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FOREWORD
DONALD TRUMP

IF YOU’VE SPENT ANY TIME following my own career, you know success is a subject I take very seriously. I not only work very hard to be successful in my own life, but to help other people become successful as well. From my books to my university to my TV show, I want to help people understand what it takes to be successful. Even my buildings are designed to inspire people and remind them to always follow their dreams. So endorsing someone else’s views on success is not something that I do lightly. Yet when Russell asked me to write the foreword for this book, I said yes without any hesitation. Because if there’s one person I believe can show you a path toward true success, it’s Russell Simmons.
Russell is one of the great entrepreneurs out there today. I’ve always been astounded by his ability to see where the world is going and then move in that direction. That ability to follow a vision, even if it means leaving his comfort zone, is just one of the qualities that make Russell such a fabulous businessman.
As you’ll read, he also understands the importance of surrounding yourself with the right people; people who are competent, but not complacent. Russell and I might get the credit for our respective successes, but we also both know that we’d never reach those heights without a strong home team. Similarly, we both realize how important it is to never quit. If there is a concrete wall in front of you, you have to go through it. You can never, ever give up or even think in terms of giving up.
And of course, we both appreciate the importance of building strong brands. Just as I’ve always tried to ensure that the Trump name connotes luxury and quality, for over twenty years Russell’s stamp on a product means that it’s an authentic reflection of the best in popular culture.
But while I could talk about Russell’s entrepreneurial acumen all day, this book is about so much more than just making money. That’s because Russell understands that the true definition of success can never be measured in dollars and cents. This concept might not seem to be something I would normally promote, but I couldn’t agree with it more. In fact, I’ve always said that while success is good, success with significance is even better. And I think you’ll find that the kind of success that Russell is promoting in this book is very, very significant indeed.
That’s because it’s a success that’s based on sharing instead of hoarding. On staying open to new ideas, even ones that might seem strange at first. On making the right choices, even when they don’t seem to be in your best interests. It’s the kind of success that we should all strive for.
Russell and I have been friends for over twenty years and he’s always been kind enough to call me a mentor and an inspiration. But I’d be lying if I didn’t say that I’ve learned so much from Russell over the years as well. That’s why I encourage you to open up not only your eyes, but your heart as well, and really let the messages in this book sink in. I believe that if you can even absorb just a small portion of the laws Russell shares in this book, it won’t be long before you’ll find the success you’ve always been after.
DONALD TRUMP
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INTRODUCTION

WHY LAWS?
The seed that eventually blossomed into this book was planted several years ago when I was asked to create a radio series based on the strategies for success that I had developed and observed in over twenty-five years in the entertainment business. While I was flattered that people were interested in my observations, I’ll also admit to being slightly intimidated by the prospect of sharing them with the world in such a structured manner. The strategies I wanted to share were derived from the struggles and experiences that had transformed me over a considerable period of time. And since I am still learning and growing every day, it seemed slightly premature to set them down in such a definitive manner.
But I also knew that I had come to a place where, when reflecting on my life’s journey, I could see that there were particular laws and principles that had guided my professional and personal success. And more importantly, I had only been able to learn those principles because individuals from a variety of cultures had been willing to share the lessons that they had learned across the lines of global divisions and inspire me. Reflecting on how much knowledge I had gained through the gifts of others is what ultimately committed me to sharing the changes I’ve made in my own life. While some people might have preconceived notions about which sort of principles power a “hip-hop” mogul, I wanted to make it clear that my purpose is defined by the power of giving back and sharing. Whereas earlier in my career I admittedly might have been focused on consumption, now I’m focused on giving. It’s more about “us” and less about “me.” And I’m not the only one who’s changing. Hip-hop isn’t just kids anymore—there are literally millions of people thirty-five, forty, even fifty, who have spent half their lives or more listening to hip-hop. And they’re becoming more aware of their duty to give back to their community. It’s not that I’m ashamed of the first part of my career. In fact I wouldn’t change a thing even if I could. But I know I’m truly happier with my success now than I was with it then. And true happiness is all that anyone wants.
From speaking at colleges and the Hip-Hop Summits, I realized there was a genuine interest from people about my approach to success. The hip-hop nation is nothing if not aspirational, and everywhere I go, people ask me for advice on how to improve their lives. A lot of times it’s stuff like “Yo, Russell, my brother is the next Jay-Z. Lemme hit you with a demo,” or, “Hey, Russell, let me get a job at Phat Farm!” But I also get deeper questions about my philosophies on business and spirituality. It’s always a little surprising, but a lot of people seem genuinely interested in my message.
So with some prodding, I decided to focus on sharing these laws. Since the interest was there, I realized it was more important for me to serve than to be self-conscious. We started with the radio series, which people really responded to. And after a couple years of sharing through that medium, it only seemed natural to put it all down in a book. I’ve made plenty of mistakes in my career and I’ll make plenty more. But I don’t think this book is one of them. This is a sincere effort on my part to help people find an easier way to live based on what I’ve found works for me. It took me a while to figure out what works, but like most people who feel like they’re starting to put the puzzle together, now I want to share those skills with the world.
