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How a Compton loner pushed past his dark 
moments and insecurities to become hip-hop’s 

most exciting rapper By JOSH EELLS
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of Rosecrans and Central, a famous local 
spot recently made infamous when Suge 
Knight allegedly ran over two men with 
his truck in the parking lot, killing one of 
them. “Homey died right here,” G-Weed 
says, pointing to a dark spot on the as-
phalt. “That security camera caught ev-
erything. They’re building a case.” 

Lamar grew up just six blocks from 
here, in a little blue three-bedroom house 
at 1612 137th St. Across the street is the 
Louisiana Fried Chicken where he used 
to get the three-piece meal with fries 
and lemonade; over there is the Rite Aid 
where he walked to buy milk for his lit-
tle brothers. Tam’s was another hangout. 
“This is where I seen my second murder, 
actually,” he says. “Eight years old, walk-
ing home from McNair Elementary. Dude 
was in the drive-thru ordering his food, 
and homey ran up, boom boom – smoked 
him.” He saw his first murder at age five, a 
teenage drug dealer gunned down outside 
Lamar’s apartment build-
ing. “After that,” he says, 
“you just get numb to it.”

It’s almost noon, but 
Lamar is just starting his 
day – having spent a late 
night in the studio scram-
bling to finish his new 
album, To Pimp a Butter-
fly, which has to be done 
in five days. He’s dressed 
casually in a gray hoodie, 
maroon sweatpants, and 
white socks with black 
slides, but recognizable 
enough that an old lady in 
line decides to tease him 
while complaining about 
the heat inside. “Y’all need 
to put the air conditioner 
on,” she calls to the man-
ager. “Kendrick Lamar 
is here!” 

Lamar may be a two-
time Grammy winner with 
a platinum debut execu-
tive-produced by Dr. Dre, 
and with fans from Kanye 

West to Taylor Swift. But here at Tam’s, 
he’s also Kendrick Duckworth, Paula and 
Kenny’s son. Inside, a middle-aged woman 
who just left church comes up and gives 
him a hug, and he buys lunch for a cart- 
toting lady he knows to be a harmless 
crack addict. (“She used to chase us with 
sticks and stuff,” he says.) Outside, an old 
man in a motorized wheelchair scoots over 
to introduce himself. He says he moved 
here in 1951, when Compton was still ma-
jority-white. “Back in the day, we had the 
baddest cars in L.A.,” he says. “I just want-
ed you to know where you came from. It’s 
a hell of a neighborhood.” 

On his breakthrough album, 2012’s 
good kid, m.A.A.d City, Lamar made his 
name by chronicling this neighborhood, 
vividly evoking a specific place (this same 
stretch of Rosecrans) and a specific time 
(in the summer of 2004, between 10th 
and 11th grade). It was a concept album 
about adolescence, told with cinematic 

precision through the eyes 
of someone young enough 
to recall every detail 
(as in: “Me and my nig-
gas four deep in a white 
Toyota/A quarter tank of 
gas, one pistol, one orange 
soda”).

Lamar’s parents moved 
here from Chicago in 
1984, three years before 
Kendrick was born. His 
dad, Kenny Duckworth, 
was reportedly running 
with a South Side street 
gang called the Gangster 
Disciples, so his mom, 
Paula Oliver, issued an ul-
timatum. “She said, ‘I can’t 
fuck with you if you ain’t 
trying to better yourself,’ ” 
Lamar recounts. “ ‘We 
can’t be in the streets for-
ever.’ ” They stuffed their 
clothes into two black gar-
bage bags and boarded a 
train to California with 
$500. “They were going to 

go to San Bernardino,” Lamar says. “But 
my Auntie Tina was in Compton. She got 
’em a hotel until they got on their feet, and 
my mom got a job at McDonald’s.” For the 
first couple of years, they slept in their car 
or motels, or in the park when it was hot 
enough. “Eventually, they saved enough 
money to get their first apartment, and 
that’s when they had me.”

