

[image: ]




[image: ]




Copyright © 2005 by Stacy Gueraseva

All rights reserved.

Published in the United States by One World Books, an imprint of The Random House Publishing Group, a division of Random House, Inc., New York.

ONE WORLD is a registered trademark and the One World colophon is a trademark of Random House, Inc.

Photographs of LL Cool J (this page) and Slick Rick (this page) copyright © Glen E. Friedman, from the book Fuck You Too. Reprinted with permission of Burning Flags Press.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Gueraseva, Stacy.
Def Jam, Inc.: Russell Simmons, Rick Rubin, and the extraordinary story of the world’s most influential hip-hop label / by Stacy Gueraseva.
p. cm.
eISBN: 978-0-307-52039-5
1. Def Jam Recordings—History. 2. Simmons, Russell. 3. Rubin, Rick. 4. Sound recording executives and producers—United States—Biography. 5. Rap (Music)—History and criticism. I. Title.

ML427.D44G84 2005
782.421649′092′2—dc22
[B]      2004066261

www.oneworldbooks.net

v3.1





To Jules





Contents


Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Introduction

Prologue



Part One: Debut, 1982–87

1. The Maverick

2. The Visionary

3. Coming Together

4. Dorm Room to Boardroom

5. (Dysfunctional) Family

6. Invincible

Part Two: Growing Pains, 1988–93

7. Together Forever?

8. Rush Communications

9. Damage Control

10. RAL

11. Hard-Core

Part Three: Fast Company, 1994–2004

12. The Lyor Show

13. Sexy Again

14. Starting Over


Notes and Sources

Def Jam Recordings, U.S. Discography

Acknowledgments

About the Author






Introduction

Why am I writing the introduction to this book? After all, I am only a tiny piece of this huge Def Jam mosaic that has inspired people around the world. Other than its obvious, ground-breaking recording artists, Def Jam developed a culture where an intern could one day become president of the company, where a messenger could become an A&R man, an unknown comedian, after appearing on The Def Comedy Jam, could go on to make $20 million a movie, where a graffiti artist could become one of the industry’s most sought-after art directors, where a street corner poet could win a Tony for appearing on Broadway, and where a white DJ who started a record company out of his dorm room could become one of the most successful and prolific record producers of all time.

And by chance even me, the young, white, Jewish kid who Russell Simmons brought into his world and eventually recognized my unique abilities and enthusiasm for filmmaking, which gave me the break I needed. Russell saw something in me and exposed me to a life of hip-hop. He gave me the opportunity to shadow him during an important period in Def Jam’s history. The experience taught me things that could not be found in any book or on even the most wise street corner. Def Jam’s music and work aesthetic changed my life.

The first time I met Russell Simmons was in Washington Square Park, on the set of Run-DMC’s “Run’s House” video. It was 1987! I was sitting in my dorm room at NYU—I was a sophomore at the Tisch School for the Arts—when Glen Friedman called me and said I should go by the “Run’s House” set to meet Russell. Glen was Def Jam’s primary photographer at that time, and had shot the album cover for a white rap group I was producing, Big Man On Campus (BMOC).

While shooting the BMOC cover at Harvard University, Glen had suggested that I should pick up a classic hooded Harvard Champion sweatshirt for Russell, who loved Champion sweatshirts. It seemed like a strange request, but being a seventeen-year-old wide-eyed rap fan, I thought that maybe when you meet someone in the rap business, you have to come bearing gifts. So when I gave the sweatshirt to Russell on the set, he looked at me like I was some obsessed fan. When, in fact, I really wasn’t. I got mad at Glen for suggesting the sweatshirt, but the next time I ran into Russell, he remembered me for it.

I was out every night during college—Danceteria, Nell’s, the Milk Bar—and started seeing Russell out all the time. One time he saw me with a gaggle of models, so of course he came over to say hi. He had a mini Cadillac stretch back then and invited me and the girls along for the ride, going from club to club, driven by his long-time driver Kenny Lee. We ended up at Save the Robots, an Alphabet City after-hours club that opened at 5 a.m. We left at about noon and continued on that schedule for as long as I can remember. It’s a miracle that I even graduated from NYU.

My relationship with Russell was initially based on our mutual admiration for beautiful women, and I knew them all. But my real dream since I was eight years old was not to be going out every night to clubs but to be a film director. So whenever I would complete a student film, I would show it to Russell for his approval. He would watch and then say, “Great, now let’s go out and chase some models!” Not that he wasn’t interested in my work, but going out was definitely more interesting.

Lyor Cohen, however, took notice of the fact that I was in need of some attention when it came to my films. He was always going over to Russell’s house to show him the latest Def Jam video (there were very few at the time), and Russell and Lyor would always ask for my opinion, too, whether it was because I was a film student or because I was always around. I had a feeling Lyor had no idea if a video was good or not, but it felt good that it was left up to Russell and me to decide. It was like another film school for me.

Russell always gets the credit for discovering me but it was Lyor who gave me my first directing job. He hired me to direct some public service announcements for Public Enemy on topics like black-on-black crime and safe sex—all part of his strategy to clean up Public Enemy’s image after Professor Griff’s anti-Semitic statements. The six PSA’s I directed played constantly on The Box and BET, and I could tell that Russell was proud of me, but I was nervous about directing music videos for Def Jam. Would Russell still be my friend if I did a bad job?

In 1992, Russell and I decided to go to my hometown of Miami for a Public Enemy concert. We shared a room at The Marlin on South Beach. After the show, Russell and I went backstage, where Chuck D. mentioned that they were going to shoot a video for their new single, “Louder Than a Bomb.” He recognized me as the director of their PSA’s, and said to Russell, “Can Brett shoot the video?” Russell said, with me standing right by his side, “Brett who?” Chuck pointed to me and said, “Brett. White man Brett. Your friend.” Russell reacted like the proudest father in the world. His face lit up and he said to me, “Do you wanna do it?” Of course I said, “Yes.” Suddenly, I went from being the white kid Russell would go clubbing with to being his “Jewish son.” From then on, Russell introduced me to everyone as his adopted son.