I’m not suggesting that my approach is in any way novel or revolutionary, only that maybe reading about these laws will help them sink in for you. That’s why people go to church (or in my case, go to yoga), to help the laws sink in. I need to hear these laws over and over again to remind myself how to operate under them. The laws are simple, but it’s still a struggle to follow them. Personally, I have a hard time practicing everything I preach. I try to stay focused on my higher self, but sometimes I slip. I break these laws every day, but I’m dedicated to trying to do better every day too. Just as, I know, everyone out there is already struggling to do the best they can.
Or maybe you’re not struggling. Maybe you’re reading this because you’re already doing well and you just want to sharpen your skills. Or maybe you’re an executive who’s never listened to rap but want to learn more about the hip-hop game and what makes it tick. That’s fine, because this book is designed to be a reminder to those already living under these laws, or living in close proximity to them, to simply become more conscious of them. That way, they can build on the success they’ve already achieved. No matter what your motivation is, I’m happy you’re here, because I’m trying to speak to everyone who can hear me.
Of course, if you try to speak to everyone at once, sometimes you just end up making a lot of noise. But I’m someone who’s always tried to connect with as many people as possible. I want to be able to chop it up with folks in the Hamptons just like I chop it up with folks in Harlem. One of the first things I noticed when I got in the game was that hip-hop was gravitating downtown. I saw that people loved hip-hop in punk-rock bars, or dance clubs like Danceteria, just like they were loving it in the streets of Harlem. So while some people saw a white group like the Beastie Boys as exploitive, to me that was natural. And while I’ve been credited with creating a common ground in hip-hop, I don’t deserve it. The common ground was already there. I just tried to build something lasting on it. And of course, in the case of the Beastie Boys and Run DMC, they ended up being superstars who laid the foundation not only for much of my subsequent personal success, but for hip-hop’s subsequent success as well.
I also want to mention that while all of these rules are rooted in spirituality, I don’t make any distinction between Christian law, Muslim law, Buddhist law, Jewish law, the yoga sutras (the most basic yogic scripture), et cetera. That’s because the most fundamental law is a belief in the oneness of humanity. And that law is at the heart of all these religions and philosophies. None of these rules stands alone, either on a personal or collective basis. They’re all interwoven. So while we’ve broken these laws down into different categories, at the end of the day, all these laws fall under one basic unbreakable law—and that’s God’s law.
In fact, I’ll let you in on a secret, though my publisher probably won’t like it: I’m not saying anything in this book that hasn’t already been said before. These are the exact same laws that Jesus Christ, Moses, Muhammad, Lord Buddha, Patanjali, Mother Teresa, and countless other inspirational people all shared in their own lifetimes. Which is not to say that I’m in any way comparing myself to those incredible individuals. I’m just pointing out that all these truth-telling scriptures run parallel to each other. They might have been written down at different times, or in different languages, but they’re all explaining God’s law.
Everything that I’m promoting in this book should already sound familiar to you from your church, or your synagogue, or your mosque, or wherever you go for spiritual dialogue. Or maybe you’ve already heard it in a family or academic setting from your parents and teachers. This book is designed to help you remember to remember (a phrase I’ll use a lot in this book) those lessons. If this book has any value, it will be as a reminder of what you already know. Because what I’m trying to do here is help some of these ancient, ancient laws sink in for you. I didn’t create any of them, but maybe by hearing these laws from me, you’ll be able to unlock the potential for success that’s already inside you.
Now that I’ve spoken a bit about what my book will be about, let me say a few words about what this book isn’t about. It isn’t about my life story. That story has already been told several times, in different settings. If you’re still not familiar with my story, let me rehash it very quickly so that there is some context for the references I’ll make later in the book.
I grew up in Hollis, Queens, and as a young man found myself falling into the same traps that ensnare so many other young people growing up in the streets of urban America. I began to get caught up with drugs and gangs—not because I was a bad person at heart, but because they seemed to be the most powerful ways for me to express myself in that environment. And like so many others, I would have probably continued to make empty investments in that type of expression if I hadn’t come in contact with a new force on the streets, a force that was even more powerful than drugs or gangs. And that presence was called hip-hop. The very first time I heard hip-hop, I knew my life would never be the same. I knew that I had found a better avenue to express myself and pursue a better relationship with the world. In hip-hop’s powerful beats and rhymes, I heard the truth. And I heard it loudly.