Lamar has a lot of good memories of 
Compton as a kid: riding bikes, doing 
back flips off friends’ roofs, sneaking into 
the living room during his parents’ house 
parties. (“I’d catch him in the middle of 
the dance floor with his shirt off,” his mom 
says. “Like, ‘What the . . . ? Get back in 
that room!’ ”) Then there’s one of his ear-
liest memories – the afternoon of April 
29th, 1992, the first day of the South Cen-
tral riots.

Kendrick was four. “I remember rid-
ing with my pops down Bullis Road, and 
looking out the window and seeing moth-
erfuckers just running,” he says. “I can 
see smoke. We stop, and my pops goes 
into the Auto Zone and comes out rolling 
four tires. I know he didn’t buy them. I’m 
like, ‘What’s going on?’ ” (Says Kenny, “We 
were all taking stuff. That’s the way it was 
in the riots!”)

“Then we get to the house,” Lamar con-
tinues, “and him and my uncles are like, 
‘We fixing to get this, we fixing to get that. 
We fixing to get all this shit!’ I’m thinking 
they’re robbing. There’s some real may-
hem going on in L.A. Then, as time pro-
gresses, I’m watching the news, hearing 
about Rodney King and all this. I said to 
my mom, ‘So the police beat up a black 
man, and now everybody’s mad? OK. I 
get it now.’ ”

W
e’ve been sitting 
on the patio a while 
when Lamar sees 
someone he knows at 
the bus stop. “Matt 
Jeez y! What up, 

bro?” Matt Jeezy nods. “That’s my boy,” 
Lamar says. “He’s part of the inner circle.” 
Lamar has a few friends like this, guys he’s 
known all his life. But often he’d rather be 
by himself. 

“He was always a loner,” Kendrick’s 
mom says. Lamar agrees: “I was always in 
the corner of the room watching.” He has 
two little brothers and one younger sis-
ter, but until he was seven, he was an only 
child. He was so precocious his parents 
nicknamed him Man-Man. “I grew up fast 
as fuck,” he says. “My moms used to walk 
me home from school – we didn’t have no 
car – and we’d talk from the county build-
ing to the welfare office.” “He would ask 
me questions about Section 8 and the 
Housing Authority, so I’d explain it to 
him,” his mom says. “I was keeping it real.”

 A
drizzly sunday morning in compton, 
the sky an un-California-ish gray. Into the 
parking lot of a local hamburger stand 
pulls a chromed-out black Mercedes SUV, 
driven by 27-year-old Kendrick Lamar, ar-
guably the most talented rapper of his gen-
eration. There are a half-dozen guys from 
the neighborhood waiting to meet him: L, 
Turtle, G-Weed. “I grew up with all these 

cats,” Lamar says. He nods to Mingo, a Compton-born sweetheart who is 
roughly the size of the truck he arrived in: “I don’t need to hire a bodyguard. 
Look how fucking big he is!” ¶ The burger joint, Tam’s, sits at the corner 
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Contributing editor Josh Eells wrote 
about corrupt Texas police in January. 

I’ve woken  
up feeling 
guilty, 
angry. As  
a kid from 
Compton, 
you can  
have all the 
success but 
question  
your worth.” 
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The Duckworths survived on welfare 
and food stamps, and Paula did hair for 
$20 a head. His dad had a job at KFC, but 
at a certain point, says Lamar, “I realized 
his work schedule wasn’t really adding 
up.” It wasn’t until later that he suspect-
ed Kenny was probably making money 
off the streets. “They wanted to keep me 
innocent,” Lamar says now. “I love them 
for that.” To this day, he and his dad have 
never discussed it. “I don’t know what type 
of demons he has,” Lamar says, “but I don’t 
wanna bring them shits up.” (Says Kenny, 
“I don’t want to talk about that bad time. 
But I did what I had to do.”)

There’s a famous story from Tom Petty’s 
childhood in which a 10-year-old Tom sees 
Elvis shooting a movie near his hometown 
in Florida, takes one look at the white Ca-
dillac and the girls, and decides to become 
a rock star on the spot. Lamar has a sim-
ilar story – only for him it’s sitting on his 
dad’s shoulders outside the Compton Swap 
Meet, age eight, watching Dr. Dre and 
2Pac shoot a video for “California Love.” 
“I want to say they were in a white Bent-
ley,” Lamar says. (It was actually black.) 
“These motorcycle cops trying to conduct 
traffic but one almost scraped the car, and 
Pac stood up on the passenger seat, like, 
‘Yo, what the fuck!’ ” He laughs. “Yelling at 
the police, just like on his motherfucking 
songs. He gave us what we wanted.”