For the “Louder Than a Bomb” video, I followed Public Enemy on their tour with U2, city to city, through airports, arenas, and grocery shopping trips with Flavor Flav and his many kids. The video I shot was in black and white—the first of its kind for a documentary-style concert video. When it was finally delivered to MTV, they immediately added it to the rotation, and the strategic Bono cameo ensured continuous broadcasting. But something else happened when the video debuted that was even more defining for me, for other directors, and for the quality of future music videos. MTV credited the director of the video. And mine was the very first credit. What luck. All of a sudden, Russell started getting calls from artists, asking “Can Brett do my next video?” This time, he didn’t have to ask, “Brett who?”

Erick Sermon called and asked me to direct the video for “Tonight’s Da Night” from Redman’s debut LP, Whut? Thee Album. The buzz on Redman was huge, and Def Jam needed a hit desperately. He suggested we shoot in front of his home in Newark, New Jersey, so that he didn’t have to wake up too early. I got my film crew together one morning in a van and we set out for Newark, where Redman lived with his parents. While we waited for him to come out, we filmed shots of the Jewish cemetery right across the street. Hours later, Redman finally emerged with a huge tissue hanging from his nose. I was only able to get one take because he kept going, then got into his car and drove away. My crew jumped in the van and followed.

Around the corner from his house we met Redman’s crew, the Pack Pistol Posse. He said, “Now I’m ready to shoot, white boy!” No makeup, no props, no wardrobe styling, just the clothes on their backs. Typical Def Jam artist—signed because of his talent, charisma, and star quality. There were no gimmicks.

The shoot then moved to Harlem, where 150 of Redman’s closest friends were all standing in the cold waiting to be in his video. Redman got a last-minute idea to have a “white bitch” roll up and buy some weed. I said to him, “But Reg [short for Reggie, his real name], it’s 3 a.m. There are no white bitches on the street in Harlem right now.” He pointed off into the distance and said, “What about that ‘white bitch’?” “That’s my mom!” I said. He said, “So what?” And that’s how my mom ended up being the “white bitch rolling up and buying some weed” in the Redman video.

Russell and Lyor each had their particular favorite Def Jam artists. Russell loved Bo$$, the South Central Cartel, and Pete Nice; Lyor favored Domino, Montell Jordan, and MC Serch. Of course, the videos I directed were for Russell’s favorite artists. So if those records didn’t sell, Lyor would blame me. When I was asked to direct LL Cool J’s “Pink Cookies in a Plastic Bag (Getting Crushed by Buildings)” video, Lyor gave me the usual: “Don’t ruin his career. The future of Def Jam is in your hands.” While we were in the middle of directing the “Pink Cookies” video, LL’s “Backseat of My Jeep” single started taking off on the radio instead, and Lyor realized we had done the video for the wrong single. So I suggested that we stop the song in the middle and cut in fifteen seconds of the hook of “Backseat of My Jeep” in order to tease the audience for what was coming. Teasers in videos would become standard practice after that.

Brian Grazer, a big Hollywood producer whom I met with Russell when Brian was doing Boomerang in New York, offered me a job around that time to be his assistant for $23,000 a year. I told him I appreciated the offer, but that I was a director not an assistant. So he offered me an extra $2,000. I said, “You don’t understand. I’m a director like Ron Howard. I’m gonna be directing movies soon.” He thanked me for coming in, and asked his assistant to bring in his next appointment. On my way out, he asked me to say “hi” to Russell for him. I said, “By the way, Russell has a great idea. He wants to do a black version of The Nutty Professor.” Brian immediately called Jerry Lewis in front of me and offered to buy the rights. Russell ended up with $600,000 as a producing fee and the soundtrack rights for Def Jam. Of course, I got to direct the videos for the soundtrack.

In the summer of 1997, I decided to move to L.A. to pursue my career in the movie business; Russell followed me and together we rented a house in the Hollywood Hills. The first feature I directed was Money Talks, starring Chris Tucker, whom I’d seen for the first time at one of the rehearsals for The Def Comedy Jam. I went on to direct Rush Hour and gave the soundtrack to Def Jam, of course, to distribute. But Rush Hour would never have happened if I hadn’t been exposed to the living cultural experience that was, and still is, Def Jam.

Brett Ratner
Beverly Hills, March 28, 2005


Prologue

On September 5 of 2003 in New York City, a group of eleven men assembled in the same room for the first time in more than ten years. The occasion was a historic shoot for a “Def Jam Reunion,” as the headline read, in Vanity Fair magazine’s annual music issue. The three-page foldout spread looked at the people who’d started Def Jam Records, the most influential and longest-running hip-hop label. The men in the room were Def Jam’s founders Rick Rubin and Russell Simmons; Def Jam’s first artist, LL Cool J, who was still signed to the label; Lyor Cohen, former artist manager turned Def Jam’s chief; Run and DMC of Run-DMC, and their former road manager Runny Ray; Chuck D. of Public Enemy, his sidekick Flavor Flav, as well as their former producer, Bomb Squad’s Hank Shocklee. There was also Tom Araya of the heavy metal group Slayer, who were signed to Def Jam in 1986.

On a replica set of Rubin’s old New York University dorm room, where he conceived the Def Jam logo and programmed his early beats, legendary photographer Annie Liebovitz was clicking away. No one in that room would have thought back in 1984, when Def Jam was officially founded as an independent label, that they would ever have the occasion to gather for its twentieth anniversary. “It felt incredible,” recalled Lyor Cohen of that day. “All of us enjoyed it so much, it was so fun. There was no sadness, like, ‘Oh, we miss …’ It was all about optimism and sharing something really important.”

But there was someone missing: Jam Master Jay, Run-DMC’s DJ, who was a motivating and creative presence at Def Jam since the beginning, and the founder of JMJ Records, home to one of Def Jam’s biggest groups, Onyx. He had been shot, execution-style, on October 30, 2002, at the same Queens studio where he had recorded for years. No one saw it coming. “Jay was the most proud of them all,” says Cohen. “If he was ever in trouble or in need of something, he would never ask.” His death was a staggering loss. Over at Def Jam’s offices on West Fiftieth Street, by the elevator bank of the executive floor, staff members arranged a set of tables draped in white cloth, with a picture of Jay surrounded by flowers and a personalized dedication. The arrangement remained there for more than two weeks. As Chuck D. noted, “Jay really connected everyone together.”