I could never really rap myself, so that love affair led to me promoting artists who could, including my brother Joey’s group Run DMC. Later, I founded Def Jam Records with my friend Rick Rubin and was able to introduce the world to incredible artists like Public Enemy, the Beastie Boys, LL Cool J, DMX, and Jay-Z before eventually selling the label. I also started a clothing company called Phat Farm and started dabbling in film, where I produced The Nutty Professor, and television, where I’ve been fortunate to find some success with shows such as Def Comedy Jam, Def Poetry Jam, and Run’s House. Between all those projects, I married the incredible and inspirational Kimora Lee Simmons. In addition to bringing two beautiful young girls into the world, we also started a successful women’s clothing line, Baby Phat. And in addition to those commercial pursuits, I’ve also been heavily involved in social change initiatives like the Hip-Hop Summit Action Network, the Rush Philanthropic organization, and the Foundation for Ethnic Understanding.
There’s been plenty more written about me than that, some good, some bad, some true, some dead wrong. But those are some of the facts that are useful for this book. So now let me touch on some more things this book isn’t about. It isn’t about behind-the-scenes stories and gossip from the rap game—so if you’re looking for lots of wild anecdotes from the record business, then this book isn’t for you. If you want to read stories about my struggles with drugs, or the de cadent lifestyle I used to live, then this isn’t the book for you either. Yes, I will use examples from my own life to try to illustrate how some of these laws work, but, frankly, my stories aren’t the main focus. I want to state for the record that this book is about the message more than the messenger. I freely admit that I struggle to practice much of what I preach (though I’ll try not to be too preachy), so I don’t want my personal weaknesses to overshadow the strength and validity of these laws. What I’m really asking is that you come into this book with an open mind. Not for my sake, but for your own. The last thing I would want is for anyone’s feelings about me personally to be an obstacle between their life and these laws.
This book also isn’t about surefire ways you can get rich. I understand that when you pick up a book by a “music mogul,” that might be the type of information you’re expecting, but again, this isn’t that book. You’re not going to hear me say, “This is the particular management style I advocate.” My approach is much too instinctual. But my instincts are based on a set of spiritual rules. I promise that if you really explore the ideas I’m promoting, you’ll see that getting rich is just one of the many benefits that come from living under them. Instead of financial advice, some of you might be expecting the types of laws promoted by a Machiavelli or a Sun Tzu, the “power at all costs” philosophies that have been popular within hip-hop over the years. While I’m not criticizing those philosophies, or the people who follow them, mentalities that promote self-preservation are not what I’m promoting. Instead of The Prince or The Art of War, these laws are rooted in books like Autobiography of a Yogi or The Yoga Sutras of Patanjali (particularly the version with commentary by Sri Swami Satchidananda).
If I were to heavily promote how to grab power, or how to make a lot of money, that would be a dishonest book. That’s not me. Because when I stand up at financial summits, these are the truths I talk about. When I’m speaking at colleges, these are the truths I talk about. When I’m hanging out in St. Barts with Puffy and Ron Perelman, these are the truths I talk about. When I’m meeting with a young rapper looking for advice on how to get his career started, these are the truths I talk about. When I talk to my staff, or my friends, or my family, these are the truths I talk about. When I’m sitting on a train, or riding in a plane, or walking down the street and people approach me, these are the truths I end up talking to them about. So I won’t switch messages now, just because a hip-hop nigga is supposed to be talking about power and money instead of God and spirituality and giving. It’s the message of finding a sustainable happiness. This book might seem too “intellectual,” or too “spiritual,” or too “New Age,” for some, but for better or for worse, these are the truths I believe in. I’ve found success promoting the truth a lot of times in my career, but I’ve rarely found it when I’ve tried to create a commercial for what people expect from me instead of what I truly feel and believe.
Of course the laws in this book can help you make more money, achieve more influence, make more friends, or improve your career. But if those transformations do take place, hopefully they’ll be part of a larger and ultimately, I believe, more rewarding metamorphosis, which is the change you’ll feel as you move closer to God.
Besides, we all already live under these laws, even if we aren’t completely aware of it. I can say that, because I lived under these laws for many years without being fully conscious of them. I now recognize that these are the same laws that helped propel hip-hop out of the struggle and into a space where it continues to shape the world in incredible ways. So for those of you who have been conditioned to only hear hip-hop’s low notes, perhaps this book can clean off your lenses so that you can clearly see hip-hop’s tremendous achievements and potential. I’ve already heard the high notes from hip-hop, so I know it’s a cultural and spiritual force.
And please don’t get hung up on the term laws. A lot of people, especially people in the struggle, think rules are meant to tell you what you can’t do. But rules are really the process through which we realize our dreams. These laws are just a way of reminding you of what you can do.
My hope is that after reading this book, you’ll be more focused on what you need to do to get to a better place in life, both financially and spiritually. But you have to remember that there’s no end of the road when it comes to being successful. That’s because success is a journey, not a destination. Thank you for letting me take part of that journey with you.
Last but not least, I want to say that while I’ve spent many years trying to articulate these laws on my radio show, at lectures, Hip-Hop Summits, speeches, fund-raisers, or the many other venues where I’ve been blessed to share my thoughts with an audience, until now I’ve never been able to present them in such a cohesive structure. That’s why I want to take this opportunity to thank my friend and coauthor, Chris Morrow, for helping me gather all these ideas together and express them in a succinct voice. Chris reminds me of some of the rappers I’ve worked with, in that he has a gift for observing a specific environment (in this case, the ideas that I’ve been babbling about all these years) and then sharing it in a way that makes sense to the larger world. That gift will serve him well in the future—Chris possesses one of the most compelling voices in hip-hop culture and it’s been a plea sure to collaborate with him.
