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			I had a head on my shoulders. I was always thinking. From the beginning.

			Whenever I played hooky from school, I didn’t just hang around and party—I went on adventures. I’d hit the subway and head into Manhattan, usually to the museums—the Met, the Frick, the Whitney, the Guggenheim, MoMA. Or I’d ride the A train all the way to the end—up to Washington Heights, where the Cloisters sat perched above the Hudson, or out to Far Rockaway, where the city gave way to the ocean.

			On a freezing night at the end of 1979, I set out on another subway adventure. I rode an uptown 5 with my friend Lee Quiñones to the train yard—what we called a layup—at Baychester Avenue in the Bronx. I was from Bed-Stuy, Lee from the Lower East Side. Up there, it felt like another world—practically suburban.

			I’d met Lee about a year earlier, after being blown away by his graffiti skills—he was simply the best in the game. I tracked him down at his high school and pitched him on the idea of teaming up. Not long after, we were showing our work in Rome, in the first international gallery show dedicated to this wild new art form born on the streets of New York.

			Now that we had taken graffiti to the art world, I wanted to bring the art world to graffiti. I envisioned a statement piece, something bold that connected the dots between graffiti and Pop Art. I’d been thinking a lot about the parallels, how both movements subverted everyday imagery, how both challenged what could be considered art.

			I believed deeply that among the thousands of graffiti writers were many true artists—people with talent, skill, and a point of view. These so-called public menaces? They knew about art. They weren’t delinquents, or savages, or some kind of naive folk artists. And it was time to show that graffiti could go beyond just the words, the letters—it could take on new subjects, new forms, new ideas.

			So Lee and I set out to execute the whole-car piece I’d been dreaming up for months: a rolling homage to Andy Warhol, in the form of a Campbell’s soup can train.

			Now, unlike Lee—the maestro of whole cars and handball-court murals—I wasn’t the kind of guy with a piece book full of elaborate sketches. So I kept it simple. I first mapped out the design in ballpoint pen in a little spiral-bound notebook; eventually I settled on the idea of four Campbell’s soup cans, lined up in two vertical pairs, stretching the full height of a car. In the center: FRED. Running through it all: a blue arrow motif, clean and sharp, signifying motion.

			Lee and I had a key to the cars, and he knew how to use it. We cranked up the heat inside and stashed our paint near a vent under the seats, so it wouldn’t coagulate while we got to work.

			We went at it hard, spraying the lineup of four Campbell’s soup cans. That meant a ton of white and red paint. I had never done anything this massive or time-consuming before, and Lee schooled me—on the planning, the dos and don’ts, and most of all, how to keep my ears and eyes open in case the cops showed up.

			And they did show up sometimes. New York was in a panic over Krylon and Rust-Oleum back then, and Lee was the city’s most-wanted graffiti outlaw. And even if the cops didn’t get you, the third rail might. One misstep and you were done.

			That freezing night was like whole-car boot camp. We worked our asses off on the gold medallions at the center of each can, and the little fleur-de-lis ring that circled the bottom. The Campbell’s name—in that classic white script on red—was actually easy to emulate. The calligraphic style had a natural graffiti feel. But instead of flavors like cream of mushroom or split pea, we wrote “POP,” “DADA,” “ART,” “TOMATO.” In the center, the name FRED, sprayed in a fade from red to yellow, with “POP POP POP POP POP ART!” floating above it. Inside the head of the blue arrow at the far right, I wrote: “SUB URBAN REALISM ©79.” And as a shoutout to Lee’s legendary old crew—whose mantle we were now carrying—we tagged the right-hand corner with “FABULOUS 5IVE.”

			Before we knew it, the sun was coming up. We hauled ass out of there. That morning, when the Campbell’s soup can train started rolling down the 5 line, jaws dropped every time it pulled into a station.

			There would be other statements. Other pieces. Other collaborations. Other adventures.

			I kept honing my craft, determined to bring graffiti-inspired art into the art world for real. I hooked up with the downtown post-punk scene, where everything was avant-garde: art, music, film, fashion. I connected that scene to the new underground sound coming from uptown: rap. Together, we helped evolve it into the global force we call hip-hop. Later, I would become the face of hip-hop on MTV, back when that network had the cultural zeitgeist in a headlock.

			Through it all, I stayed focused on living creatively, making connections, catalyzing culture, and pushing back against any boundary that dared to block my path.

			When I hopped the A train as a kid, I always knew where I wanted to go. My father and his friends used to talk about how, as Black men of their generation, they were always running into barriers. Where I wanted to go was beyond. And nothing was going to stop me.

			The glory of the Campbell’s soup can train was short-lived. Almost immediately, the city sent it through the buffing machine.

			Erased forever. But not the memory.
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				1

				May I please speak with Thelonious Monk?

			
			The house on Hancock Street is four stories tall, including the ground floor—a classic brownstone, smack in the middle of the block, with Lewis Avenue at one end and Sumner (now Marcus Garvey) at the other. The street is lined with linden trees, and most of the houses looked like ours—one brownstone after another with a few midsize apartment buildings interspersed.

			They say Bed-Stuy is the largest brownstone neighborhood in all of Brooklyn, and Brooklyn’s got more brownstones than anywhere. My father’s family had owned the house on Hancock Street for at least a generation by the time I came along, in the late fifties. My parents, Fred and Theresa, were proud to own a whole house, even if they were always renting out rooms and floors to boarders or putting up relatives. My own bedroom moved around from one spot to another, depending on who was staying where and what needed to be done.