Also missing from the picture were the Beastie Boys, Def Jam’s first platinum-selling group. Although they spent only three years at the label, they left one of the most indelible marks on it. Mike D., MCA, and Ad-Rock were completely changed men from the young, bratty, and wild kids who toured the country in 1987 with giant Budweiser cans as stage props, a dancing girl in a cage, and an inflatable phallus. They had developed a varied repertoire as recording artists for Capitol Records, to which they signed in 1989. These days, they were family men.

Eighteen years after their multiplatinum phenomenon Licensed to Ill, the Beasties were still recording and releasing new material. At the time of the Vanity Fair shoot they were working on their eagerly anticipated sixth album, To the Five Boroughs, their first full-length release in seven years. Now considered the “elder statesmen” of rap instead of the rebellious punk kids of their early years, the Beasties had an entirely new generation of fans—many of whom were born after the Beasties’ first album was released.

Bill Adler, Def Jam’s former publicist, had tried to convince the Beasties to take part in the shoot, but to no avail. The trio simply refused to put aside their long-standing grudge against Rubin and Simmons over a royalties lawsuit, dating back to 1988. “Boy, they talk about their newfound sense of being, and I thought that part of that was about letting go and being positive,” says Cohen. “They would have had a really great time.”

Indeed, all those who were present were feeling elated. “Rubin and Simmons seemed like old friends who hadn’t seen each other in a while,” recalled Tom Araya. In the photograph, Simmons is leaning his head on Rubin’s shoulder in the warm, familiar way of an old friend. “You could see that they were both very proud of the fact that they were able to do what they’d done. Big old smiles on their faces,” says Araya. In fact, the idea to re-create the dorm room for the photo shoot—in a downtown warehouse—came from Rubin himself, who twenty years after creating the Def Jam logo was still exercising a kind of proud ownership. “I was looking at everybody, thinking, ‘Damn, I didn’t know we were a part of history in the making,’ ” Araya recalled. “I can’t believe that we were at the beginning of something humongous. I just kinda sat there and looked at everybody: Chuck D., Flavor Flav, LL, the Run-DMC guys. Like, fuck.”

So much had changed since those early days, most notably Russell Simmons, who was now a brand unto himself, with a hand in film, finance, fashion, and even politics. Rick Rubin had come to be regarded as one of the greatest rock producers of the century. His status in the music industry was almost mythical, as he produced such artists as Johnny Cash and the Red Hot Chili Peppers. LL Cool J had become a film and TV star; Public Enemy had severed ties with Def Jam in 2000 after fourteen years with the label and abandoned the traditional music distribution system.

But it was Def Jam Records itself that had gone through the most dramatic transformation. The Def Jam of the 1980s—when it was still a boutique-style, but fully operational, label with a small roster of artists and a handful of full-time staff who wore many hats around the office and had no clear job titles—was essentially obsolete. “The fact that we had any success at all is remarkable and a real testament to how good the work was, because everything else was poorly handled—out of ignorance and inexperience,” Rubin recalled of the early days.

Def Jam was now the hip-hop arm of a new label known as Island Def Jam Group (Island Records is the rock and country arm), under the Universal Music Group, the world’s largest record company.

From Tokyo to Berlin, London to Amsterdam, Island Def Jam has secured offices around the world and has become a true global empire in the new millennium. Its midtown Manhattan headquarters are a picture of corporate music at its most well-oiled, successful, and exciting: glass-paneled doors, shiny oak desks, luxury details like a juice/espresso bar with an adjacent magazine wall, breathtaking views of downtown Manhattan. It doesn’t get much more corporate than occupying three floors in the towering Polygram building on Manhattan’s West Fiftieth Street. Yet, despite going corporate, vestiges of Def Jam’s creative spirit and do-it-yourself attitude remain. Most of the executives don’t have MBA’s or even college degrees; some had made their way to the top from humble beginnings like sweeping floors at a hair salon.

Like the greatest of American success stories, Def Jam’s is about building a business, a dream, from the ground up. It is filled with many intriguing what-ifs. For example, before starting at NYU, Rick Rubin strongly considered going to the University of Chicago. What if he had gone there; would he have started Def Jam out of his dorm room, as he did at NYU? What if Def Jam had never signed a distribution deal with CBS Records, back in 1985; would they have died out like most hip-hop labels that started in the early and mid eighties? What if Rubin had never left the company in 1988; would it have gotten stronger, or dissolved?

Annie Leibovitz shot the final photo, and everyone went their separate ways. Within months, Cohen would be leaving Def Jam to become the chairman and chief executive officer of recorded music at Warner Music Group and a new chapter in the story would begin. He would be the last of the original executives to leave the label, and his departure would mark the end of an era—one of the most exciting times in music—but the beginning of a new chapter in Def Jam’s constantly evolving story.

The emotional bond that Cohen, like so many other former employees, had forged with Def Jam was permanent. There is an old joke at Def Jam that “the company is like a cult,” says Todd Moscowitz, a former staffer and now president of Asylum Records, a division of the Warner Music Group. But it really is true. As Cohen says, “We’re always gonna be part of Def Jam.”
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When New York University freshman Adam Dubin arrived on campus in September of 1982 to move into his new home—Weinstein Hall, at 5 University Place, in Greenwich Village—the view that greeted him inside his tiny dorm room was uncanny. An industrial-size Cerwin-Vega speaker stretched across the top of the dressers; and both of the desks had been pushed together to hold two turntables, a mixer, and a drum machine. The bookcases were stacked with milk crates full of records; old magazines were scattered around the floor. The only light source was a bandanna-draped lamp by his roommate’s bed (he had unscrewed all the other lightbulbs in the room). It would turn out to be the roommate’s second year in room 712, and he made it clear that this was his territory. “I noticed nothing in the room that let you know that there was any schoolwork to be done,” Dubin recalled. “No textbooks, notebooks, binders, loose-leafs. Nothing.”

