind.” To me, my father was a better poet than Run and a huge influence on him as a lyricist. My mother was a painter, so it’s not surprising that my older brother, Danny, is also one. My mother’s work was more structured and literal than Danny’s, whose paintings have always tended more toward abstraction. My mother would draw your face so you recognized it, but with a curve or a twist in the approach that would personalize it as hers. If I had to compare her work to anyone’s, I’d say it reminds me of Francisco Clemente, someone years later I’ve become good friends with.

But while both of my parents were artistic, they definitely didn’t see eye to eye on art’s role in a young man’s life. My father thought art was good—but so was a college diploma and a nine-to-five job. My mother was much more of a free spirit—she felt that if you didn’t want go to school and wanted to paint all day, that was all right too.

It’s funny that I grew up surrounded by artistic people—my parents, my brothers—since I’ve spent most of my life as an aide to and protector of artistic people. Certainly being in the center of all that creativity as a child deeply affected me. I believe what I’ve done in my life—in terms of helping artists develop and finding ways to market hip-hop culture—is itself profoundly creative work. My job has never been to simply throw a record out there hoping for a hit. It’s working with artists to make sure the record reflects their view and also resonates within the community. Perhaps I’ve been good at working with artistic people because, from day one, those are the people I’ve always known.

ON 205th 
STREET

In 1965 we moved to Hollis, a nice residential section of Queens that was 10 percent white. Right after we moved in that 10 percent disappeared. Hollis was filled with little two-story homes with driveways and small lawns. Hollis, along with Jamaica and St. Albans, were Queens neighborhoods where black people from all over the city moved once they got a little change in their pocket. We had people from the projects in Brooklyn, the tenements in Harlem and other parts of the city because you could own your own home with a loan from a credit union, giving you a feeling of suburban life while still within New York City.

My family’s house was typical—two floors, an unfinished basement, an attic that my older brother, Danny, used as his bedroom. I split a bedroom with my little brother, Joey (later known as Run of Run-D.M.C.) on the second floor. We had a driveway and a garage, though the funny thing was the driveway was so narrow no cars could get through it into the garage. Growing up, we had two cars that I remember—a red Volkswagen and then, years later, a green secondhand Mercedes that everybody made a big deal over.

When we moved onto our block there was one white family left. They were directly across the street from us, and I guess my family was the last straw. They moved out soon after we moved in. It was a phenomenon typical of the ’60s and ’70s, when whites pursued a policy of self-segregation. The idea that blacks could afford to live next to them sent them running like roaches with the lights on.

It was on this block in Hollis that I met the people who would be my friends my whole life and learned the lessons, some good and quite a few bad, that would help shape me. As I entered adolescence in the early ’70s, heroin culture was a dominant part of life in Hollis, just as it was in similar working-class neighborhoods all over the country. The influx of heroin that had started in the ghettos rippled out to working-class areas like Hollis, driven by aggressive drug dealers, police corruption and the desire for experimentation and danger that many young people feel. Drugs were a social force in that they affected how people viewed themselves and everyone around them. Drugs were an economic force that both drained working people of their money and empowered criminals. So despite my parents’ being strong, hardworking role models and our living in a neat little home, my brother Danny and I got caught up in the dark side of ghetto culture.

Danny, who is four years older than me, was the Simmons family rebel. He felt the full impact of the ’60s, with its championing of all kinds of social, sexual and political freedom. As a teenager, he wore American flag T-shirts (which were then seen as a sign of disrespect for Old Glory) and joined the Black Panthers. He got mad high. Danny took to calling the attic “the rocket ship” because he used to blast off up there, using acid as the fuel. There was a dresser by his bed, and every time Danny dropped acid he’d carve the date into the dresser with a knife. After a while that dresser looked like the wall in an Egyptian tomb. For a fledgling painter, acid was cool if you were just looking for some mind-expanding experimentation, but then Danny fell victim to heroin. Soon the rocket ship turned into needle park, because he’d bring friends up there to shoot up. Being close in age and very aware of drugs, I knew what was going on but kept quiet about it. Eventually, of course, it got out of hand and my parents made Danny leave the house. For much of his teen years Danny lived with my mother’s mother in Jamaica. Since that period Danny has truly turned his life around. He runs two galleries—one in Manhattan, one in Brooklyn—runs our art charity and has a very successful career himself.