			There was a hierarchy in the hood. You either owned a house or rented a room or an apartment. People on Hancock Street—and all over Bed-Stuy—could get real snobbish about it. I had friends whose families owned homes, and those kids were told to play in front of their own houses. Their parents didn’t want them running with what they saw as the wilder, more “urban” kids—the ones who grew up in apartments. Bad influences.

			I was lucky. My parents never said it outright, but I knew they couldn’t stand that attitude. Plenty of parents didn’t want their kids hanging with the ghetto kids I ran with—and I ran with the best of the worst. As long as I got myself home by curfew, everything was cool. But if I came in late, I’d be in seriously deep shit.

			So my parents gave me a leash, but they kept it long. That gave me an explorer’s mindset. It kept me out of a ton of trouble too. I wasn’t the kind of kid who stayed out all night getting into crazy stuff, but I wasn’t sitting on my stoop all day either, bored out of my mind bouncing a pink Spaldeen against the steps.

			When I go back and walk around Bed-Stuy now, I can still see what it was in the 1960s and ’70s. The hood was so alive back then, and kids were everywhere. There were endless games in the streets: Johnny on the pony, skelly, Ringolevio, punchball, stickball. If there was ever a dispute, it got settled with a fair fight. Being “nice with your hands” was a serious reputation builder.

			Some kids kept pigeons in coops on their rooftops. We’d go up there and hang out, surveying the entire neighborhood like it was our kingdom. I made friends with the old sign painter on Reid Avenue (now Malcolm X Boulevard) who let me watch him hand-paint his lettering and graphics. On the corners, there’d be guys passing a pint of cheap wine while four-part harmonizing soul ballads. Older folks congregated around bars and lounges like the White Swan or the Charlo. Some of these establishments sponsored bus rides—to Bear Mountain, or up to Peg-Leg Bates, the “Interracial Country Club” in Kerhonkson, for a day away. Trips into Manhattan were rare.

			On weekends, some folks sold home-cooked soul food to help make the rent, the menus handwritten on index cards. My mom would jot down our order and send me to pick it up. A big night out was dinner at McDonald’s—not the fast-food joint but the most popular upscale restaurant in the hood, at Stuyvesant and Macon. The waiters wore uniforms, families dined out in style, and I was taught how to properly deal with a napkin. The best thing about McDonald’s Dining Room was that each table had its own little jukebox loaded with Motown and Stax singles. Local politicians and church brass ate there on the regular. For my parents and me, it was reserved for big occasions—kindergarten graduation, my confirmation, or Easter Sunday after church.

			There were characters popping all over the place. Uncle Joe was the cook at Charlo’s, the bar on the corner of our block. They’d let me in, which was exciting, but I’d skip the bar and head straight to the back, to the little kitchen. That’s where I’d place my order with Uncle Joe, while he told stories about his days as a chef on Pullman cars. The man had been everywhere—and knew his way around a chicken. He could cook his ass off, and his fried chicken and crackling cornbread were the best around.

			Then there was Gold Coast—the smooth operator who ran the numbers game known as “policy” out of a garage at Lewis and Halsey. He was always dressed in golf clothes. Moe was the barber on Lewis Avenue around the corner, the first to cut my hair when I was a toddler and the guy who cut it throughout my childhood.

			At the firehouse on Hancock, when the firemen were out fighting fires—or responding to false alarms—we’d sneak inside, run up the stairs, and slide down the pole a few times before they came back. I can’t remember who ran the Snowball, the little shop where we got snow cones and penny candy on Lewis Avenue. But that was the spot on those sticky-hot summer days when somebody, maybe the firemen, would jack open a hydrant to cool us down.

			Down toward the Sumner end of Hancock, across the street from our house, you could slip between two buildings and into an open, rubble-strewn lot. It was part of the long-abandoned Rand Rubber Company factory complex. Empty lots and the few abandoned buildings adjacent to them became our personal playground and clubhouse. We did all the classic ghetto shit back there. Sometimes we’d find dirty-ass mattresses lying around—left behind after people moved out, piss stains and all. We’d stack them up in a pile and jump out a second-floor window onto them. Ghetto gymnastics! The place was our own amusement park.

			We were obsessed with The Little Rascals—watched it religiously, broke down every episode, tried to reenact it all. We put on fake revues, built go-karts out of wooden milk crates, two-by-fours, and baby-carriage wheels. We had some good play days.

			While we were having the time of our young lives, an older crowd of dope fiends were busy ripping the copper wiring out of the factory—burning the insulation off, selling the metal for drug money.

			

			—

			It was the Great Migration that created the Bed-Stuy I knew coming up. Millions of Black folks had poured in from the South, escaping the brutality of Jim Crow and sharecropping—which was basically slavery by another name. Northern cities like New York, Philadelphia, and Boston needed factory labor, and that’s how a lot of the parents and grandparents of my friends ended up in Brooklyn.

			There was a Southern Black feeling all over the neighborhood. You could hear it in the accents and taste it in the food. There was even a house on our block that looked like it had been lifted straight out of a small Southern town. One story, wooden, country style, with a porch out front. In the yard stood a big pear tree. When the pears dropped, we’d run in, gather a bunch, and put them in a paper bag, and in a few days they’d be ready to eat.

			The family next door to that house was Guyanese—and that was the other huge influence in Bed-Stuy. It felt like every other family in the hood was from the West Indies: Barbados, Grenada, Haiti, Trinidad, Jamaica—you name it. My grandparents on both sides went back to Barbados and Guyana.