“Where am I supposed to do my work?” he asked, a bit surprised.

“Work’s to be done in the library,” his new roommate announced in a commanding baritone. “I like to do deejaying.”

He introduced himself as Rick Rubin, a sophomore film and video major, who, like Dubin and a large portion of NYU’s student body, came from Long Island. A heavyset kid with shoulder-length brown hair and tinted eyeglasses, Rubin had on black jeans and a black T-shirt, topped with a biker-style leather jacket—his dress code on most days of the week. His friends had nicknamed him Rick Rock because of his passion for music and his rebel persona—similar to the “menacing aura of a character in an urban psycho-killer film,” as one reporter wrote, that Rubin would cultivate several years later as one of music’s most eccentric and visionary record producers.

Over the next few weeks, he took the time to show Dubin his world and seemed to enjoy playing the role of teacher. “It was important that I understood why he was gonna dominate the room,” Dubin recalled. “He wanted to make sure that he didn’t have some medical student for a roommate who’s like, ‘I can’t study.’ ”

“What do you like to listen to?” he asked Dubin during their first conversation. “Led Zeppelin,” said Dubin. Rubin frowned. “Rolling Stones,” Dubin continued, and Rubin frowned again. He said that he was more excited by current sounds like a hard-core band from San Francisco called Flipper, which specialized in a subgenre of punk known as art-noise and was putting out records on an independent label. Rubin loved Flipper and their 1981 EP Generic Flipper, inspired him. The band had slowed down the superfast pace of hard-core for a few songs, chopping up each note. Their album cover was minimalist with black type on a yellow background, and a bar code that spelled out the name of the band instead of the usual numbers. The tracks on both sides of the record were listed as “Active Ingredients,” and also came with quirky instructions like “Caution: If bleeding persists, contact your physician.” Generic Flipper was “what Hose was trying to sound like,” says Dubin. Hose was Rick’s art-noise band, which he started during his freshman year at NYU.

One day Rubin showed his roommate an EP that he had recorded with Hose that past April of 1982. A fan of anything high-concept and cutting-edge, Rubin wanted Hose to be “more associated with an artistic movement,” recalled Mike Espindle, a fellow student who would become the group’s second lead singer. Rubin designed the professional-looking jacket after one of his favorite artists, Piet Mondrian, and his famous Tableau II painting. Just like the thick black intersecting lines and the red, whites, and yellows that fill the rectangles in Mondrian’s painting, Rubin used bass and drums to create “a framework” for the song and “vocals and guitar to fill it with color,” recalled Espindle. Along with original tracks there were covers, including Rick James’s “Super Freak,” but slowed down to its barest minimum. In his presentation of the band, Rubin made every attempt to avoid convention, even identifying the band members on the back of the album as Joel Horne, “Bash” (as in bass); Rick Rosen, “Truth” (vocals); and Rick Rubin, “Screech” (guitar). The black-and-yellow sticker on the EP advised, “This LP is to be played loud at 33⅓ RPMs.”

The remarkable thing about the group was not its music, but how far Rubin had taken his passion. He didn’t just record a demo and pass it around to friends, like most kids his age did; he actually finagled a distribution deal with the independent label 99 Records, owned by producer Ed Bahlman, who also operated a record store of the same name in the East Village. Rubin had been hanging out there since his senior year in high school and knew Bahlman well. “He kind of walked me through the process of how you go here to press the record, and you go here to have your labels made, and you go here to have your jacket covers made,” Rubin recalled. Like a fledgling record executive, Rubin stopped by local record stores to keep track of how well his records were stocked. “I gotta check my inventory,” he would say to Dubin, and together they made the rounds. “I had never met such a motivated nineteen-year-old,” Dubin recalls of Rick.

Rubin applied the same level of commitment to any new endeavor he picked up. As a young boy, he had become obsessed with magic, practicing tricks for five hours a day in front of the mirror. He would commute into Manhattan from his Lido Beach, Long Island, home for the sole purpose of exploring his favorite magic stores, where he spent hours soaking up their atmospheres, and connecting with fellow magicians, most of whom were adults. “I’m a researcher by nature,” he says. When his interest shifted to music in his early teens, Rubin picked up the guitar and became proficient with it within months. He started a punk band of his own, called The Pricks, and although he “wasn’t the greatest [guitarist],” says Mike Espindle, “he did a lot with a little.”

Rubin recalls having “mixed feelings” about his hometown, where he lived comfortably in a modern house with his parents, Mickey and Linda. “At the time, I wished that I was in Manhattan,” he says. “But in retrospect, I think it very much played a role in who I am and gave me a different perspective.” His suburban upbringing lacked the grittiness of city life and provided “a filter on what I got to see and hear,” he says, “which probably led me to having more commercial taste.”

Rick first became interested in hip-hop as a senior at Long Beach High School, a racially mixed school on Long Island, where Rubin was known as a music aficionado. (Next to his senior photo in the yearbook, Ricky, as he was called, had a quote: “I wanna play loud, I wanna be heard, I want all to know, I’m not one of the herd.”) Rubin paid attention to the rap music his black classmates were listening to and noticed that their favorite groups changed weekly, depending on who had a new record out. Rubin liked their obsession with the newest and latest.

When he moved to Manhattan to attend NYU—where he originally enrolled as a philosophy major with the intention of going to law school—Rubin used the opportunity to navigate the hip-hop subculture and make important connections with key DJs around the city. He was one of the few white teenagers venturing into uptown hip-hop nightclubs like Harlem World or Disco Fever deep in the Bronx, which was known as a testing ground for new rappers. Negril—on Second Avenue and Tenth Street in Manhattan—had been one of Rubin’s favorite nightspots, and the first club to bring hip-hop downtown. It was a small, dark space in the basement of an East Village restaurant, and Rubin went there for hip-hop night every Tuesday.