Being a rapper was far from preordained 
for Lamar. As late as middle school, he had 
a noticeable stutter. “Just certain words,” 

he says. “It came when I was excited or 
in trouble.” He loved basketball – he was 
short, but quick – and dreamed of mak-
ing it to the NBA. But in seventh grade, 
an English teacher named Mr. Inge turned 
him on to poetry – rhymes, metaphors, 
double-entendres – and Lamar fell in love. 
“You could put all your feelings down on a 
sheet of paper, and they’d make sense to 
you,” he says. “I liked that.”

At home, Lamar started writing non-
stop. “We used to wonder what he was 
doing with all that paper,” his dad says. “I 
thought he was doing homework! I didn’t 
know he was writing lyrics.” “I had never 
heard him say profanity before,” says his 
mom. “Then I found his little rap lyrics, 
and it was all ‘Eff you.’ ‘D-i-c-k.’ I’m like, 
‘Oh, my God! Kendrick’s a cusser!’ ”

An A student, Lamar flirted with the 
idea of going to college. “I could have went. 
I should have went.” (He still might: “It’s 
always in the back of my mind. It’s not 
too late.”) But by the time he was in high 
school, he was running with a bad crowd. 
This is the crew he raps about on good kid, 
m.A.A.d City – the ones doing robberies, 
home invasions, running from the cops. 

Once his mom found a bloody hospital 
gown, from a trip he took to the ER with 
“one of his little homeys who got smoked.” 

Another time she found him curled up 
crying in the front yard. She thought he 
was sad because his grandmother had just 
died: “I didn’t know somebody had shot 
at him.” One night, the police knocked on 
their door and said he was involved in an 
incident in their neighborhood, and his 
parents, in a bout of tough love, kicked 
him out for two days. “And that’s a scary 
thing,” Lamar says, “because you might 
not come back.”

A
f t e r  a  c o u p l e  o f 
hours, the mood on Rose-
crans starts to shift. An 
ambulance roars by, 
sirens blaring. In the mid-
dle of the street, a home-

less man is shouting at passing cars. 
Lamar starts to grow uneasy, his eyes 
glancing at the corners. I ask if every-
thing’s OK. “It’s the temperature,” he says. 
“It’s, uh, raising a little bit.” A few minutes 
later, one of his friends – who’s been cruis-
ing back and forth on his bicycle all after-
noon, “patrolling the perimeter” – calls 
out, “Rollers!” and a few seconds later, two 
L.A. County sheriff cruisers round the cor-
ner. “There they go,” Lamar says, as they 
hit their lights and take off.

As a teenager, “the majority of my in-
teractions with police were not good,” 
Lamar says. “There were a few good ones 
who were actually protecting the commu-
nity. But then you have ones from the Val-
ley. They never met me in their life, but 
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ed writing, and within an hour, he had 
rough verses for a new song, “The Black-
er the Berry”:

Coming from the bottom of mankind
My hair is nappy, my dick is big
My nose is round and wide
You hate me, don’t you?

since I’m a kid in basketball shorts and 
a white T-shirt, they wanna slam me on 
the hood of the car. Sixteen years old,” he 
says, nodding toward the street. “Right 
there by that bus stop. Even if he’s not a 
good kid, that don’t give you the right to 
slam a minor on the ground, or pull a pis-
tol on him.”

Lamar says he’s had police pull 
guns on him on two occasions. The 
fi rst was when he was 17, cruising 
around Compton with his friend 
Moose. He says a cop spotted their 
f lashy green Camaro and pulled 
them over, and when Moose couldn’t 
fi nd his license fast enough, the cop 
pulled a gun. “He literally put the 
beam on my boy’s head,” Lamar re-
calls. “I remember driving off  in si-
lence, feeling violated, and him being 
so angry a tear dropped from his 
eye.” The story of the second time is 
murkier: Lamar won’t say what he 
and his friends were up to, only that 
a cop drew his gun and they ran. 
“We was in the wrong,” he admits. 
“But we just kids. It’s not worth pulling 
your gun out over. Especially when we
running away.” 