			As a kid, I spent a few summers in Barbados with my mother’s family. It was heaven on earth. Only when I went back as an adult did I realize how poor they were. But when you’re a kid, you don’t know poor—you’re just running around having fun. My father’s family down there weren’t as much fun: super religious. Church three or four times a week. Everything was about God. My father had become a nonbeliever, but even so, during my single-digit years, we still observed Sundays in our house. Church in the morning at John Wesley Methodist. Then home, and sticking close to it for the rest of day. Honestly, the only thing I really remember about church was falling asleep in the middle of it.

			The West Indians brought a lot to the table, including their own ways of dealing with hard times and straight-up racism, especially when it came to owning property. I remember grown-ups talking about the “susu,” a kind of informal loan system between family and friends. It was a way around the banks, who wouldn’t lend to Black folks in redlined neighborhoods. Families would chip in over time, and when someone really needed money—whether it was for an emergency or a down payment—they would take their turn getting a share from the susu. It was like Bed-Stuy had its own underground economy.

			The reason we owned the house on Hancock Street was because my dad’s family was, for lack of a better word, entrepreneurial. One uncle owned a livery business and had a whole fleet of limousines for funerals and weddings. I always heard talk about a family-run employment agency back during the Great Depression, helping lift up other Black folks when times were tight. It made sense, since my grandfather, Frederick Theophilus Brathwaite, had been prominent in Marcus Garvey’s movement. He even headed one of the Brooklyn chapters of Garvey’s United Negro Improvement Association. Garvey laid it all out in 1918: U.N.I.A. formed as an organization that would “work for the general uplift of the Negro peoples of the world. And the members pledge themselves to do all in their power to conserve the rights of their noble race and to respect the rights of all mankind, believing always in the Brotherhood of Man and the Fatherhood of God. The motto of the organization is: One God! One Aim! One Destiny!” I don’t think that Garveyite spirit—Black empowerment, achievement, justice, and solidarity—has ever left our family.

			That first Fred Brathwaite—Guyanese with Bajan heritage—came to America with his first wife and settled in Harlem. One of his businesses involved stenography. The Brathwaites were important enough to sit for James Van Der Zee, the great Harlem Renaissance portrait photographer, in 1907. His wife died young, but they had a daughter I was lucky enough to know. Her first name was Frederica, and she lived to be a hundred. My own father—another Frederick Brathwaite, middle name DeLacy—was from my grandfather’s second marriage. That second marriage prompted a move to Brooklyn, where the family settled on Cumberland Street. (My grandfather died before I was born, and my grandmother died when I was still very young.)

			Eventually, I came along as the third consecutive Frederick Brathwaite, but I’m not a III or a Jr., because the middle names changed with each generation. I was given the middle name Leroy, after one of my father’s friends—a well-known Brooklyn basketball player, Leroy “Lefty” Morris. Originally, my dad wanted my middle name to be Lumumba, after Patrice Lumumba, the first prime minister of the Democratic Republic of the Congo. My mother said, “No way.”

			Over on her side, it was a similar story of Black diaspora—coming from the islands, with a stop in Harlem before landing in Brooklyn. The only grandparents I really got to know were on my mother’s side: her mom, Irene Graeves, and her mom, my great-grandmother, Maude Gibbs. My grandmother was one of the first Black people to move into the Sheepshead Bay projects, out near Coney Island. To me, as a kid, the projects were the ultimate. To be able to run around free in a parklike setting—no cars, no streets, just monkey bars, slides, swings, and seesaws—that was pure nirvana. Going out to Sheepshead Bay for the weekend to see my grandmother was like a weekend in the Hamptons. I had no idea the projects had a “bad” reputation. It was all fun to me. (Back then, kids even bragged about having relatives in the projects—some parents actually wanted to move there.)

			My grandmother’s apartment was just a couple of stops from Coney Island. I could see the lights of the Wonder Wheel and the old Parachute Jump from her bathroom window. It was a dream.

			Sheepshead Bay was a mostly Jewish neighborhood, and I always felt like my mom and grandmother were deeply connected to that Jewish sensibility. It was another influence in our house. It also meant that we had easy access to bagels, lox, cream cheese, whitefish—the whole shebang. My mother loved noshing on those treats, which she had grown up eating thanks to her Jewish friends. Her family had lived in Sheepshead Bay too, back when she was a girl. I grew up with all that good stuff—back in the days before bagels were available everywhere.

			

			—

			The kitchen at Hancock Street was in the back, on the first floor. That was my mother’s domain. She was a killer cook—and she would throw down some amazing meals back there. She worked as a nurse in hospitals all over Brooklyn, often pulling late shifts. It amazed me how she could care for the sick and dying and still take such good care of me and my father.

			The kitchen opened onto a nice-size backyard, fenced in, with a patch of lawn that never stood a chance—our dogs ran it down to bare dirt. We always had a couple of large dogs. I remember my dad going out there and feeding them boiled chicken backs. I’m sure those dogs got on the nerves of our cranky next-door neighbor, Mr. St. Hill. He was always telling us kids what not to do. Every Halloween, his house got hit with eggs.

			My mother often shared her kitchen with her best friend, Doris Henderson, who I think of as my other mother. They met when they were about sixteen, back when both families were living in the Kingsborough Houses in Crown Heights. (My mom’s family, like my dad’s, had moved from Harlem to Brooklyn.) Doris was a Southern gal, from New Bern, North Carolina—part of the great Black migration north. When my parents moved into the house on Hancock, Doris and her son, Reggie, who was several years older than me, moved in too. They took a small apartment upstairs.