RUSSELL SIMMONS
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Degrees are helpful, but they won’t guarantee you success in the business world. Only faith and dedication to your vision can do that.
LAW NUMBER ONE:
SEE YOUR VISION AND STICK WITH IT
I dream my painting and paint my dream.
—VINCENT VAN GOGH


 
 
BEING AN ENTREPRENEUR can be nerve-wracking, largely because there’s no by-the-book way to do it. Some people think they’ll get the blueprint at business school, but that degree alone definitely won’t guarantee success. In fact, out of all the degrees you can get, a business degree might be the least valuable.
Think about it—if you go to medical school, when you come out, you’ll know how to help sick people. Just like when you get out of law school, you’ll know how to sue people. But an MBA doesn’t mean you’ll have the skills to actually run a business. They probably don’t want to hear that up at Wharton or Harvard, but it’s the truth. And I’m a living example. I might run multimillion-dollar companies, but I didn’t graduate from college, let alone get an MBA. I don’t know how to write a business plan. Truth is, I’ve never even read the ones I pay people with MBAs to write for me. Now, don’t get me wrong—a business degree can open up a lot of doors for you. But it should always complement, instead of compensate for, an entrepreneurial spirit that’s born in your imagination. That’s because, in my experience, there’s only one thing that will always steer you toward success: That’s to have a vision and to stick with it.
Once I have a vision for a new venture, I’m going to ride that vision until the wheels come off. There are always going to be bumps in the road, but I try not to let them faze me. In fact, my greatest successes started as visions that very few other people believed in. No one in the music industry, and I mean no one, believed in Def Jam Records at first. Just like how fifteen years later, no one thought a hip-hop clothing company called Phat Fashions would be able to make it. But in both cases, I was able to ignore the naysayers because my vision for those companies was so strong. And it’s not just me. From Microsoft to CNN to Roc-A-Fella Records, many successful businesses started as a vision in the mind of a dreamer. Of course, we all have dreams. The difference is that Bill Gates, Ted Turner, Jay-Z, and Dame Dash believed in their dreams so strongly that they refused to quit until those dreams became reality. Those guys didn’t win because they had an MBA, or wrote the best business plan, or read The Wall Street Journal with their coffee every morning. They won because they had the strongest visions. I’m not going to make too many absolute statements in this book, but I will promise you that following your vision will always lead to success.
When sailors used to get lost in a storm, they’d always look for the North Star for guidance. They could use that star to help them get their bearings because it never moved in the sky. You have to use your vision the same way. Whenever you face obstacles or hurdles in life, look to your vision. As long as you’ve frozen it in your mind and it never moves, you’ll know which direction to go in. As long as you never lose sight of your vision, you’ll never lose sight of success either.
CREATING CLASSIC AMERICAN FLAVA
Following my vision has paid off many times in my career, but the example that really stands out is my clothing company Phat Farm. Today, the concept of a hip-hop clothing company seems as natural as air. But when I started telling people about my vision for such a company back in 1992, nobody was feeling it. Even people I had enjoyed success with in the record business didn’t believe in my vision. But I was convinced that it was time for hip-hop to make clothes for hip-hop. I knew we could build and maintain our own companies, just like we had done in the record industry. And once I locked in on that vision, I was going to pursue it no matter what sort of negativity or skepticism I encountered.
I first envisioned the high-end fashion company that would become Phat Farm back in 1991 at a couture fashion show in New York City (I can’t remember who the exact designer was, but I’m hazy on a lot of details from those days). I was going to a lot of shows back then, not because I was particularly into fashion, but because I was single and very much into beautiful women. Still, I had never been to a show like this before. Instead of the “normal” couture I had seen at shows, the designer had these models wearing clothes inspired by the latest hip-hop styles, like door-knocker earrings and crazy gold chains. I knew he or she was trying to copy what the kids were rocking back in the hood, but it felt fake. The designs were inspired by hip-hop, but in the same way a designer would go to Africa, see what the “natives” were wearing, fly back to New York, and put it on the runway. This show had a similar vibe. Nothing was authentic. The way the models walked, the way they tilted their Kangols, their attitude—everything was bogus. It was almost like watching the fashion version of a minstrel show. I’m sure that’s not what the designer intended, but that’s how it came off, to me anyway.
I was laughing when they first came down the runway, but the more I thought about it, the situation didn’t seem so funny. I began to ask myself, why should this designer, who obviously has no real connection to hip-hop culture, get paid off of ideas that we cherished and believed in? Why should he or she receive the credit for styles that we were already invested in?