Friends of his weren’t so lucky. Just 
after midnight on June 13th, 2007, of-
fi cers from the LAPD’s Southeast Divi-
sion responded to a domestic-violence call 
on East 120th Street, about fi ve minutes 
from Lamar’s house. There they found 
his good friend D.T. allegedly holding a 
10-inch knife. According to police, D.T. 
charged, and an offi  cer opened fi re, kill-
ing him. “It never really quite added up,” 
Lamar says. “But here’s the crazy thing.
Normally when we fi nd out somebody got 
killed, the fi rst thing we say is ‘Who did 
it? Where we gotta go?’ It’s a gang alter-
cation. But this time it was the police – 
the biggest gang in California. You’ll never 
win against them.”

On an otherwise positive song called 
“HiiiPower,” from his 2011 mixtape Sec-
tion.80, Lamar rapped, “I got my fi nger 
on the motherfucking pistol/Aim it at a 
pig, Charlotte’s Web is going to miss you.” 
It’s an unsettling line, especially coming 
from a rapper who often subverts gang-
ster tropes but rarely traffi  cks in them. “I 
was angry,” he says. “To be someone with 
a good heart, and to still be harassed as a 
kid . . . it took a toll on me. Soon you’re just 
saying, ‘Fuck everything.’ That line was 
me getting those frustrations out. And 
I’m glad I could get them out with a pen 
and a paper.” 

About three years ago, Lamar was fl ip-
ping through the channels on his tour bus 
when he saw on the news a report that a 
16-year-old named Trayvon Martin had 
been shot to death in a Florida subdivi-
sion. “It just put a whole new anger inside 
me,” Lamar says. “It made me remember 
how I felt. Being harassed, my partners 
being killed.” He grabbed a pen and start-

fans thought he sounded like a right-
wing apologist. The rapper Azealia Banks 
called his comments “the dumbest shit 
I’ve ever heard a black man say.”

Lamar says he’s not an idiot. “I know 
the history,” he says. “I’m not talk-
ing about that. I’m talking from a per-

You hate my people
Your plan is to terminate my culture. . . .”
But as Lamar wrote, he also start-

ed thinking about his own time in the 
streets, and “all the wrong I’ve done.” So 
he started writing a new verse, in which 
he turned the microscope on himself. 
How can he criticize America for killing 
young black men, he asks, when young 
black men are often just as good at it? As 
the song’s narrator put it, “Why did I weep 
when Trayvon Martin was in the street/
When gangbanging make me kill a nigga 
blacker than me?/Hypocrite.” 

When it was f inally released last 
month, the song sparked a rash of think 
pieces, with some listeners saying Lamar 
was ignoring the real problem: the sys-
temic racism that created the conditions 
for black-on-black crime in the fi rst place. 
Coupled with a recent Billboard interview 
in which Lamar seemed to suggest that 
some of the responsibility for prevent-
ing killings like that of Michael Brown 
lay with black people themselves, some 

sonal standpoint. I’m talking about
gangbanging.”

He grew up surrounded by gangs. Some 
of his close friends were West Side Pirus, a 
local Blood affi  liate, and his mom says her 
brothers were Compton Crips. One of his 
uncles did a 15-year stretch for robbery, 
and another is locked up now for the same; 
his Uncle Tony, meanwhile, was shot in the 
head at a burger stand when Kendrick was 
a boy. But Lamar says he was taught that 
change starts from within. “My moms al-
ways told me: ‘How long you gonna play 
the victim?’ ” he says. “I can say I’m mad 
and I hate everything, but nothing really 
changes until I change myself. So no mat-
ter how much bullshit we’ve been through 
as a community, I’m strong enough to say 
fuck that, and acknowledge myself and my 
own struggles.”