			My mom and Doris were as close as two friends could be—like sisters. I would hang out in the kitchen and watch them chitchat, every day, nonstop. Doris taught my mom the finer points of Southern cooking, and my mom taught Doris all the best Barbadian recipes. I remember my mom telling me how when I was a baby with a nasty cold, Doris was babysitting me—like she often did. She saw I could barely breathe from the congestion. I was crying uncontrollably, from frustration and discomfort. Doris didn’t hesitate. She sucked the thick slime out of my nose and spat it out—just like that. I could breathe again.

			That’s the kind of woman she was. Doris wasn’t just my other mother—she became like a big sister too. Her family became my family: a bunch of aunts, uncles, and cousins. I would go down to North Carolina to visit them, and they’d come up to Brooklyn to visit us. That was my extended family.

			My father was an accountant—a math whiz who worked with numbers all day, but he was curious about everything. His domain was the cellar. He’d tricked out our basement with a reel-to-reel tape deck, a shortwave radio, and tons of books. Our house was stuffed with analog everything—magazines, vinyl records, newspapers. We had subscriptions to Time, Life, Look, Newsweek, The New Yorker, Popular Science, and Esquire—plus Ebony and Jet, of course.

			But my dad’s basement wasn’t like some suburban man cave with wood paneling and carpet. You could see the old tree-trunk posts and heavy beams holding the house up. If you jumped, you’d conk your head on the low ceiling. The floor was cracked cement. It felt like the kind of place where spies might gather.

			And that’s pretty much what went on down there. The cellar was where my dad gathered his posse, like a secret cabal. On many nights, they’d talk for hours about everything from music to radical politics. Names like Malcolm X, Che Guevara, Huey Newton, and Chairman Mao came up constantly, their pictures lining the walls. My dad’s friends were smart, articulate men. But they were also hip, slick, totally street. That made a lasting impression on me. They would drink wine. They would smoke—cigarettes and cannabis both. There was a little compartment in the cellar ceiling where my dad kept his stash. It wasn’t quite discreet enough. When I got a little older, I started tapping into it. In the meantime, I’d just roll up a piece of toilet paper and pretend I was huffing on a joint.

			When my dad had his friends over, I would put my ear to the closed door at the top of the cellar stairs, trying to catch audio snapshots of what they were talking about as they debated, argued, laughed, and yelled.

			“Man, they’re really getting into it now!” my mother would say from the kitchen, laughing.

			At least four nights a week, four or five guys would come by to see my dad. He was a compelling talker. A deep thinker. He used his voice like Sonny Rollins blowing his horn. And he was informed. He was tuned in to shortwave radio, picking up news from around the world. He read everything he could get his hands on—books by and about Marx, Lenin, Mao, and other radical, progressive, anti-colonialist, or African-nationalist thinkers: Frantz Fanon, C. L. R. James, Kwame Nkrumah.

			The basement was where my dad held court. It was the place his friends came to sort through what was going down in the world. The civil rights movement was on. Fists were being raised in protest. African nations were rising up, throwing off colonialism. Change was in the air.

			My dad was primed for it, having grown up in a Garveyite household and come up through the New York jazz scene. His best friend at Boys’ High in Brooklyn was Max Roach, the incredible bebop drummer. They stayed friends for life.

			Max was my godfather—one of the biggest influences on who I would become. He was the best-dressed person I’d ever seen, a kind of brown-skinned Clark Gable who was always wearing the coolest, flyest gear. Casual, but decked out, the way bebop guys always were. To this day, I love that look.

			I remember telling other kids, “Yo, I know Max Roach!” And they’d be like, “Aw, you don’t know him.” But he was practically family.

			Jazz consciousness was everywhere in our house. You’d hear Jazz at Massey Hall on the turntable—Charlie Parker and Dizzy Gillespie having an epic cutting contest on “Salt Peanuts.” You’d see jazz on the bookshelves, on the coffee table. Sometimes when my father’s jazz friends came over, he would dig out his treasured copy of Harlem on My Mind, the catalogue from a major photography exhibit at the Met. They would pore over those vintage photos of Black folks in historic Harlem. One image always lit them up: A Great Day in Harlem—that incredible black-and-white photo Art Kane shot for Esquire in the 1950s. Dozens of jazz musicians standing in front of a Harlem townhouse. It became a kind of game for them, calling out names: “That’s Lester Young! There’s Monk! Look at Diz and Sonny Rollins!”

			I would watch them, bug-eyed. And pretty soon I started to know the faces too, along with the sounds each of those musicians made. Seeing how into it I was, Max gave me a practice drum kit. But playing an instrument just wasn’t in the cards for me.

			Some of the jazz guys my dad knew were part of an extended friend group from way back in the early 1950s. They called themselves the Chessmen. They were all from Brooklyn, and the group included the sculptor Jimmy Gittens, who ran the government-funded New Sculpture Workshop and was like a big brother to me; Willie Jones, a jazz drummer turned activist; and the photographer Jimmy Morton, who shot inside the jazz clubs. And, of course, Max Roach and Lefty Morris.

			In their younger days, jazz and chess were what they lived for. They taught me to play chess when I was eight years old and filled my head with jazz lore. I heard endless tales about old Brooklyn clubs like the Putnam Central and Tony’s Club Grandean. They told me about how the Chessmen pooled their money to rent a huge Victorian house at 212 Gates Avenue. It became their own jazz clubhouse, with musicians dropping in to jam.