It’s important to inject a little history lesson here—hip-hop had always been a collage of styles and influences. Our rappers borrowed the “toasting” of Jamaican DJs and the rhymes of James Brown, Frankie Crocker, and Dolemite and turned it into MCing. Our DJs took the music of rock ’n’ rollers like the Steve Miller Band and the Rolling Stones, funk acts like the Bar-Kays and Jimmy Castor, old-school legends like Joe Tex and Otis Redding, and turned their music into break beats. Our dancers took the moves of the Lindy Hop, of salsa, and even martial arts films and turned them into break dancing. And it was the same with fashion. We took hats that were meant for old men in England and made Kangols that everyone wanted to rock on the street. We took glasses from Europe and made them so hot that stores couldn’t keep Cazals in stock. Whenever we saw, or heard, or felt elements that seemed authentic or inspirational, we took them and turned them into hip-hop.
But creating that collage was very hard work, especially when it came to clothes. Getting the right clothes back then was no joke. You would go to a store and look through three racks of Ralph Lauren shirts until you found one that spoke to you. Or you would have to try on ten pairs of Nikes until you found one with the right flavor. You were looking for something that was subtle but had edge at the same time. Because Ralph wasn’t designing with the streets in mind, he was designing clothes that would look cool at a prep school in Connecticut. Just like Phil Knight wasn’t making sneakers for kids in the ghetto. He was making Nikes for white guys running mountain trails in Oregon. And we accepted it, because we thought those images represented our American Dream.
And it has always been like that for African-Americans in this country. If you wanted to look fashionable while you were strolling down Lenox Avenue during the Harlem Renaissance, then you needed to have on a dress by Jeanne Lanvin. But that dress wouldn’t have been designed with you in mind—it was made for rich white women in New York and Paris. Just like if you were a jazz musician during the 1960s and you wanted to look fly, you had to wear a Brooks Brothers suit. But that was a suit that was made for a white businessman. Guys like Miles Davis and John Coltrane took that style and made it their own, but it was never intended for them. The streets have never been on the radar when it comes to designing clothes.
That’s because the mainstream’s mindset has always been: How could some poor black kid from the streets represent what people aspire to? In the 1980s, it seemed only Calvin Klein or Ralph Lauren or Tommy Hilfiger could represent the American Dream. (Of course, Ralph Lauren’s real name is Ralph Lipschitz. The truth is, a lot of people thought Jews couldn’t reflect the American Dream either.) It’s a sad fact, but the older fashion gods could never conceive that mainstream America would aspire to be anything other than blond-haired and blue-eyed. It made perfect sense to them that black people might want to dress like a Polo model, but there was no way that the opposite could be true. They couldn’t get their heads around the idea that a white kid in the suburbs might want to dress like a rapper. If clothes make the man, then what man would want to make himself black? In a nutshell, they believed that the American Dream could never be black.
I do want to pause here for a moment and make it clear that I’m not suggesting Ralph or Tommy weren’t making great clothes. In fact, just the opposite. At the time there were things about Ralph or Tommy that were so cool to hip-hop. It’s just that they were totally unaware of it.
Getting back to Phat Farm, these issues had been troubling me even before the couture show, but that was what really crystallized my belief that something needed to be done. Because while before hip-hop had been borrowing from these other mainstream cultures, now the mainstream was borrowing from us. But while they were getting paid off it, they weren’t getting it right. So instead of shaking my head while other people got it wrong, I could do something that made sense for us. I realized that instead of letting other people interpret us, let’s take what we do know, what we do love, and make the entire collection ourselves. Essentially, let’s exploit ourselves. Not in a negative way, but in the sense that now every stock keeping unit (SKU), instead of every fifth jacket or third pair of jeans, will speak to our culture. I envisioned a collection that would allow us to finally realize that we deserved to be the American Dream. A line that said we could actually buy into ourselves. A line that would allow us get over our self-hate.
Those were very big issues. So I knew that I had to deliver these clothes on a very big scale as well. I wasn’t dreaming about making a few T-shirts and then calling it a day. I envisioned an institution, something that was classic and would last. I could envision shirts and pants and sneakers and hats rolling out of the factories and into stores all over America. I was determined to make it happen.
For the first few months after the couture show, I had to tell everyone I knew about my idea. But the more people I spoke with, the more I began to realize that not everyone could see my vision. At first, I took it personally. I figured maybe they doubted me because my background was in music instead of fashion. Fair enough. I knew fashion was an insular world that wasn’t easy to break into. So I decided to surround myself with the best fashion people I could find, hoping that would satisfy the skeptics. But finding those people was difficult. Very few established designers were willing to work for a company where they couldn’t see the vision. I did manage to find several young people who understood the vision, but the more established people in the industry still weren’t jumping on board. And I began to realize that it wasn’t that the industry people didn’t believe in Russell Simmons so much as they didn’t believe in hip-hop. And even more painfully, hip-hop didn’t believe in hip-hop. I could feel it in the way the cool people only wanted Ralph Lauren or Tommy because they thought that’s what represented success. I knew it would be very hard to get people to believe in themselves after they’d been told they were worthless for so long.