Within a few months the scene outgrew Negril, and the weekly party was moved to the Roxy, where Rubin would go to see rap groups like the Furious Five. He loved the immediacy of the contact between performers and the audience there. The Roxy had no proper stage back then, so when acts performed, the organizers would just rope off an area on the dance floor. Rubin observed the action intensely, sometimes dancing (“He was a good dancer,” points out Dubin), but mostly just listening. “There was a lot of standing around on the side of the floor at the Roxy, and seeing if the beat worked or not,” recalls college friend George Drakoulias. “And [Rubin] was bold,” Espindle recalls. “He would go right up to the DJ tables and talk to them about their equipment and find out which records were hot.” “Watch, and learn,” Rubin would say to his friends, only half-jokingly, as he would introduce himself to an important person at a club.

Rubin also loved the hip-hop slang he heard in the clubs and decided to attach a logo called Def Jam Records—which he also designed himself—on the Hose EP. “To emphasize it’s about the DJ,” he explains, Rubin made both of the first letters—the D and the J— bigger, chunkier, so that they stood out. Def jam was a phrase that hip-hoppers often used to describe the ultimate sound, the greatest “jam,” or record. “For info, records, or criticism,” a label on the back of the Hose record read, “send all mail to: Def Jam Recordings, 5 University Place, #712.” It was important for Rubin to create the aura of a real company behind-the-scenes, even if Def Jam was still just an idea.

When he wasn’t experiencing hip-hop live, Rubin was scouring record stores for the latest hip-hop releases. “I would buy them all,” he recalled, “and most of them were terrible. None of them accurately portrayed what I heard when I went to Negril. There was nothing that was true to what hip-hop was, the real hip-hop scene.” He was right: if you picked up any Sugar Hill record in 1982, you would hear a disco track with an MC rapping over it, with no basic song structure. “So as a fan, even though I would buy a rap record,” said Rubin, “I still really couldn’t wait to go to Negril next week.”

Rick not only got access to all the edgiest clubs in the city by virtue of his endless networking, but going out with him was “always a blast,” as Mike Espindle recalled. “He always knew the most interesting people.” Those not invited to Rubin’s outings felt sorely left out. One disgruntled Weinstein dorm resident even wrote a one-act play for his theater class about what it was like not to be invited out with Rick Rubin—“to sit around in the lobby of the dorm and know that me and Rick and a few other guys were out at this really cool thing, and how bad that made them feel,” recalled Espindle.

When Rubin became interested in the new sounds of go-go—a percussion-based, jam-style music that used elements of hip-hop and funk—he called the manager of Trouble Funk, the most well-known go-go band at the time, and offered to book them at the Roxy. “It would have never dawned on me to try and call the guys and arrange this shit,” says Dubin. “It seemed like something that people in the business do, but not nineteen-year-old kids.”

•        •        •

Rubin liked staying up late and could often be found at Weinstein’s reception desk at 3 a.m., hanging out with the night-shift desk clerks. Ric Menello, a graduate film student, was the head clerk, monitoring the reception area from midnight until eight in the morning. He and Rubin became close, spending many nights discussing movies, music, art, women, and ordering food from all-night restaurants like Cozy Soup’n’Burger and DeLion on Broadway. “I’ll pay for it if you call in the order and make sure to get everything the way I like it,” Rubin would often tell Menello, who would oblige. The two of them would stay up as late as 6 a.m. “philosophizing,” as Menello called it.

By his sophomore year, academics had already taken a backseat to Rubin’s real interest: music. Adam Dubin, who usually stayed up—and got up—late with him, learned by his second semester not to schedule any classes for the morning. Although he missed most of his classes, Rubin still got passing grades. One of the ways he managed to do this was by paying other students, like Ric Menello, to write papers for him.

The money came from Rubin’s parents, who doted on their only child. “They were truly a remarkable family,” recalled Mike Espindle of the close-knit Rubin clan. Mickey Rubin would often cook breakfast for his son and even collected tickets at a show Rick promoted in college. A self-made businessman in the wholesale shoe industry, Mickey understood the entrepreneural spirit well. Linda Rubin often drove her son to rock shows, waiting outside the club for him in her Cadillac until the show finished.

Access to money allowed Rubin to make mistakes without major consequences. The best example was a concert that he organized during his freshman year at NYU at the Hotel Diplomat near Thirty-fourth Street, called “Uptown Meets Downtown.” Featuring a mix of hip-hop groups like the Treacherous Three and punk bands like Heart Attack and Liquid Liquid, it was one of the first live meldings of rap with punk. The show was even reviewed by the Village Voice and was referred to as a great fusion point in music. But Rubin’s guest list outnumbered the ticket holders and the concert lost money as a result.

Rubin was not satisfied with just having a band; he also loved to deejay. Because he knew that dorm parties would provide him with a perfect opportunity to spin his records, Rubin convinced his friends to join the party committee. The Weinstein dorm had a long history of infamous parties and pranks. When the Ramones played there in the late 1970s, Dee Dee Ramone’s girlfriend got kicked out for starting a vicious catfight; and once, there was a shooting at a student dance. The five-foot statue of the dorm’s namesake, Joe Weinstein, was constantly being stolen and met its end one day when it was thrown off a roof, dangerously shattering into pieces. Students were also fond of pranks like “penning,” in which coins, placed between the doorjamb and the door, resulted in the door being pushed in so tightly that the person inside couldn’t get out. There was even a makeshift bar in the basement, called Joe’s Pub (fourteen years later, another Joe’s Pub would become a New York City hotspot).

Rubin was “a little rough around the edges” as a DJ, as college friend George Drakoulias recalled, but he wasn’t trying to be Grandmaster Flash—he just wanted to mix good records. Since he had all the necessary party equipment right in his dorm room, he spent all the money the dorm party committee gave him on food—usually from White Castle—and alcohol (this was before the National Minimum Drinking Age Act of 1984, which changed the national legal drinking age from eighteen to twenty-one). Rubin was such a fan of White Castle that once he got their truck to deliver burgers right to his dorm.

With the Weinstein party committee at his disposal, Rubin threw parties every month. Sometimes he hired DJs that he had seen at the Roxy, but mostly he preferred to deejay himself. Rubin would only spin hip-hop, go-go, and some rock. “Anything but the conventional radio fare,” recalled Dubin. If a student came up and requested a song like “Centerfold” by J. Giles Band, which was a big hit in 1982, Rubin would just stare at them with disdain out of his dark glasses.