			There were stories about Miles, Bird, and Monk. Stories about my dad hitting the road with the Clifford Brown–Max Roach Quintet, playing gigs at the Beehive in Chicago. And there were many mentions of the Baroness Kathleen Annie Pannonica de Koenigswarter, known as Nica. She was a legendary jazz patron, a Rothschild heiress, and, for a while, part of their world. They talked about her pulling up in a Rolls or a Bentley—in the hood. They said this rich white lady left her whole life behind after hearing Monk’s “ ’Round Midnight” and gave herself to the cause of jazz. That blew my mind. She literally helped feed Monk’s family when his cabaret card was taken away and he couldn’t perform.

			From an early age, I gravitated toward the music and aura of Thelonious Monk—still my favorite musician. Maybe it was that deceptively simple way he played piano—boom, bing, blang. I just thought, “Wow, I really like this guy.” One day—I can’t remember how old I was, but I was definitely in single digits—I picked up my dad’s phone book. And there it was: Monk’s number.

			I dialed it.

			His wife, Nellie, picked up.

			“May I please speak with Thelonious Monk?” I asked.

			Nellie kindly explained that her husband was resting and couldn’t come to the phone. I can’t imagine what she thought about getting a call from a little boy in Brooklyn, but she patiently answered all my questions.

			“Jazz is like a conversation, Freddy,” she told me in her sweet voice. “You know, one musician starts off by stating a point. The rest of the song is the other musicians sharing their own interpretations, their elaborations on that point.”

			That jewel Nellie dropped on me helped me realize later that my father’s melodious, conversational cadence was inspired by the jazz musicians he loved so much.

			Some of the first imagery that really hit me came from the jazz album covers in my parents’ record collection. They were often illustrated with moody photographs or abstract paintings, always paired with sleek typography and sharp graphics. The art directors at labels like Blue Note and Verve were clearly tuned in to the contemporary art of the time.

			One of the records I played so much I nearly wore it out was Max’s We Insist!, featuring his “Freedom Now Suite.” Every time I listened to that record, I would stare at the cover. It was a stark black-and-white photo—three Black men sitting at a lunch counter, solemn, looking over their shoulders at the camera. Behind them, a white guy works the counter. The image didn’t look like any other album cover I’d seen. The vibe felt serious and unusual.

			I asked my parents: “What’s happening here? What’s this about?”

			They told me that Black people weren’t allowed to sit and be served at lunch counters in the South. That this image—and the record itself—was a form of protest.

			We’re standing up for ourselves now. We’re not putting up with this shit anymore.

			

			—

			One thing I remember asking my dad and his friends was why everything used to look black-and-white back in the old days.

			My dad stopped in his tracks.

			“What do you mean, Frederick?”

			I had a hard time explaining what I meant, but I tried.

			“When you watch old movies, everything’s black-and-white.”

			I figured that’s how it used to be. A grayscale world, devoid of color.

			Thanks to Million Dollar Movie, The Late Show, and The Late Late Show, I was fully locked into the black-and-white world of old movies. Whenever I woke up in the middle of the night, I would sneak over to the TV and switch it on. I would drift along with those movies—sometimes half asleep—until the screen faded into a test pattern, signaling the end of the broadcast day.

			My connection with TV and cinema was incredibly strong—like it was for a lot of kids in my generation. I’m glad those late-night shows played the classics. And I’m even more glad my father and his friends appreciated them. (Otherwise, my dad usually called TV the “boob tube” or the “idiot box.”) They had their favorites, and I would hear them talk about movies like The Treasure of the Sierra Madre, starring Humphrey Bogart.

			“Oh man, that was dynamite,” they’d say.

			I’d be listening, thinking, “Okay, gotta see that.”

			This was long before VHS or Roku, so if a great movie came on, you had to catch it. I absorbed The Grapes of Wrath, the Sherlock Holmes movies with Basil Rathbone, all the Charlie Chan films. And anything with Mae West, whose sassiness reminded me of some of my mother’s friends. Her tough, sexy vibe lit up my young imagination.

			Over on PBS, Channel 13, I stumbled into a whole world by just flipping through the dial. It might be a Kurasawa movie, a Fellini movie, or Shirley Clarke’s The Cool World, about gangs in Harlem. That one was totally pivotal.

			And if something came on like Carmen Jones (with a cameo from Max Roach) or Nothing but a Man (starring Max’s wife, Abbey Lincoln), the phone would start ringing. My dad’s friends would call to give us the heads-up, and my parents would be excited to tune in. (Incidentally, my folks refused to get a color TV for the longest time. But Doris had one upstairs, so that’s where I first saw the colors of the NBC peacock.)

			Movies had a visceral effect on me. Later, the experience of seeing Shaft—in an actual movie theater—was transformative. Not just for me, but for everyone I knew. Black heroes like that simply didn’t exist in the movies. But here was this badass—played by Richard Roundtree—moving through the world with power, attitude, and style. And that soundtrack by the genius Isaac Hayes, who remarkably won an Oscar for the theme song. “I’m talkin’ ’bout Shaft (Then we can dig it).” Later, I’d learn more about Gordon Parks, the director. His elegant swagger. His photography. His music. His writing. Everything he did put a frame around the Black American experience—and elevated it. He was a contemporary Renaissance man.

			When it came to TV shows, I watched all the usual suspects: The Beverly Hillbillies, Green Acres, Perry Mason, The Wild Wild West, Leave It to Beaver, Batman, The Green Hornet—you know, the good shit. Mornings and afternoons were for cartoons: Bugs Bunny, Courageous Cat and Minute Mouse, The Flintstones, The Jetsons, Captain America, and, of course, Popeye.