W
h e n l a m a r r e -
leased the new al-
bum’s f irst single, 
“i,” last September, 
many fans weren’t 
sure what to make 

of it. A blast of pop positivity that sam-
ples an Isley Brothers hit recently heard 
soundtracking a Swiff er commercial, it 
felt like an odd move for Lamar, who’s 
known for more complex fare. People 
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Compton to Courtside

(1) With his mother, Paula, in 1989. 
(2) At a Lakers game with mentor Dr.
Dre in 2010. (3) With longtime girlfriend 
Whitney, whom Lamar has called “my 
best friend.”
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called it corny, mocked its feel-good, 
“Happy”-style chorus (“I love myself!”). “I 
know people might think that means I’m 
conceited or something,” Lamar says. “No. 
It means I’m depressed.”

Lamar is sitting in the Santa Monica 
recording studio where he made much 
of his new album, dressed in a charcoal 
sweatsuit and Reeboks. His baseball cap 
is pulled low over his sprouting braids, 
and he speaks softly and thoughtfully, 
with long pauses between sentences. 

“I’ve woken up in the morning and felt 
like shit,” he says. “Feeling guilty. Feeling 
angry. Feeling regretful. As a kid from 
Compton, you can get all the success in 
the world and still question your worth.” 

Lamar says he intended “i” as a “Keep 
Ya Head Up”-style message for his friends 
in the penitentiary. But he also wrote it 
for himself, to ward off dark thoughts. 
“My partner Jason Estrada told me, ‘If you 
don’t attack it, it will attack you,’ ” Lamar 
says. “If you sit around moping, feeling 
sad and stagnant, it’s gonna eat you alive. 
I had to make that record. It’s a reminder. 
It makes me feel good.”

Lamar also points out that the fans who 
scratched their heads at “i” had yet to hear 
“u” – its counterpoint on the album. “ ‘i’ is 
the answer to ‘u,’ ” he says. The latter is four 
and a half minutes of devastating honesty, 
with Lamar almost sobbing over a discor-
dant beat, berating himself about his lack 
of confidence and calling himself “a fuck-
ing failure.” It’s the sound of a man staring 
into the mirror and hating what he sees, 
punctuated by a self-aware hook: “Loving 
you is complicated.” 

“That was one of the hardest songs I had 
to write,” he says. “There’s some very dark 
moments in there. All my insecurities and 
selfishness and letdowns. 
That shit is depressing as 
a motherfucker.

“But it helps, though,” 
he says. “It helps.”

Lamar has document-
ed his inner struggles 
before, most notably on 
“Swimming Pools,” from 
good kid, which explores 
his past troubles with al-
cohol and his family’s 
history of addiction. But 
once he got successful, he 
says, things got more dif-
ficult, not less. One of his 
biggest issues was self-
esteem – accepting that 
he deserved to be where 
he was. And some of that 
came from his discomfort 
around white people.

“I’m going to be 100 
percent real with you,” 
Lamar says. “In all my 
days of schooling, from 
preschool all the way up 
to 12th grade, there was 

not one white person in my class. Liter-
ally zero.” Before he started touring, he 
had barely left Compton; when he finally 
did, the culture shock threw him. “Imag-
ine only discovering that when you’re 25,” 
Lamar says. “You’re around people you 
don’t know how to communicate with. You 
don’t speak the same lingo. It brings confu-
sion and insecurity. Questioning how did I 
get here, what am I doing? That was a cycle 
I had to break quick. But at the same time, 
you’re excited, because you’re in a different 
environment. The world keeps going out-
side the neighborhood.”

The week good kid was released, Lamar 
began keeping a diary. “It really came from 
conversations I had with Dre,” he says. 
“Hearing him tell stories about all these 
moments, and how it went by like that” – 
he snaps. “I didn’t want to forget how I was 
feeling when my album dropped, or when I 
went back to Compton.” 

Lamar ended up filling multiple note-
books. “There’s a lot of weird shit in there,” 
he says. “Lot of drawings, visuals.” Where-
as good kid was an exercise in millennial 
nostalgia, To Pimp a Butterfly is firmly in 
the present. It’s his take on what it means 
to be young and black in America today – 
and more specifically, what it means to be 
Kendrick Lamar, navigating success, ex-
pectation and his own self-doubt. 