He was fond of using his glasses as a tool of intimidation. During dinner with friends, Rubin took off the glasses when he started a meal, and put them back on when he was done, as if to say, “Hurry up.” Rick was almost as passionate about food as he was about music. “Come down, we’re gonna go eat,” he would buzz his friends from the lobby each day. “Yo, but it’s Empire Szechuan. It’s your favorite bullshit,” he would respond when there was any resistance. (The Rubin-coined phrase favorite bullshit was often used by him and his friends to describe something great.) It seemed that Rubin had a little more cash than his friends, and he often pitched in extra for meals. “Whatever I have, it always costs seven dollars, ten dollars more,” he complained. But he still paid. If he ever wanted to do something, his parents usually gave him the money to make it happen. Still, he “wasn’t the guy who was flashing a wad,” recalled Espindle.

Rubin’s elaborate sound system was a convenience when it came to deejaying Weinstein’s parties, but it was a major nuisance for a few of his neighbors. His upstairs neighbor Nancy liked to go to bed at around 11 p.m., which was when Rubin’s night usually got started. He and his friends would blast their music through the Cerwin-Vega speaker, waking up Nancy almost every night. When she would call Rubin and yell at him or bang on the floor, he only turned the music up louder. “This is what I do! This is my art,” he yelled back at her. “He really went out of his way to make her life miserable,” Espindle recalled.

The conflict continued for months, and culminated one night in a near-fight. Rubin and his friends had just returned from a show amped and in the mood to party, so they sat around his room, laughing and listening to something really loud. Nancy started banging from above. Rubin increased the volume and, for added effect, started vacuuming the ceiling. Everyone was laughing hysterically, until suddenly the door blasted open, and there stood Nancy. “You motherfuckers!” she yelled, and ran into the room, wielding a small knife, according to Rubin. He made a quick getaway.

As a result of the incident, Rubin was threatened with being kicked out of the dorm. He appeared in the “Weinstein Court” to argue his case. “I am a punk rock musician, and volume is integral to the music,” he said in his defense. “To have punk rock without volume is to diminish its artistic value and merit. Therefore, volume is a necessary part of me doing my art.” He argued that when he listened to his music, he was studying, just as Nancy studied for her law classes. Rubin enlisted Menello to testify that he had heard few, if any, noise complaints about Rubin during his front-desk shift. “Someone has to have extrasensitive hearing like Superman to think it was too loud!” Menello proclaimed. Besides, there were noisemakers far worse than Rubin in the dorm, like one guy who liked to annoy his neighbor by hooking up his electric typewriter to stereo amps and typing so furiously that the keyboard produced gunshotlike sounds.

Rubin’s defense worked. He was allowed to stay in the dorm—under some strict regulations. “I was the first person brought up on charges in the fifteen or twenty years that they had a court,” Rubin remembered proudly. His upstairs neighbor Nancy moved soon after.

As long as he wasn’t being punished, Rubin often encouraged and took part in the troublemaking. He could convince almost anyone to do almost anything for him. “You gotta do it,” Rubin would insist. “You know you want to.” Back when he played with his high school band, The Pricks, Rubin frequently encouraged and got a real kick out of watching the lead singer jump into the crowd during a song, walk up to a person, stare at him intensely, and then just slap him for no good reason. During a summer tour with Hose in 1982, Rubin instructed one of the group members to set the sprinklers off in the club with a lighter right in the middle of their set. Sure enough, the sprinklers went off, but Rubin escaped getting blamed for the incident. “Which is also kind of Rick’s personality,” said George Drakoulias. “He was just fearless.”

Rubin was not afraid to defy authority. A few months into his sophomore year, he decided that he wanted to replace his bed with a futon. The problem after he bought it was that he had both a bed and a futon in his room. “No problem for Rick,” says Dubin. “He just threw [the bed] out into the hall.” The dorm wrote them complaint letters about the bed’s fire hazard in the hall, and one day the roommates came home to find that maintenance put the bed back in their room. Rubin threw it back out in the hall, then appealed to the dorm to let them put the bed in storage. “He just wanted things his way,” says Dubin. “His personal comfort was important to him. It wouldn’t have occurred to me at that time to challenge the dorm as he did.”

•        •        •

When not out at hip-hop clubs or throwing parties at Weinstein, Rubin and his friends went to see punk and rock shows at Manhattan clubs like Peppermint Lounge, Folk City, and the Continental Divide. On November 20, 1982, they attended a two-day benefit for a local punk label called RATcage at the legendary CBGB’s venue. The first night had three local groups on the bill: the Beastie Boys, Reagan Youth, and The Young and the Useless. RATcage had recently put out Polly Wog Stew, the first EP by the Beastie Boys, which included Adam Yauch and Mike Diamond, as well as guitarist John Berry and future Luscious Jackson drummer Kate Schellenbach. None of them were older than sixteen. Their music was loud, energetic, and bold. The boys liked to jump around so wildly onstage that during the CBGB benefit show, Yauch—who was on bass—fell backward off the stage, landing on his back with the bass on top of him. Within seconds, however, he was back onstage, picking up the next song. He shrugged off his pain, screaming, “Fuck it! Fuck it!”

At that time, the “art-core” group The Young and the Useless—who had recently returned from a gig opening for Sex Pistol John Lydon’s band PiL in Boston—was even more popular, and edgier, than the Beastie Boys. A downtown kid named Dave Skilken, who published a local fanzine, had founded the group and had recruited his best high school buddy, Adam Horovitz, to play guitar. “They had the potential to be larger than the Beastie Boys,” recalled Dave Parsons, who put out The Young and the Useless’s only known recording on the RATcage Records label, a 1982 EP called Real Men Don’t Floss. “I can recall people calling from California wanting to book The Young and the Useless. They would have been the biggest punk band from New York. Everybody wanted to see them.”

Among them was Rick Rubin and it wasn’t long before he met Yauch, Horovitz, and Diamond, striking up a casual friendship.