			I was so into the fantasy world of TV, I often felt like I was inside the television. Once, I even tried to get the characters out. I remember this one episode of Popeye where the electrical shape of his fist traveled down a telephone line, came out the other end, and punched his nemesis, Brutus, in the face. That blew my mind. I was about five years old, and I figured that had to be how it worked—that’s how the characters got on the screen. They were traveling through the wire! So I thought: If I can scratch the wire and get a spark, the cartoons should come out, like genies from a bottle. So I grabbed a knife and scraped the wire connecting the TV to the wall—the power cord. I got a few sparks to come out, maybe some smoke. But no cartoon characters. And thankfully, no flames.

			My parents didn’t understand.

			“What were you trying to do, Frederick?!”

			I tried to explain, but they were not at all happy when they saw that exposed wire.

			“You could have burned the whole house down!”

			

			—

			Two major events stand out from those years. My father and his friends were always talking about civil rights. He had gone to the March on Washington in 1963 and followed every twist and turn of Martin Luther King’s career. He also followed Malcolm X, attending several of his Harlem rallies. One of the guys in the regular cellar crew, Willie Jones, knew Malcolm and used to record his speeches on a portable reel-to-reel machine—so Malcolm could listen back and study them. I remember hearing those tapes in our house.

			On a Sunday afternoon in February 1965, my dad and Willie went up to the Audubon Ballroom in Harlem to hear Malcolm speak. Willie brought his tape machine. He set it up. The wheels started to turn. And then—gunshots.

			Malcolm was killed.

			For the rest of their lives, my father and Willie talked about witnessing Malcolm’s assassination, trying to process that tragedy. Every once in a while, they would load that same tape onto a machine and play it back. I remember it well.

			First, you heard Malcolm greet the crowd: “As-Salaam Alaikum.”

			The crowd answered back.

			Then a disturbance: “Hey man, get your hands out of my pocket!”

			My father and Willie must’ve told the story a hundred times.

			That shout caused people to turn around—toward the back of the ballroom. And that’s when the shooters up front opened fire. One of the first bullets damaged Willie’s microphone. You can hear it on the tape.

			The mic drops in volume. Then, faintly, more gunshots. By then, Malcolm was on the floor.

			It was chaos in the room. People were scrambling.

			My father was among the first to rush the stage—to see what had happened to Malcolm.

			Then, not knowing if there were more shooters, he and Willie panicked and ran backstage, ducking behind a curtain or scrim.

			As my dad told it, Willie found a small hole to peek through.

			“That’s a bullet hole, Willie!” my dad said. “Get away from that!”

			I heard this story told so many times, I felt like I had been at the Audubon Ballroom that awful day.

			Three years later, Martin Luther King was assassinated.

			My father always kept the radio in our kitchen tuned to 1010 WINS or WBAI if it wasn’t a station playing jazz. That’s how we heard the news.

			I remember him crying out—his voice full of anguish: “This is unbelievable! They killed Martin! Martin is gone!”

			It was the heaviest mood I can ever remember settling over our house. The phone started ringing off the hook—his cellar crew, checking in.

			Soon enough, we were hearing reports of unrest on Fulton Street. The radio was saying Harlem was on fire. Brooklyn too.

			My dad said, “Come on, let’s go up on the roof.”

			From up there, we could see several fires glowing in the distance, all around us.

			Then Paul Chandler, one of my dad’s closest friends—a young, charismatic community activist—showed up at the house. He brought along this young cat named Carlos, but everyone called him Sun.

			My dad said, “Come on, let’s go to Brownsville to check on what’s happening out there.”

			Paul was respected all over the borough. He believed he could calm things down if shit got too serious. So we all piled into my dad’s black, four-door ’57 Chevy. I don’t remember exactly what my mom was doing just then—but I highly doubt she thought this was a good idea. (For all I know, she might have been on one of her night shifts.)

			I was in the front seat, next to my dad. Paul and Carlos were in the back. It was already dark. We drove down Troy Avenue to Atlantic and stopped at the light, wanting to make the left toward Brownsville. As we sat there, I looked out the window to my right—and saw an older white man in a suit, running full speed straight at our car.

			In my memory, it plays in slow motion.

			He ran right up, yanked open the door—and dived in on top of me.

			The second he got in, there was a loud bang! on the roof. Two Black guys had been chasing him. One of them had a thick, baseball bat–size piece of cable, and he smacked it across the roof of my dad’s Chevy.

			If the car door had been locked, it would have been just awful.

			I slid out from under this man, who kept apologizing, almost in tears.

			My dad jumped out of the car.

			“What the fuck are you guys doing?” he shouted.

			It might have been the angriest I’d ever seen him.

			“I said, What are you doing?”

			The guy with the thick-ass cable said, “Man, bro, they just killed King. Bro, they just killed King!”

			My dad pointed to the terrified man in the passenger seat.

			“He’s not the enemy!” he yelled. “This man is NOT our enemy!” Then, with almost equal fury: “And did you just put a dent in my fuckin’ car?!” The two guys snapped out of it, backed down, apologizing. The light turned green. My dad got back in the car and started driving.

			I was sitting there between my dad and this terrified white man, and my young heart was racing. He kept saying, over and over, “Thank you, oh my God, thank you…oh my God…”

			It was like a record stuck in a groove.