Musically, the album – at least the half 
that he’s comfortable sharing so far – is 
adventurous, borrowing from free jazz 
and 1970s funk. Lamar says he listened 
to a lot of Miles Davis and Parliament. 
His producer Mark “Sounwave” Spears, 
who’s known Lamar since he was 16, says, 
“Every producer I’ve ever met was send-
ing me stuff – but there was a one-in-a- 
million chance you could send us a beat 

that actually fit what we 
were doing.” A li says 
Lamar works synestheti-
cally – “He talks in colors 
all the time: ‘Make it sound 
purple.’ ‘Make it sound 
light green.’ ” 

But of all the album’s 
colors, the most prominent 
is black. There are allu-
sions to the entire sweep of 
African-American histo-
ry, from the diaspora to the 
cotton fields to the Har-
lem renaissance to Obama. 
“Mortal Man” (inspired in 
part by a 2014 trip to South 
Africa) name-checks lead-
ers from Mandela to MLK 
all the way back to Moses. 
On “King Kunta,” a stomp-
ing blast of James Brown 
funk, he imagines himself 
as the titular slave from 
Roots, shouting the punch-
line “Everybody wanna cut 
the legs off him!/Black man 
taking no losses!”

Hanging over it all, of course, are the 
tragedies of the past three years: Tray-
von Martin, Michael Brown, Eric Garner, 
Tamir Rice. Says Sounwave, “To me, the 
album is perfect for right now. If the world 
was happy, maybe we’d give you a happy 
album. But right now, we are not happy.” 

Lamar – who calls the album “fearful, 
honest and unapologetic” – is coy about 
what the title means. “Just putting the 
word ‘pimp’ next to ‘butterfly’ . . . ” he says, 
then laughs. “It’s a trip. That’s something 
that will be a phrase forever. It’ll be taught 
in college courses – I truly believe that.” I 
ask if he’s the pimp or the butterfly, and he 
just smiles. “I could be both,” he says.

O
n the last day of feb-
ruary, Lamar and two 
dozen loved ones are gath-
ered at a $6 million man-
sion in Calabasas, for a 
surprise birthday party 

for Sounwave. The estate belongs to “Top 
Dawg” Tiffeth, part of a group of proper-
ties so exclusive they’re protected by two 
security gates, the second presumably to 
keep out the riff-raff inhabiting the man-
sions inside the first. NBA star Paul Pierce 
lives across the street, and multiple Kar-
dashians live around the block. “There’s 
probably a million dollars in this drive-
way,” says Lamar’s tour manager, a friend-
ly dude named ret One, as he surveys the 
Audis, Benzes and Range Rovers out front.

Lamar lives down the coast with his 
longtime girlfriend, Whitney (he has 
called her his “best friend”), in a tri- 
level condo he rents in the South Bay, 
on the water. He still hasn’t splurged on 
much: So far his biggest purchase is a rel-
atively modest house in the suburbs east of 
L.A., which he bought for his parents more 
than a year ago. Top Dawg says that at first 
his mom didn’t want to take it, because it 
meant giving up their Section 8 status. 
Kendrick had to reassure her: “It’s OK, 
Mom. We’re good.” (“It was hard times, 
and we’ve been through a lot,” says Kenny. 
“But like Drake said: ‘We started from the 
bottom, now we’re here.’ ”) 

In the kitchen, the girls are snacking and 
chatting, while the guys are in the home 
theater watching the new Kobe documen-
tary. In the dining room, Lamar is talking 
to Sounwave and his manager Dave Free, 
trying to make last-minute changes to the 
record that’s due out in two weeks.

Eventually, Whitney comes in and rests 
her hand on Lamar’s shoulder. “They’re 
about to blow out the candles,” she says. 
Everyone moves into the kitchen to sing 
“Happy Birthday” to Sounwave, and 
Lamar stands beside Whitney, his arm 
around her waist. They look happy. Soun-
wave is about to blow out the candles when 
someone tells him to make a wish – but be-
fore he can, Lamar jumps in and makes 
one for him. “I wish,” he says, smiling, “for 
hot beats!”
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It’s OK, 
Mom,” said 
Lamar. She 
was worried 
about losing 
Section 8 
status when 
he bought 
her a house. 
“We’re 
good.”

WorldMags.net

http://worldmags.net/
http://worldmags.net/