While Danny became a user, my indoctrination into drug culture came from dealing. Two blocks away from our house was 205th Street, which had the biggest drug trafficking scene in that part of Queens. It was a destination for dope fiends from all over, so dealers would be out there 24-7, moving heroin and weed like it was a McDonald’s drive-through window.

But I didn’t even have to walk those two blocks to understand the powerful lure of heroin. Down at the other end of my block lived Joe Morris, whose house often had a line of addicts waiting to cop that stretched from the front door all the way around the corner. At some point when I was a teenager I decided to get paid. People were making money all around me, so, like a lot of kids then and now, I began to sell weed. This decision wasn’t made out of desperation or need. My family never missed a meal or came anywhere near being homeless. Part of it was peer pressure—many of my friends were doing it. Part of it was greed—as I’ll talk about later in more detail, I always liked nice clothes and used this dope money to buy them. And finally, if you’re selling, you never had to cop—you always had your own personal stash. So from my silly teenage perspective, selling on 205th Street made sense.

Once I’d made a connection and was really in the drug game, I’d sell on 205th Street and keep nickel bags of marijuana in the bushes in front of our house. I’d carry ten bags on me and keep twenty bags in the bushes in reserve. I’m sure my parents knew something was up. I believe my mother knew, and I know my father did once he found a thousand dollars in the house that he knew I didn’t make on my job because I never had one.

For me selling was not about being glamorous or emulating Superfly, the big blaxploitation movie of that period. It was a way to get the things I wanted—things that in retrospect were ridiculous and unnecessary. My goal at that point, and for much of my teen years, was simple—to get into clubs where the fly kids hung out and to own fly clothes.

I loved A.J. Lester clothes. It was a clothing store that catered to urban taste for the flyest, latest, slickest gear: alligator and lizard shoes, sharkskin slacks, Kangol caps, Blye knit sweaters, etc. If it was upscale ghetto wear, it could be found at A.J. Lester’s, the official ghetto fly clothing store—and I, already quite caught up in the glamour of street culture, wanted it all. I was as caught up in having fly shit as any kid was then or now. My later interest in, and understanding of, street style and how to develop the imagery of my acts all stem back to my fascination with being fly as a teen.

I can’t emphasize enough how reckless I was and how badly my life could have ended up. I remember me and my friend Robert Middleton, who also sold weed, smoking joints on Jamaica Avenue in front of the library, our pockets bulging with nickel bags, just two blocks from a police precinct house. Of course we got arrested and ended up spending that night in jail. We were both on probation for a year and a half after that.

Doing stupid shit like that was like auditioning for a big role in the criminal justice system.

It takes a lot of hypocrisy to be a drug dealer. My favorite example is the pact I made with Roy Morris, the younger brother of the block’s dope dealer, Joe. Our pact was that we’d never “get high.” For us “getting high” meant shooting heroin, which older guys like my brother Danny and Roy’s brother Joe were doing. So not getting high meant we could do any other kind of drug that was available. It’s that kind of half-assed thought process that fucks people up to this day. Poor Roy ended up breaking his promise and getting strung out. Eventually drugs led him to jail, where he’s spent most of the last twenty years. His brother Joe ended up in jail for almost twenty-four years. Because of bad decisions they made as teenagers, both of these men wasted the best part of their life behind bars.

Coming up, my parents made sure I went to P.S. 135, an integrated school that was in a white working-class area, instead of P.S. 134, the neighborhood school, which was attended overwhelmingly by blacks like my close friends from Hollis. For junior high I went to J.H. 109, another predominantly white school. So when we played softball against mostly black J.H. 92 we won, since the white boys knew how to catch and throw and play the game and the black kids didn’t. But when we played basketball, J.H. 92 killed us. I’d be one of the only black guys on the J.H. 109 team, and I’d know everyone
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