			My dad, Paul, and Carlos were all trying to calm him down. Turned out he’d been working nearby and was walking to the Long Island Rail Road stop several blocks away—heading home to the suburbs.

			My dad said, “Listen. King was killed, and it’s not safe for you out here. I’m gonna take you to the precinct nearby. You’ll be all right.”

			So we drove him to the police station, the Seventy-Seventh Precinct on Utica Avenue. Before letting him out, my dad gave him a final warning: “Listen to me. Don’t you let them send you out alone. Make sure they escort you to the train! It is not safe out here.”

			No question—if we had not been sitting at that stoplight, door unlocked, in that exact moment, that man would have been killed.

			We made it out to Brownsville. It wasn’t burning. But people were milling around—like something could pop off at any minute. Paul talked to them, cooling them off a little. But in the days and nights that followed, Molotov cocktails would be thrown. Shops looted. Everywhere, the anger was palpable. Riots and fires broke out in over a hundred cities across the country. It felt like we had entered a new age.

			That time burned itself into my consciousness. Between the political awareness in my household and the events unfolding around the world, there was no doubt that I would be shaped by the ideals of equality and racial justice that my father and his friends upheld. The deaths of Malcolm and King were galvanizing for millions of people—including me. The grown-ups around me were paying attention. They were listening, questioning, looking for alternatives to oppression and racism—everything they saw as the dark side of the American narrative. Those ideals were embedded in me.

			They stayed with me as I came of age, chose a life of art, and started looking for the threads that connect people and movements. Always trying to search for positivity in all things—but never backing down from a fight, if it came to that.

			One of the guys my dad was really into was Robert F. Williams, who had a shortwave radio program called Radio Free Dixie, broadcast out of Cuba—and later, China. Williams had been an NAACP leader and an NRA chapter head in North Carolina during Jim Crow, from the 1950s into the early ’60s. He chose to stand up to the Klan—arming himself to the teeth and preaching a civil rights gospel of “armed self-reliance.”

			He and his people fought fire with fire. These were folks who were not afraid to chuck a Molotov cocktail when the situation called for it. Williams was controversial—no question. A proto-Panther. He eventually became a fugitive for standing up to racist hate, fleeing to Cuba and then, at Mao’s invitation, to China. While in exile, he got Mao to issue a statement in support of Black Americans following King’s assassination. A poster was made of that statement: “The evil system of colonialism and imperialism arose and throve with the enslavement of negroes and the trade in negroes, and it will surely come to its end with the complete emancipation of the Black people.”

			My dad hung that poster on the wall of our basement to inspire him and his friends. The imagery was intense. So were the graphics in a lot of the radical publications my dad kept around, like the Black Panther Party newspapers, featuring powerful work by Emory Douglas—the Panthers’ Minister of Culture. Douglas was the in-house artist and designer for the movement. His style was bold, dramatic, and direct. So along with the ideas, I was also absorbing an aesthetic.

			I remember a few times, late at night, around my bedtime, sitting in the cellar with my dad as he listened to Radio Free Dixie. It played a mix of blues, R&B, and the wildest, most out-there jazz, all interspersed with intense, unforgettable Black-power messages: “In the cause of freedom and justice, let our battle cry be heard around the world. Freedom! Freedom! Freedom now, or death!”

			

			—

			My dad often walked me to my elementary school in the morning—Holy Rosary, a big Gothic building on Bainbridge Street—on his way to catch the A train to his office in the Wall Street area. Every day, he wore a crisp suit and bow tie. He was very much a bow-tie guy.

			I wore my Catholic school uniform: gray pants, white shirt, dark-blue tie, dark-blue blazer with the Holy Rosary crest stitched on the chest. I would take off as much of that uniform as possible on my walk home after school.

			I throw with my left hand. But thanks to the nuns at Holy Rosary, I hold a pen in my right. They insisted I write with my right hand—by “insisted,” I mean they whipped my ass if I didn’t. The nuns were generous with corporal punishment, and I got my share.

			I also got a stutter. Years later, I read a study that said stuttering can be triggered when you force a child to switch handedness. My stutter was mild, but it caused me embarrassment. Sometimes, when a teacher called on me in class, I’d just lock up. Other times, the stutter got me picked on. That’s when my dad’s friend Jimmy Gittens stepped in. He taught me how to use my fists—how to be nice with my knuckles—if things ever got too real.

			Even so, I mostly believed all the shit the nuns and priests told us—like how your guardian angel is always hovering nearby, looking after you. Any time I tried to talk about spiritual matters with my father, he’d be like, “That’s garbage!”

			At which my mother would jump in: “Stop, Freddy! You’re confusing him!”

			My folks didn’t argue much, but when they did, it reminded me of Alice and Ralph Kramden in The Honeymooners, but with cursing.

			My dad appreciated the quality of a Catholic education—at least compared to the public-school options in Bed-Stuy. But he was not feeling the religious part of it. So at school, I would hear about the Immaculate Conception; at the dinner table, I would hear about dialectical materialism. My dad was always looking for alternatives—spiritually, economically—to the way things were in our country. After all, what we were living under was pretty horrible.

			Those walks with my dad to school were like extensions of the think-tank atmosphere he created in the cellar. I remember one morning when a guy in a flashy new Cadillac pulled over to say hello. After he drove off, my father said, “He’s a poverty pimp.”

			A what?

			That’s when I learned about local “activists” who weren’t doing anything for the community with the anti-poverty funds they got from the government—just setting themselves up.