By Rubin’s junior year, Hose had changed lead singers—from Rick Rosen to Mike Epsindle—after “a sing-off” at CBGB’s, and at least once a month the band managed to secure a gig. Sometimes they opened for hard-core bands like the Meat Puppets, at clubs like Folk City in Manhattan, City Gardens in Trenton, New Jersey, and Maxwell’s in Hoboken. Espindle and Bell wrote a few songs with Rubin, and a few he wrote completely by himself, including “Happy,” a love song.

A few weeks before summer vacation started—during which Rubin had planned a tour for Hose in the San Francisco region—Rubin brought home a hip-hop record called “It’s Like That,” backed with “Sucker MCs” by a new group, Run-DMC. From the moment he played it for Dubin, “Sucker MCs” was all he could talk about. He was excited about its beat-heavy and spare sound. “This is the real shit,” he proclaimed, and then: “I could do this better.”
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Robert Ford, a Billboard magazine staff writer, often traveled home to southeast Queens by subway, taking either the E or the F train. The year was 1978, and New York’s subway cars were moving canvases, splashed with the vibrant, intricate art of graffiti writers. This was the best place for young kids who were part of the fledgling hip-hop scene to send a message, promote an event, or just express themselves. On those long, early-morning rides after a late night at the office or at a show, Ford started to notice a slew of impossible-to-peel-off stickers that advertised parties in Queens. They all bore the same logo: “Rush Productions.”

Ford made a mental note to research who was behind the stickers, having been following the hip-hop subculture for Billboard. Luckily, he didn’t have to search long, because one day while on the Q2 bus heading down Hollis Avenue, Ford saw a young boy putting up those same stickers on the bus. “Are you the guy who does Rush Productions?” he asked the boy. “No, that’s my brother Russell,” replied the boy, Joey Simmons. Ford asked him to give Simmons his card.

The next day, a hyper twenty-one-year-old Russell Simmons called Ford at the office. “He was a nervous wreck,” recalled Ford. “Russell talked a mile a minute.” They met in person at Ford’s office the following day. It wasn’t Simmons’s appearance that got the attention of Ford and his office-mates—Simmons’s wardrobe was typical of uptown hip-hoppers, consisting of a Kangol cap, knit sweater, wool pants, and sneakers—but his almost manic energy. “He was one of those guys who were just nonstop,” says Ford. “He knew everything there was to know about rap music and understood what work went in to make it happen. That level of passion is incredible and you have to respect that.”
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“Welcome to Rush Town”: 26-year-old Russell Simmons at his first Rush Management office, back when he dressed “like a substitute teacher,” according to Rick Rubin.
Ford decided to include Simmons in a story he was writing on new black club owners and promoters. Two months later, Simmons helped Ford secure key interviews for a rap-related article he was writing: one was with Eddie Cheeba, who was on the bill of a party Simmons was promoting at Brooklyn’s Restoration Plaza, and the other was with Kurtis Blow. Blow was the only rapper that Simmons could promote, because he was the only Harlem rapper who didn’t mind working with Simmons, back when people from Harlem thought that their Queens counterparts were “soft.” “So Russell obviously was a great advocate for Kurtis Blow for totally selfish reasons,” points out Ford.

Simmons wanted to make a record with Kurtis Blow and to have Ford help him, because he didn’t have any connections at record labels. But Ford did. Russell had been fixated on making a hip-hop record ever since he’d first heard The Fatback Band’s “King Tut” at the Loft nightclub in the spring of 1979. We’re all gonna get paid now, he was convinced. But Ford wasn’t interested at first. He had no reason to make a record. Simmons persisted. “This was to be my first experience with Russell’s unique gift for obsessive nagging when he really believes in something,” recalled Ford, who finally agreed to collaborate. “I chose Kurtis Blow not for Kurtis Blow, but for Russell—he was my ambassador to rap,” says Ford. “He was the only guy who knew everybody in rap.”

Ford was thinking about what kind of song he would write, where he would record it, and how he would pay for it, when a Billboard ad salesman named Mickey Addy suggested doing a Christmas song. Ford shared the idea with another Billboard colleague and aspiring songwriter named J. B. Moore, and the two of them started brainstorming. “J.B. called my house late one night and read me the most perfect set of Christmas lyrics I could have imagined, that he called, simply enough, ‘Christmas Rappin’,’ ” Ford recalled. Moore said he was ready to invest his own money and experience in the studio into making a hip-hop record.

To come up with a melody for “Christmas Rappin’,” Ford enlisted the help of R&B bass player Larry Smith, an old high-school friend. One late night, Smith, Simmons, Ford, and a keyboardist all showed up at Moore’s tiny West Side apartment to begin work on the song. Russell was especially interested in the process of recording the song; he always wanted to be part of the action, learning, observing. “Go home now, Russell,” Ford would say after a long night at Greene Street Recording in SoHo, where they recorded “Christmas Rappin’ ” in October of 1979.

After the single was finally mixed, Simmons launched Rush Management, with Kurtis Blow as his first artist. Now all that was left was to get the single on a record label and into stores. It would seem that Simmons’s chances of finding a label were better than ever because, at the time, the Sugar Hill Gang’s “Rapper’s Delight” was selling well and the industry was responding to hip-hop. But when Ford and Moore tried shopping the record to other black industry executives, they were flat-out rejected “to the point of belligerence” by some, Ford recalled. Eventually, the partners signed a 12-inch deal with an album option with Polygram. “Christmas Rappin’,” which came out during the first week of December of 1979, became the first hip-hop record to be released by a major label.

On the day that the record hit stores, Simmons started “running the track”—a term he used to describe his endless pursuit of every opportunity to promote his artists, and himself. “Robert, I’m at the [Paradise] Garage and the dance floor is full with faggots dancing to your record!” Simmons would scream into the phone at three in the morning. He would figure out ways to give influential DJs an incentive to play his records. One of the most important disco DJs at the time was Larry Levan, who was also openly gay. Once Levan asked Simmons whether Kurtis Blow was gay. “I don’t know,” Simmons replied coyly, “you’d have to ask him.” Levan played the record, and Kurtis Blow was on his way to becoming an in-demand performer.