Those hurdles were very difficult to get over. And I won’t lie, there were many times I felt like the naysayers were right and I should forget the whole idea. I was at the crossroads. But I couldn’t let go of my vision. It was so clear, I could see the end result in my mind before I even started to work. There was no way I was going to turn around or change paths.
Instead, I became even more focused on making Phat Farm a reality. I knew it was unrealistic to think I could build an institution overnight. But if I took baby steps, eventually it would happen. One of those first steps was hooking up with a friend named Mark Regev, who owned a store in SoHo called Bagutta, where I used to buy clothes for the women I was dating. It wasn’t hip-hop stuff, but high-end clothes like Hervé Léger and Azzedine Alaïa. One day we got to talking about my idea for a hip-hop clothing line and Mark said he wanted to get involved. We decided to open a store in SoHo that would sell the clothes and really articulate this vision. Mark put up half the money and I put up the other half.
But after we sank our money in, we started hemorrhaging. There were orders that never got shipped. There were designs that didn’t work, shirts that didn’t sell. I didn’t understand how the industry worked and manufactured clothes too late. I didn’t realize that clothes for the fall season actually have to get delivered in July. I thought we could deliver our fall clothes at the end of August and it would all be good. That was very basic information, but my ignorance of it was costly. I was losing money like crazy and struggling to pay the rent. It felt like this beautiful vision I had been carrying around in my head was shattering into a million pieces (while costing me millions of dollars).
Almost overnight (notice how success never happens overnight, but what you perceive to be failure can), we were half a million dollars in the hole, with no profit in sight. Mark’s reaction was “Hey, let’s shut this down before we lose even more.” Which only made sense. Mark understood my vision, but it wasn’t his vision. hip-hop was something he knew from the outside looking in. So when the money started disappearing, it was hard for him to have faith that there was still this incredible market right around the corner. He didn’t want to keep pushing, he just wanted his money back. (I think it was in the neighborhood of $50K.)
I found myself at yet another crossroads. But I still wasn’t ready to turn around. Even though everyone thought that Mark was smart and I was crazy for not cutting my losses, I decided to buy Mark out. I wrote Mark his check, because my vision for what Phat Farm could become was still very strong. And in retrospect, I’m sure that Mark wishes he had stayed in a little longer, because that initial investment would have been worth in excess of $30 million when I eventually sold the company. But when you aren’t passionate about a vision, it’s hard to have faith in it.
That’s why you can never go by the bottom line alone when you’re following your vision. According to the bottom line, our little store was a failure. But the bottom line couldn’t see what I saw. The bottom line couldn’t see how hip-hoppers were coming in off the street and getting excited about our clothes. How they would talk to me, telling me the things I could do to make the clothes even better. I could feel their energy. I could see that with the exception of Karl Kani, who was doing big things first with Cross Colours and then on his own, there still wasn’t anyone else who was speaking to the streets correctly. I could sense there was an appreciation of the brand developing. I remember the first year we went to the MAGIC trade show in Las Vegas, which is the industry’s biggest annual trade event, we were the only hip-hop line there. If you go to MAGIC today, it looks like a rap concert. Puffy, Jay-Z, 50 Cent, The Game, Nelly, and every other rapper with a clothing line are there trying to meet buyers and convince them to pick up their lines. But back in the early nineties, there was not one other African-American-owned clothing company at that show. Still, I was happy to be in the house. Instead of feeling locked out, I was inspired to stand there on the floor and look at all the booths and buyers. I saw opportunity and I was determined to make the most out of it.
Ultimately, it took me a long time to make Phat Farm profitable. I lost money for six straight years, to the tune of $10 million. Not someone else’s money—my money. Remember, I hadn’t sold my stake in Def Jam yet, which meant that my investment in Phat Farm represented all the equity I had in the world. As they say in poker, I went “all in.” I spent six years busting my ass while I could hear people on the sidelines laughing at me, saying I was going to fail. But eventually, after all the struggles, we started to find our groove. In time, we progressed from a small boutique to a line that was carried in department stores. Almost seven years after I started it, Phat Farm finally turned a profit. But when I was finally making money, I learned that my vision was still in danger.
As soon as Phat Farm raised its profile a bit, people were knocking on my door, begging me to change our look. Retail chains like Champs were begging me to make hockey jerseys and extra-baggy pants. Styles that were very juvenile and trendy. But as tempting as the money was, I couldn’t do those things. My original tag line for Phat Farm was “Classic American Flava.” And jerseys and extra-baggy pants aren’t classic flavor. History has proven that. Those things were hot at the moment and a lot of people had success making them. But they did not meet my vision for classic American flava. So I turned down every offer.
Never forget that trends change. That’s why your vision has to stay firm. If Phat Farm had tried to move with the trends, it would have damaged the company terribly in the long run. We would have ridden that wave for a second and then wiped out. But we resisted the temptation, and fifteen years later, we’re still bringing the Classic American Flava. We still haven’t compromised that original tagline.