			I also remember noticing something strange as we walked down Stuyvesant Avenue toward Holy Rosary, through well-to-do Stuyvesant Heights. It was a beautiful area, full of big, elegant townhouses. Most of the Black folks coming in and out of them had lighter skin. That perplexed me. I asked my father what was up. It was a hard lesson to absorb—about racism, colorism, and socioeconomics.

			We often walked past the Macon branch of the New York Public Library, a place that became an obsession, a haven. I got deep into art books, architecture books. At some point, it hit me: Somebody had to design every room, every hallway. Somebody decided how high the ceilings should be, what the moldings looked like, how the electrical and plumbing would run. The realization that an actual person had drawn all that blew my mind. I decided I wanted to be an architect.

			I started checking out stacks of architecture books—getting lost in the work of Frank Lloyd Wright and tripping out on the Greco-Roman influence on so many buildings. I accumulated a ton of books—and some of them I never bothered to bring back. I probably still owe money to the Macon branch for unpaid fines.

			One Christmas, during the height of my architecture obsession, all I wanted was a Rapidograph pen. It was a technical drawing pen with a precise point that architects used for mechanical drawings. That thing must have cost thirty bucks—which felt like all the money in the world.

			I begged my mother for it. She got me one: a Christmas miracle. Naturally, I ended up destroying it, but it was fun while it lasted. And it unleashed my obsession with pens and paint—creating images, leaving marks. I think there was also something in the iconography of Holy Rosary that sparked my fascination with visual representation in all its many forms—from Renaissance paintings to comic books.

			As much as the spiritual stuff confused me—and some of the nuns were cruel—I actually thought it might be cool to be an altar boy. My dad must have thought I was nuts, but I signed up to be one. During altar boy training, you got to see where everything was stored in the chapel: the wine, the chalices, the vestments. It felt like secret knowledge—access to some kind of weird force.

			One day, I snuck into the chapel, cracked open a box of communion wafers, and ate fifty of them. The nuns had taught us it was the body of Christ. So I figured the more I ate, the more spirit power—superpower, really—I’d have. I waited for something to kick in, but nothing happened. I sat there, stunned and disappointed.

			I shared my discovery with another kid who was also training to be an altar boy. He snitched, and that ended my would-be altar boy career. That’s when I stopped believing in the Catholic mythology the nuns were selling us.

			These days, Holy Rosary is a luxury apartment building. Whenever I walk past it now, it feels like I’m having an out-of-body experience.

		

	
		
			
				2

				Where they jammin’ at?

			
			The first record I ever bought was a 45 of “The Name Game” by Shirley Ellis.

			“Shirley, Shirley, bo-birley, banana fanna fo-firley… ”

			She is practically rapping on that tongue-twister of a song. I played it over and over, memorizing every fun word. The sleeve came with instructions for singing along—everyone seemed to know how.

			My mother loved that record, and the first copy we had was actually hers. It got scratched when a ball I was playing with bounced onto the turntable. So she gave me a dollar and sent me around the corner to the record store on Sumner Avenue to get a new one.

			Mom loved everything from Billie Holiday to Johnny Hartman to Nancy Wilson to Sarah Vaughan. My dad was into horn and piano players, but she was into the singers. It was amazing to hear her sing along with Dinah Washington or Etta Jones—two of her favorites, and two women she’d hung out with now and then. She could really hold a note, and one of my great regrets is that I never recorded her.

			On the more contemporary side, whenever the hottest stuff from Motown or Stax came on the radio, my mother would give me a quarter to perform the newest dances—the monkey, the hitch hike, the wobble—for her and Doris.

			“Come on, Frederick! Do that dance for us!”

			I was happy to oblige.

			My dad, being so plugged into jazz, never cared for that stuff. But that changed when James Brown started wearing an Afro and released “Say It Loud—I’m Black and I’m Proud.” At that moment, for my dad, James Brown became a leader, a voice for Black people. He was no longer the guy with the slick suits and processed hair; he was the guy Who Stood Up.

			It didn’t hurt that the accounting firm my dad worked for also represented James Brown. When he told me that, I couldn’t believe it.

			“Wait—really? You know James Brown?”

			“Yeah,” he said. “I met him at the office a couple of times. He spends about a hundred dollars a day.”

			“What?! A hundred dollars?! For real?!” It was the most money ever.

			Some of the older teenage Black guys in the community were Five Percenters—a Muslim offshoot—and for whatever reason, the ones we knew were big into rock. That’s how I first got exposed to Jimi Hendrix and Janis Joplin. The Beatles were inescapable. And just like I did with Thelonious Monk, I actually tried to get them on the phone. I dialed zero and took it from there. I got switched all the way to some friendly international operators with British accents who were probably getting fifty calls like that a day. I never managed to get through, but the operators were nice to me.

			At home, if the radio wasn’t on WBAI—where every conversation, like the nightly news, was about the

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			—

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			—

			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			—

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			—

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			—

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/images/Art06_Five01_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780593834916_title_page.jpg
Everybhody;s

A Life of Art, Music,
and Changing the Culture

FRED BRATHWAITE
aka FAB S FREDDY

with Mark Rozzo

VIKING








OEBPS/images/Art02_CampbellCan_final_r1.jpg
(T T T TR T
L Sl L et Il (A e S TR mdlSE . e R i






OEBPS/images/Art01_Fred_TitlePg_r1.jpg








OEBPS/images/9780593834916_cover.jpg
Fab5
Freddy

A Life of Art,
Music, and
Changing
the Culture






OEBPS/images/Art03_Graffiti_Part1_r2.jpg