Simmons also took Kurtis to a boutique booking agency called Norby Walters that specialized in booking dance and funk acts like Kool & the Gang and Rick James. Norby booked Blow’s very first date—in a New Haven, Connecticut, club for $350, and continued getting him dates at roller rinks and on tours like the Commodores. Working behind the reception desk at the agency was a young Bronx woman named Cara Lewis, who quickly bonded with the ever-present Simmons. The two of them started going out constantly—with Lewis always behind the wheel, since Simmons didn’t drive—to Uptown clubs such as the Copa, Bond’s, Disco Fever, and Paradise Garage. “Russell never shut up,” Lewis recalls. “All he talked about was Kurtis Blow and [later] Run-DMC. Even before Run came out, I knew every lyric.” But as much as Simmons liked to have fun, he was always business-minded and when it came to Rush Management and his artists, “there was definitely a plan,” says Lewis. “It wasn’t by accident.”

The next step in his plan was to turn Kurtis Blow into a recording artist and get him an album deal.

The 12-inch agreement that Ford, Moore, and Simmons made with Polygram called for two singles from Blow, so they recorded another song called “The Breaks.” It was an instant B-boy classic, with a catchy, crossover appeal. On the heels of its release in May of 1980, Moore and Ford started a record label called Prep Street Records; they moved into an office at 1133 Broadway, where they let Simmons rent a corner space.

A recent college graduate named Heidi Smith was hired as the assistant at Prep Street while Simmons was on the road with Kurtis Blow, essentially promoting “The Breaks” out of the back of a car. Blow was now one of the most popular rappers, so much so that the borough of Queens declared August 2, 1980, “Kurtis Blow Day.” Smith realized that Russell must have been a person of importance after the number of calls he was receiving. One day, Simmons showed up at the office and “just kept talking—about records and music, and music and records,” recalled Smith. “He was convinced that what he was saying was absolutely true, and he made people believe it.” Part of Smith’s job became keeping Simmons away from Prep Street’s phones as much as possible so he couldn’t run up their phone bills.

When Moore and Ford wouldn’t make the more streetwise records he wanted with Kurtis Blow, Simmons started making them himself with his brother’s group, Run-DMC. The idea for the group came to Simmons after he’d introduced Blow to his younger brother Joey, then thirteen years old. Nicknamed Run for “running at the mouth,” Joey began deejaying for Kurtis Blow as “DJ Run Love, the son of Kurtis Blow” at area rap shows in the early eighties. He shared the tapes of his concert appearances with childhood friend Darryl McDaniels, whom Run coerced into performing onstage with him. Together with another boyhood friend from Hollis, Jason Mizell, the trio formed a rap group, and after going through a list of potential names, they reluctantly settled on Run-DMC, which was Russell’s idea. At the time, they thought it couldn’t have been worse. “You’re killing us!” yelled Run. Over the next year, Russell used all of his experience with managing Kurtis Blow and his party promotion to mold Run-DMC into a marketable group.

In 1982, Prep Street released “Action” by the Rush-managed group Orange Krush, but folded the following year. That was going to leave Smith without a job, and Simmons without an office space. “Go to the realty office next door and see if you can get us an office,” he told her. The two neighboring buildings—1133 Broadway and 1123 Broadway—were owned by the same management company. “If you just find us a small office somewhere in the building, I’ll pay you when I can,” he said. She did—a “tiny” space on the eleventh floor of 1133 Broadway—and was hired as his secretary. “But she was more like his partner,” recalled former Def Jam artist Tashan. “Heidi was the one to take care of the details.” Rush would remain there for the next two years. Along with Run-DMC, Rush Management handled the careers of more than ten artists, including Kurtis Blow and Jimmy Spicer.

The office was no bigger than a walk-in closet. To get to Simmons’s desk, visitors had to practically climb over his secretary’s desk. Or they could hang out on one of the thrift-store futons, “toy couches,” as Simmons liked to call them. Inspired by a paint color she saw in a Bank of New York, Smith painted the walls burgundy for a more “professional” look. The only piece of office equipment was an old Smith Electric typewriter that would periodically break down.

To promote his artists, Simmons constantly threw parties. Every Wednesday night they hosted an event at Danceteria, but before being sent there, Rush artists had to pass the Disco Fever test. “Because if you got booed in the Fever, you wasn’t gonna make it nowhere,” recalled former Rush tour manager Tony Rome. “Once you made it in the Fever, then you start at Danceteria, ’cause the Danceteria was now a whole ’nother audience. This let us know if you had crossover appeal.”

Hand-designing the numerous flyers and posters for Rush events was a former graffiti artist named Cey Adams, who wrote his tag “Cey” on subway trains and even appeared in the famed 1982 documentary Style Wars about the graffiti art subculture in New York City. He met Simmons through a mutual photographer friend who had worked with Run-DMC. Working virtually for no pay, Adams created all the artwork for Rush, including an office mural that said “Welcome to Rush Town Management.” Most of the time, Adams painted backdrops for shows, and the office would be permeated with spray-paint fumes. He would go down to Pearl Paint and buy a twenty-foot canvas, lay it out directly on the sidewalk, and paint it on the floor, “twister-style,” he recalls. “And when you held it up, you just had to pray to God that it came out the way you wanted it to.”

Adams thought Simmons was a laid-back boss, someone who “let you do your own thing.” Sometimes he might yell, but it was never “out of control, seeing-red anger,” recalled Heidi Smith. Simmons had a charm and sense of humor that made it impossible not to like him. “Russell always had a sense of adventure,” confirms his older brother, Danny Simmons. Like Rick Rubin, Russell had a suburban upbringing, growing up in Jamaica, Queens, which was a mere thirty-minute drive from Rubin’s hometown, Lido Beach, Long Island. And like Rubin, Simmons always had the unconditional moral and financial support of his family, which would ultimately contribute to his success as a businessman.

•        •        •

Although geographically part of New York City, Jamaica felt almost like the country, and the Simmons kids enjoyed a happy, almost idyllic childhood. With
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