And by maintaining its integrity, the Phat Farm brand has been able to keep growing. After ten years in the game, we were grossing close to $300 million a year and I had taken the brand as far as I could with my resources. So I sold Phat Farm (in a deal that still gives me day-to-day control of the company) to Kellwood for $115 million, plus back-end participation. And I really believe that with Kellwood’s resources behind it, almost fifteen years after I started, Phat Farm is even closer than ever to becoming the institution of my dreams.
Turning Phat Farm into a profitable business was great, but the money isn’t what makes me so proud of the company. I like to think that hip-hop has its own images in fashion partly because I was so persistent and resilient in following my dream back in the day. That’s what’s important to me. Now people like myself, Jay-Z, P. Diddy, Nelly, 50 Cent, and Marc Ecko can articulate the new American Dream, instead of having someone else tell us what it looks like. Maybe if we keep promoting these types of businesses, people will take stock in the beauty of diversity. Because I’m not just talking about African-American designers. I hope we’ve opened up the game for everybody. Maybe now Ralph Lauren will come out with a Lipschitz line. Wouldn’t that be something? And I’m not knocking Ralph, as he’s a friend of mine. I just want everybody to be comfortable wearing themselves.
VISIONS ARE SPIRITUAL
Selling Phat Farm for $120 million might have made headlines in the business pages, but I really saw it as more of a spiritual victory. You might wonder what’s so spiritual about getting a big check like that, but if that’s what following my vision got me, then it was a spiritual reward.
I say that because I don’t believe that people create their own visions. Rather, I believe that visions are actually God’s way of communicating with us. I know that sounds dramatic, but it’s a belief that’s fundamental to many faiths. I first understood it myself after reading Paramhansa Yogananda’s Autobiography of a Yogi. Yogananda was a great spiritual leader from India and when he wrote, “Your imagination is God itself,” that really rang true to me. And if you think about it, that message is echoed in most of the great scriptures. In Proverbs, it says, “Where there is no vision, the people perish.” In Islam, Muhammad didn’t sit down and write the Koran—he received it in a vision. Just like how it was in a vision that Buddha was finally shown the path to enlightenment. I’m certainly not a scholar when it comes to religion (or many subjects, for that matter), but I think you’ll find that no matter what religion you practice, vision is a very big part of it.
I think all these great prophets lived in order to demonstrate the potential of our vision. If you have the faith that Jesus Christ had, or Lord Buddha had, or Yogananda had, then you’re a miracle. If you’re like the rest of us, you’re just trying to realize some of that potential for greatness. Remember, Jesus or Lord Buddha didn’t share their visions to teach you who they were. They shared their vision to help teach you who you are. To help you understand the power God has already blessed you with. Most of us are very far away from that, but that’s the goal.
That’s why I really believe the imagination of God is the collective imagination of man. And I believe that’s why people who listen to their imagination, instead of ignoring it, have a much more fulfilling life.
Your Ear Is Like an Embryo
Another thing I believe is that every single person has been blessed by God with unique ideas. Notice the plural tense. That includes you. There are no exceptions. The problem is that only a small number of us actually follow through on those ideas. What holds most people back isn’t the quality of their ideas, but a lack of faith in themselves. What ever dream you’re following, people will always tell you, “You can’t do this,” or “You’ll never be able to do that.” But you can do it. The world belongs to people who say, “I can.”
That’s why you can’t let negativity get in your ear. Your ear is like an embryo. Negative ideas will grow in there if you’re not careful. There are always going to be critics trying to dull your dreams. But you can’t let them. Back in the day, my brother Reverend Run used to say, “The critics can get the didick.” Of course, he’d say it differently now, but the message is still the same: Don’t listen to the haters. Listen to your dreams. As soon as you hear that negativity in your ear, try to block it out. Instead, focus on what made you so excited about your dream in the first place. Let that excitement drown out the negativity.
It hurts my heart when I think about all the people who have had incredible ideas, but give up because things don’t pop off right away. Try to remember that nothing worthwhile is ever going to just pop off. If you want a very big example, consider that even God didn’t make the Earth the same day he envisioned it. He imagined it on the first page of Genesis but didn’t actually create the world until four chapters later. So even God needed a little time to make things happen! What makes you think you’re going to get a deal the first time you spit a rhyme for a label? What makes you think you’ll get into medical school the first time you apply? What makes you think that beautiful girl is going to go out with you the first time you ask? Anything worthwhile is going to take time to manifest itself. And a lot of perseverance.
What ever obstacles appear in your path, put your head down and get past them. Those obstacles aren’t real. They’re just God’s way of testing you. He’s asking you, “Do you want to make it or not?” That’s what God was asking me when I had trouble finding investors for Phat Farm. That’s what God was asking me when we spent all that money designing and manufacturing a fall line but delivered it to the stores too late. That’s even what God was asking me later on down the road, when those distributors wanted me to make a hockey jersey that would have made money but compromised our basic vision.
Those kinds of tests are given to you from God to see if you believe in God. Don’t fail your test. Focus on your vision and keep going until you hit the finish line. Don’t be one of the people who believe in their vision at first but then give up. See it through, no matter how long that takes. Understand that obstacles are just part of the game. What ever you imagine, you can achieve. Once you realize this truth, no one is going to be able to stop you.
THE VISION OF HIP-HOP
It’s true that prophets like Yogananda and Jesus and Muhammad have played a tremendous role in shaping my personal belief in the power of vision. But they haven’t been alone. Because I’ve also learned about the power of vision from many rappers. I’m not comparing rappers to Jesus (though I do believe he would be hanging out with rappers if he were walking the earth today—they both love poor people and love to tell the truth), but I will say that rappers are living, breathing testaments to the power of vision.
Hip-hop is all about believing in your vision. In its original form, hip-hop was about one person grabbing a microphone and telling the world how great he or she was. It was about a poor kid who probably didn’t have much creating an all-powerful vision of himself in his mind and then sharing it with his friends, his block, his borough, his city, and then ultimately the world.
That’s how hip-hop started—poor kids with nothing, rhyming about having everything. But over the years it’s evolved to the point where that artistic attitude has transformed into a very successful business model. No one can argue that hip-hop hasn’t created a new way of doing business in the country. It’s proven that a bunch of kids who didn’t go to business school, who don’t have MBAs, and who don’t speak “proper” English can still make a lot of money. Despite their apparent lack of sophistication and training, they can still create thriving businesses, companies that leave the rest of corporate America playing catch-up. So while every one else is struggling, cutting back, and trying to downsize, how are these kids from the ghetto rolling up in brand-new Bentleys and building new companies every week? It’s really very simple: They believe in their vision.
There are plenty of examples of this mindset, but one that I think really illustrates it is Brian “Baby” Williams, the cofounder (along with his brother Ronald “Slim” Williams) of Cash Money Records. When a lot of people in the industry first met Baby, they almost automatically assumed that he wasn’t the best businessman. He’s got a deep New Orleans drawl, tattoos on his face, and more than a few paychecks hanging around his neck. After all, this is the man who helped coin the phrase bling-bling. Not the kind of guy industry suits are usually comfortable around. But Baby got a better deal for Cash Money than any of the suits from Harvard or Howard could have ever gotten. The distribution deal he set up with Universal Records was one of the most favorable I’ve ever seen. It’s become the standard that everyone in the music industry aspires to. What was his secret?
The answer is that Baby wouldn’t compromise his vision. When he and Slim started selling records in dependently in the early nineties, they learned how to distribute their own product and make their own margins. They became so good at doing it regionally that they started plotting how to do it on a national level. Of course, once the major record labels heard about these two brothers moving thousands of units in the Big Easy, they all wanted to sign them. But they wanted to sign them to the standard industry contract, one that gave the label most of the profits for very little risk. But Baby wasn’t going for it. He wasn’t educated in the industry norms and frankly wasn’t interested in being educated about something that didn’t make sense financially to him. Instead, he had a vision of what he and his brother could do and refused to compromise that vision.
I felt the power of Baby’s faith firsthand, because Lyor Cohen and I unsuccessfully tried to negotiate a deal with him at Def Jam. The way it went down was so gangster, he just refused to budge. He told us, “I’ll pay you a little fee to distribute my records, but I want to keep the rights to my masters. Plus loan me a little money while you’re at it.” It was so outrageous, but he literally didn’t know any better. In some way, his ignorance was his strength. Someone with a business degree would have never dared ask for those terms. But Baby didn’t know, or care, how the industry worked. He had a vision and he refused to lose sight of it.
Baby’s confidence in his vision became contagious. Because after watching him turn down deal after deal, the industry started to think, “This guy must really be holding a strong hand.” So eventually some guys very high up at Universal got involved and gave him the deal he was looking for. It was unprecedented. And it took someone from the streets to make it happen. Because for Baby and Slim, following their dreams gave them better direction than any textbook or diploma could have.
Now, I want to be very clear here, because in no way am I knocking a formal education. School is so critical and I’m sure even Baby and Slim would tell you that themselves. They would probably admit that as lucrative as their deal was, it would have been worth even more with a little more education under their belts. And even though I never graduated from college, I still put a tremendous emphasis on education. In fact, when young people come to me for help, the first thing I insist they do is get more schooling. I’m happy to help them follow their dreams, but I want them to get some education first. In fact, I was paying for the education of someone in my family until I found out he was taking the money I was sending him for school and putting it into a business venture he was trying to start instead. And when I found out, I cut him off—refused to speak to him, refused to see him—until he went back to school. Not because I didn’t love him, but rather because I loved him so much. I knew he could be great, but I also knew that with an education he could be even greater. And even though he thought I was being too harsh at the time, now he understands that I was trying to save him from having to needlessly bang his head against the wall.
So if I’m knocking anything, it’s not education itself, but more the
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